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Abstract. A Corporate Accelerator (CA) is increasingly being considered as a bridge between established companies and start-ups.
However, there is still little known about objectives and benefits of establishing CAs. Therefore, the aim of this study is to investigate
both objectives and benefits of organizations implementing CAs. Moreover, we aim to shed further light on how those CAs are
implemented in organizational structure and executed in corporate practice. We deliver findings based on data from five different
cases in the German market. Using a multi case study approach, we find that CAs serve as so-called resource matchmakers between
established companies and start-ups. Additionally, we propose that CAs trigger the organizational learning process. Therefore, we
contribute to a better understanding of CAs, because prior research on this topic is limited. We discuss these findings in the light of
prior research and with regard to management practice. Based on the limitations of our study, we provide avenues for further
research.
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1. Introduction
“It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.“ – Charles Darwin
Inspite of being more than 150 years old, Charles Darwin's quote describes the core statement of evolutionary theory in biology,
this fact also applies to today's corporate world (O’Reilly, Harreld & Tushman, 2009). Companies often fail because their
environment changes and they do not find appropriate answers to these changes (Schumpeter, 1942).
In this context, discontinuous change is a particular challenge for existing industries (Hill & Rothaermel, 2003). Emerging
technologies offer potential competitors the opportunity to enter and redesign whole markets (Bergek, Berggren, Magnusson &
Hobday, 2013; Tushman & Anderson, 1986). They are able to challenge the knowledge base of established market participants by
radical or disruptive innovations and have a destructive effect on their competence (Christensen, 1997; Tushman & Anderson, 1986).
As a consequence, established companies are often forced out of the market by new players through a process of creative destruction
(Bergek et al., 2013; Schumpeter, 1942). Established companies cannot maintain their competitive advantage in the long-term
(Wiggins & Ruefli, 2005), whereby the aspect of innovation generation is becoming increasingly important (Wadhwa, Phelps &
Kotha, 2016). As a consequence, established market participants must be able to adapt their innovation management to the
circumstances described in order to maintain their competitiveness (Chesbrough, 2004). In relation to this, the opening of the
innovation process enables participation in change (Cassiman & Valentini, 2016; Chesbrough, 2004).
The Open Innovation (OI) approach is an established approach in science and practice according to Chesbrough (2017). Suppliers,
customers, research institutions and even organizations from outside the industry can be involved in the innovation process of a
company (Huizingh, 2011). In addition to these actors, start-ups also offer an important source of knowledge for innovative ideas
(Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005; Kim & Steensma, 2017). Start-ups are not only characterized by their wealth of ideas, but also by
organizational agility, willingness to take risks and strong growth ambitions making them a complementary partner in a rapidly
changing world (Kohler, 2016; Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015).
There is a large number of forms that allow collaboration with start-ups. For example, strategic alliances (Neyens, Faems & Sels,
2010), joint ventures (Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015) and equity investments (Wadhwa & Kotha, 2006) offer opportunities to gain
access to innovative start-ups. Especially the financial participation of Corporate Venture Capital (CVC) units represents an
important form of collaboration for many companies (Napp & Minshall, 2011). Companies take a stake in independent start-up
companies through CVC units in order to achieve financial and strategic goals (Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005; Weiblen & Chesbrough,
2015).
While established models such as CVC are widely used, newer approaches seem to enable more intensive cooperation between
start-ups and established companies (Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015). The establishment of CAs provides companies a new means of
interaction with start-ups as part of their OI strategy. In contrast to CVC units, CAs do not focus on financial participation, but rather
on active exertion of influence on the development of start-ups in the early phase (Kohler, 2016). Start-ups are supported by the
provision of various services within the framework of temporary programs implemented in cohorts (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014).
These services can include, for example, the provision of business coaching, the organization of network events or support in raising
capital (Cohen, 2013a; Pauwels, Clarysse, Wright & Van Hove, 2016; Radojevich-Kelley & Hoffman, 2012). CAs are designed to
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combine the resource strength of established companies with the innovativeness and entrepreneurial spirit of young companies and
thus offer added value for both parties (Kohler, 2016).
The importance of CAs have increased enormously in the last few years. Meanwhile these initiatives are established in companies
all over the world and in all industry sectors in order to cooperate with start-ups (Kohler, 2016). The increasing relevance of this
form of collaboration can also be observed on the German market. Companies such as Axel Springer, Bayer and ProSiebenSat.1 are
already realizing CAs to interact with innovative young companies (Kohler, 2016; Richter, Jackson & Schildhauer, 2018). While an
increasing relevance of these programs can be seen in practice, they are still largely untapped in literature. To date, there are only a
few scientific articles that deal comprehensively with the concept of CAs (Jackson & Richter, 2017; Kohler, 2016; Kupp, Marval &
Borchers, 2017; Pauwels et al., 2016). To this day, there is little understanding of the specific goals the established companies are
pursuing by these initiatives. The concept of the CA is still in an early stage, whereas new programs are constantly established in
practice. According to Kohler (2016), the need for a more in-depth review of the programs is justified in this context. In literature
there is little understanding not only of the underlying intentions, but also of the organizational and content structure in the
environment of established companies. Furthermore, it has already been shown that established companies and start-ups are
complementary partners in terms of their resource base. However, there is little understanding of the extent to which established
companies can realize learning effects for their own organization by accessing the resource base (Kohler, 2016).
The aim of this study is to improve the understanding of the concept of a CA. For this purpose, the objectives of established
companies in the context of a CAs are analyzed. In addition, it will be shown how CAs are established in terms of organizational
structure and content implementation. Furthermore, the work presents the added value for established companies in detail. The
focus here is on the aspect of organizational learning through interaction with the participants. Hence the following questions arise:
1.

What are the objectives of CAs regarding the cooperation with start-ups?

2.

How are CAs implemented in corporate practice with regard to organizational structure and program content?

3.

What is the added value of setting up a CA for the organizational learning activities of the established companies?

2. Opening up innovation management through start-up collaborations
The literature contains a large number of aspects that shed light on the current challenges facing established companies.
Companies are therefore exposed to increasing market dynamics due to increasing global competition, rising R&D costs and
declining product life cycles (Saebi & Foss, 2015). In addition, technological trends such as artificial intelligence and big data have a
fundamental impact on existing businesses. In this context, technological change favors the entry of new market participants by the
disruption of traditional businesses (Manso, 2017).
According to Christensen (1997), the emergence of disruptive innovations in particular represents an important aspect of the
failure of established companies. These are innovations that initially cannot deliver the required performance promise for customers
in a mainstream market (Christensen & Overdorf, 2000). They rather offer another value proposition that mostly addresses the needs
of customers in niche markets (Danneels, 2004). Established companies continue to focus their business on existing markets and
customers (Christensen, 1997). The needs of the largest and most profitable customers are included in the development of the
business, while the offering is improved along the traditional performance dimensions (Henderson, 2006). Thus, the performance of
the offer often exceeds the needs of the average customer over time (Christensen, 1997).
However, the disruptive innovations of the new market participants are also gradually improved, whereby over time they will
also be able to meet the needs of established customers. In the long term, they will be able to better understand the needs of
mainstream customers than established companies. Consequently, ignored disruptive developments pose a critical challenge for
established companies (Chatterji, Findley, Jensen, Meyer & Nielson, 2016). These innovations enable new market participants to
redesign existing markets and thus further dynamise them.
The aspects mentioned above describe various challenges for established companies, all can be explained by the inability of
established companies to respond to an underlying change (Chatterji et al., 2016). One of the core competencies of established
companies is to realize economies of scale and scope, apply management systems and ultimately increase efficiency in existing
businesses (Jackson & Richter, 2017). With regard to change, however, employees perceive change as a threat to existing core
competencies and try to avoid actions outside existing patterns (O'Connor, 1998; Wolfe, Wright & Smart, 2006). In the context of
fundamental change, core competencies should therefore be seen more as so-called core rigidities (Leonard-Barton, 1992). In addition
to the employees' fear of change or failure, they express themselves through conservative decision-making and a restrictive
organizational culture with regard to new innovations in the company (Sandberg & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2014).
For these reasons, established companies are often unable to maintain their competitive advantage in the long-term and staying
innovative is becoming even more important (Wadhwa et al., 2016; Wiggins & Ruefli, 2005). Established market participants must
be able to adapt their innovation management to the circumstances described in order to maintain their competitiveness
(Chesbrough, 2004). Whereas in the past a closed innovation process was seen as a success factor by internal R&D departments,
today the opening of the innovation process represents a possibility for participation in change (Cassiman & Valentini, 2016;
Chesbrough, 2004).
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2.1. Possible solutions through Open Innovation
Over the last few years, OI has become one of the most important topics in the field of innovation management (Huizingh, 2011).
The basic principle behind the OI approach is to open up innovation management in companies. At the heart of this model is the
realization that competitive advantages often arise from innovations that are not generated within the company itself. The focus lies
rather on using the innovations of others and thereby incorporating external perspectives into one's own development (Chesbrough
& Crowther, 2006). In addition, the company's own innovations should be made freely accessible to others in order to enable their
commercialization by external actors (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West, 2006). Furthermore, the involvement of new parties can
promote the joint development of novel solutions (Enkel, Gassmann & Chesbrough, 2009).
The Chesbrough approach (2017) is an established scientific approach to overcome the challenges mentioned in advance. The
concept has also gained increasing popularity in business practice. One reason for this is that the concept reflects social and economic
changes in fundamental work patterns (Dahlander & Gann, 2010). Thus, more and more professionals today prefer a portfolio career
as a single employer for their entire working life (Platman, 2004). In addition, globalization allows markets to expand, which in turn
favours an increased division of labour due to regional differences in costs and quality. This leads to a reduction in the depth of
value added by companies, which in turn favours joint development. Technological progress offers new ways of working together
and coordinating across geographical distances. Improved technology standards and intellectual property rights (IP rights) are
further driving the exchange of ideas (Dahlander & Gann, 2010).
These developments also lead companies to open up their development processes to the environment. The activities within the
framework of the OI initiatives are divided into three types, which will be examined in more detail below.
Inside-out knowledge flow
One characteristic of the OI approach is the principle of inside-out innovation. For this purpose, the internal knowledge of a
company is made available to external actors (Dahlander & Gann, 2010; Enkel et al., 2009). This may be the case, for example, if an
internal development project cannot demonstrate synergies with existing business models. While the project would be a part of a
closed innovation process, knowledge would be externalised as a part of the Inside-Out Initiative (Vanhaverbeke, Van de Vrande &
Chesbrough, 2008). In this way, promising ideas can still be realized and brought to the market faster than through one's own
enterprise. It will therefore not only be limited to existing markets, but will also participate in businesses beyond its core business.
The companies thus generate additional revenue streams through fees for licenses awarded, by joint ventures or supported spin-offs
(Enkel et al., 2009; Garicano & Rayo, 2016).
In practice, the inside-out approach is usually implemented by multinational corporations with strong resources (Enkel et al.,
2009). These established companies are often able to set technology standards by externalizing knowledge. In addition, approved
innovations can also be used to transfer them to other industries (Enkel & Gassmann, 2010). In this context, the literature mentions
in particular the increasing awareness of the establishment of corporate venturing activities (Vanhaverbeke et al., 2008), whereby,
for example, Corporate Incubator (CI) units are set up for knowledge externalization.
The inside-out approach thus represents an opportunity for companies to obtain additional revenue streams by the external
realization of unused knowledge. According to Lichtenthaler (2009), there is a positive correlation between the inside-out initiatives
of the companies and the success of the company. Despite all this, this form of the OI model is less established in both academic
research and industrial practice than the outside-in process described below (Chesbrough, 2017; West & Bogers, 2014).
Outside-in knowledge flow
As part of the outside-in process, the company's own knowledge base is to be enriched by integrating external sources (Enkel et
al., 2009). Enkel and Gassmann (2007) show that in practice the majority of customers and suppliers are involved in the OI process.
In addition, competitors and research institutes also represent a relevant source. The outside-in process follows the logic that the
place of knowledge creation does not necessarily have to coincide with the place of innovation creation (Enkel et al., 2009). However,
the integration of customers and suppliers is not a novel issue in the literature. The joint inclusion of knowledge from partners along
the value chain is often regarded as a critical aspect of success (Cao & Zhang, 2011).
While the inclusion of industry-related partners is a well-known strategy, the increasing importance of players from outside the
industry can also be seen in this context (Enkel et al., 2009). Particularly in the literature on cross-industry innovation, the relevance
of knowledge, technologies and partners with a high cognitive distance is discussed (Enkel & Gassmann, 2010). Accordingly, added
value is created for both parties when people with different knowledge and perspectives interact and thereby combine their existing
knowledge and stimulate new things (Nooteboom, Van Haverbeke, Duysters, Gilsing & van den Oord, 2007).
The application of cross-industry innovations, for example, represents an established approach in the automotive industry to
generate radical innovations while at the same time reducing dependence on existing partners close to the industry (Gassmann,
Zeschky, Wolff & Stahl, 2010). The iDrive system of the German automobile manufacturer BMW is an example of the successful
implementation of knowledge from outside the industry (Enkel & Gassmann, 2010). At the end of the 1990s, BMW opted for an
integrated control concept that aims at reducing the number of operating elements in automobiles. The implementation required the
integration of new technologies, although BMW did not have the necessary knowledge at that time. Similarly, the existing
automotive suppliers did not have the knowledge to advance the interaction between man and machine in automobiles (Gassmann
et al., 2010). The cooperation between BMW and Immersion, a developer of joystick technologies in the video game industry, was
based on this problem (Enkel & Gassmann, 2010; Gassmann et al., 2010). The integration of their haptic feedback technology enabled
a fundamental innovation in the field of automotive control elements (Gassmann et al., 2010).
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The example above confirms the potential of cross-industry innovation through the integration of external knowledge. The
challenge, however, is to maintain knowledge with a sufficient cognitive distance, but this does not exclude mutual understanding
(Enkel & Gassmann, 2010). In the literature, the ability of companies to form technological analogies is assessed as a competitive
advantage (Enkel & Gassmann, 2010). Accordingly, a connection is drawn between the integration of knowledge from other
industries and the emergence of radical innovations (Dahl & Moreau, 2002; Farjoun, 2008). Inclusion therefore has a positive
influence on the success of the company (Gavetti, Levinthal & Rivkin, 2005).
Bilateral flow of knowledge
According to Chesbrough (2003), the concept of OI is described as a linear process in which either internal knowledge is made
available to external actors or external knowledge is included for the company's own development (West & Bogers, 2014). Enkel et
al. (2009) extend the linear OI model by the so-called coupled process. This refers to the co-creation between complementary partners.
The focus lies on the joint exchange of resources, whereby the inside-out process is combined with the outside-in process (Enkel et
al., 2009). Accordingly, the bilateral exchange of knowledge between two actors can also be regarded as a relevant scenario for OI
activities.
According to Ramaswamy & Ozcan (2018), the term co-creation is associated with a large number of activities in the literature.
The collaborative exchange as well as the generation of new knowledge by lead users or customer interaction can be realized via
collaboration tools such as crowdsourcing platforms (Franke, Von Hippel & Schreier, 2006; Kohler, 2015; West & Bogers, 2014).
Furthermore, the co-creation process can be realized through contractual collaborations with university and research institutions
(Perkmann & Walsh, 2007). In addition, the bilateral exchange of knowledge with other companies offers other applications. This
can be achieved, for example, by establishing strategic alliances or joint ventures (Enkel et al., 2009; Panico, 2017; Trott & Hartmann,
2009).
The study by Enkel and Gassmann (2007) shows that the use of joint development processes depends on the respective industry.
Companies in highly competitive industries, such as the IT or high-tech industries, are characterised by a high level of co-creation
activity. In contrast, companies in less competitive markets are usually characterised by independent development projects.
Examples include the leather processing and wood industries (Enkel et al., 2009).
2.2. Main features of organizational learning
The transfer of knowledge represents an important aspect for cooperation with external actors. As already described, within the
framework of the OI initiatives knowledge that is close to or unkown to the sector can be brought into the organization or new
knowledge can even be created through interaction. Furthermore, the initiation of a collaboration represents a contribution to the
organizational learning progress of the enterprises (Hamel, 1991; Kogut, 1988).
According to Simon (1969), organizational learning is the increasing recognition and successful restructuring of organizational
problems by individuals, which is reflected in the structure and outcome of organizations (Fiol & Lyles, 1985).
Within the framework of this work, the focus is primarily on the aspect of changes in the state of knowledge through the inclusion
of external actors. Accordingly, organizational learning is regarded in the following as the preservation, creation and transfer of
knowledge in the enterprise (see Figure 1).
Organizational learning process

Knowledge preservation

Knowledge creation

Knowledge transfer

Figure 1. Organizational Learning Process.
The existing knowledge base of an enterprise is not permanently used (Benkard, 2000). In this context, the aspect of organizational
forgetting represents a challenge. On the one hand, the cleansing of knowledge can offer a desirable situation in order to obtain a
basis for the access to new knowledge. On the other hand, however, an unwanted loss of knowledge can also have negative effects
(Holan & Phillips, 2004). In personnel-intensive companies, for example, this may be caused by the departure of employees (Benkard,
2000). Knowledge retention thus describes mechanisms to reduce the extent of unwanted organizational oblivion (Holan & Phillips,
2004).
While literature deals with the process of knowledge retention, the research focus of the publications so far has been less on the
aspect of knowledge generation (Argote, 2011). The process of knowledge creation is the process by which knowledge created by an
individual is made available to an organization in order to connect it to its knowledge base (Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009). On the one
hand, this can be a substitute for the forgotten knowledge of the company and, on the other hand, it can expand the knowledge base.
Knowledge transfer is a process in which a unit (e.g. an individual, a group or a department) is influenced by the experience and
knowledge of another (Argote & Ingram, 2000). This can affect both internal and external exchange between units, with initiatives
such as CIs and CAs being able to drive the exchange forward.
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According to Nonaka (1993), relevant knowledge can be classified as explicit or implicit within the framework of organizational
learning. Implicit knowledge is described as subjective knowledge that is difficult to formalize, articulate and transmit to others
(Huang, Hsieh & He, 2014; Liu, Jiang & Song, 2014; Nonaka, 1993). For example, it may be based on personal experience, professional
insight and know-how in a particular field (Huang et al., 2014). Explicit or codified knowledge is to be regarded as objective
knowledge that can be translated into formal, systematic language (Nonaka, 1993; Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009). It can be recorded
in the form of documents, reports or models among others (Nonaka, Toyama & Konno, 2000).
Consequently, the transfer of explicit knowledge is easier to realize than the transfer of implicit knowledge. Nevertheless, the
types of knowledge are regarded as complementary, which is why both types are important for organizational learning efforts
(Trong Tuan, 2012). The following mechanisms contribute to the transfer of knowledge: (1) observation, (2) communication, (3)
technology transfer, (4) replication of routines, (5) patents, (6) scientific publications and presentations, (7) customer and supplier
interaction, and (8) other inter-organizational forms of collaboration (Argote & Ingram, 2000).
2.3. Forms of interaction with start-ups
As already described in the previous chapter, opening up innovation management is one way to overcome the existing challenges
faced by incumbents. In this context, the inclusion of start-ups in particular represents an important aspect of the OI initiatives
(Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005; Kortum & Lerner, 2000; Shane, 2001). In the literature, there is now a multitude of forms of cooperation
between the two parties. In particular, the initiation of corporate hackathons and the establishment of CI, CVC and CA units are
important formats (Kohler, 2016). In the following, the forms of cooperation shown in Figure 2 are examined in more detail.
Corporate Hackathon
In recent years, the concept of the hackathon has become increasingly important in practice in (Grijpink, Lau & Vara, 2016). The
term is composed of the words hacking and marathon, which implies a short time limit and the inclusion of explorative
programming activities (Metten, 2017). A hackathon is thus an event in which computer programmers and developers develop a
solution for a specific software project under time constraints (Byrne, O'Sullivan & Sullivan, 2017; Chowdhury, 2012).
While hackathons are used by public institutions, universities or industry associations, for example, to generate solutions,
hackathons also become increasingly important in the business environment (Almirall, Lee & Majchrzak, 2014; Byrne et al., 2017;
Chowdhury, 2012; Grijpink et al., 2016; Metten, 2017). For example, such events have become increasingly relevant for IT companies
such as Facebook, Foursquare and Yelp in the development process (Chowdhury, 2012). In the past, the majority of hackathons were
primarily focused on the development of software, but recently, the inclusion of hardware components also becomes important
(Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014). These initiatives are therefore no longer only relevant for the rapid development of software solutions
in the IT sector, but can rather be regarded as a cross-sector tool for solving problems.
Corporate hackathons bring corporate employees together with other players such as start-ups, whereby solutions for existing
problems are worked on jointly and across disciplines within one to seven days (Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014; Metten, 2017; Soltani,
Pessi, Ahlin & Wernered, 2014). Not only the new problem-solving approaches are essential, but also the experience gained by the
participants (Metten, 2017). In a Corporate Hackathon, established employees are encouraged to develop innovative solutions
outside existing processes and working methods. Ultimately, the participants should learn how groundbreaking innovations can
also be realized in established organizations (Grijpink et al., 2016). Interdisciplinary collaboration thus generates the emergence of
new ways of thinking and development strategies among the internal participants (Metten, 2017).
Corporate hackathons can be classified as an OI initiative by opening the development process to external actors (Almirall et al.,
2014). They serve as tools for the targeted generation of hardware- and software-based problem solutions. In addition, they can be
seen as a tool for accelerating cultural change, generating customer-centric and agile problem-solving competence among internal
participants (Grijpink et al., 2016; Soltani et al., 2014).
Corporate Incubator
The American National Business Incubation Association describes the term Business Incubation as a dynamic process of business
development. The term refers to an interactive development process in which people who are ready to start a business and existing
start-ups are supported in the development of innovative products (Aernoudt, 2004).
Accordingly, Incubators are units that mediate the development process by offering a wide range of services. This includes
offering office space and facilities for shared use in the day-to-day business of the start-ups (Bøllingtoft & Ulhøi, 2005; Mian, Lamine
& Fayolle, 2016). In addition, the sponsored participants receive support in terms of content through general coaching and individual
training (Bøllingtoft, 2012). The Incubator's content support covers topics in the areas of finance, human resources, organization and
strategy (Clarysse & Bruneel, 2007). The teaching of scientific and practical content is intended to accelerate the learning and
competence development of young companies and thus secure their chances of survival (Bruneel, Ratinho, Clarysse & Groen, 2012).
Furthermore, the provision of networks in the literature is evaluated as a decisive aspect for the successful development of young
companies (Aernoudt, 2004; Dubini & Aldrich, 1991). For this reason, networking is a key performance aspect of Incubators (Hackett
& Dilts, 2004; Hansen, Chesbrough, Nohria & Sull, 2000). The CI network may include access to potential customers, suppliers,
university and research institutions, industry partners, public institutions, law firms, management consultants or investors (Hackett
& Dilts, 2004; Hansen et al., 2000; Robinson, 2010).
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While commonalities can be presented with regard to the basic structure of content, Incubators can be differentiated by their
objective and profit orientation. Since the foundation of the first Incubator, the majority of Incubators have been non-profit (Campbell
& Allen, 1987; Cohen, 2013a). Non-profit Incubators provide the above-mentioned support for start-ups in order to generate jobs,
promote local economic development or commercialize university innovations (Gassmann & Becker, 2006; Grimaldi & Grandi, 2005).
In addition to non-profit institutions through state and/or university support, more profit-making Incubators are emerging
(Peters, Rice & Sundararajan, 2004). The so-called for-profit Incubators concentrate on achieving financial returns through the
targeted development of start-ups. These revenues are generated by charging service fees for services and, in the medium to long
term, by participating in the subsidised start-ups (Gassmann & Becker, 2006).
In addition to independent income generating Incubators, there are facilities initiated by established companies. The CI is an
instrument within the framework of the corporate start-up activities of established companies. The initiative enables the exploration
and exploitation of new business opportunities for established companies (Ford, Garnsey & Probert, 2010). The unit, which is legally
founded mostly as a subsidiary of the parent company, draws on the resources of the entire corporate to support new business ideas
(Gassmann & Becker, 2006).
Weiblen & Chesbrough (2015) describe the CI as an inside-out instrument within the framework of OI management. This means
that internal business ideas are promoted that do not fit into the core business for strategic reasons. The basic idea is to be able to
provide a start-up-like environment for employees who are willing to set up a business. In an Incubator, radical innovations should
be able to develop better than in the parent organization, which is characterized by bureaucracy and regulations. A successful
implementation of an internal idea can, for example, be commercialised through a spin-off and thus open up new markets for the
company or be integrated into the company as an independent unit (Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015).
In the literature, however, not only the internal perspective of the CI is presented. Rather, this initiative also offers an opportunity
to participate in external start-ups (Gassmann & Becker, 2006). Established companies thus also use their resource strength to
promote external start-ups in their development and at the same time integrate new knowledge and technologies into their own
companies (Becker & Gassmann, 2006a). Consequently, the concept of the CI can also describe an outside-in initiative within the
framework of OI. CIs thus give established companies the opportunity to develop new business options by investing in internal and
external start-ups and thus make a contribution to corporate growth (Ford et al., 2010).
Corporate Venture Capital
In addition to primarily cooperation-driven initiatives, participation through financial means represents a way of participating
in start-up companies. Above all, investment-driven participation by CVC units is an important format for many established
companies (Napp & Minshall, 2011).
The basic idea is focused on the concept of independent Venture Capital (VC) initiatives. In the literature, VC is described as the
participation of investors in start-up companies, realized through the use of long-term, unlisted risk capital. Investors hope that this
will increase the capital employed, supplemented by an additional dividend annuity (Wright & Ken, 1998). While independent VC
units only want to achieve financial motives, CVC units belonging to companies are characterized by two target dimensions
(Chesbrough, 2002): In this context, companies usually invest in young companies in order to achieve a financial and a strategic
target component (Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005; Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015).
The financial component, comparable to independent investors, is characterized by an expected increase in the risk capital
employed (Bleicher & Paul, 1987). CVC units are often in a position to achieve comparable or even better returns through investments
than independent investors, especially due to the existing expertise of established companies to understand underlying markets and
technologies (Chesbrough, 2002). In addition, the investment of an established company can generate a positive signal effect,
whereby other investors and potential customers associate a higher quality with the start-up (Chesbrough, 2002; Weiblen &
Chesbrough, 2015).
The literature indicates a large number of strategic objectives in the CVC activities of established companies. For example,
attempts are made to gain access to new technologies or markets, to contribute to the company's diversification strategy or ultimately
to observe possible acquisition targets (Anokhin, Peck & Wincent, 2016; Benson & Ziedonis, 2009; Chesbrough et al., 2006).
The CVC initiatives represent a way for established companies to gain access to the knowledge base of start-ups and thus achieve
learning effects for their own organization (Benson & Ziedonis, 2009; Park & Bae, 2018; Wadhwa & Kotha, 2006). In this context, the
more VC investments in start-ups, the greater the inflow of entrepreneurial knowledge (Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005). In this context,
Dushnitsky and Lenox (2005) emphasize in particular a positive correlation between CVC investments made and the increase in
patents created in the company. Accordingly, the inclusion of start-ups by CVC can increase the innovativeness of established
companies and thus represent an important aspect of the OI initiatives (Dushnitsky and Lenox, 2005). Figure 2 summarizes the
different forms of interaction between corporates and start-ups.
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Figure 2. Forms of interaction between corporates and start-ups.
2.4. Corporate Accelerator

Differentiation between the Accelerator and Incubator model
In order to gain a deeper understanding of the Accelerator model, it is helpful to distinguish it from the Incubator concept. In
the literature, these two concepts are often related or sometimes used synonymously. While both pursue the goal of successful startup development through a comparable approach, they can be differentiated by the aspects presented below.
The two concepts fundamentally differ in terms of the duration of the support measures. Start-ups complete an Accelerator
program in an average of three to six months, whereas they graduate from an Incubator facility after a period of one to five years
(Cohen, 2013a; Pauwels et al., 2016). The shorter period of the Accelerator reduces the dependency of the start-ups on the supporting
unit. The entrepreneurial development process will be driven forward by focusing on a limited period of time, whereby the start-up
will be reintegrated into the market environment more quickly (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014; Hathaway, 2016).
The time-limited Accelerator programs are usually carried out only once or twice a year. Start-ups in cohorts or so-called batches
participate jointly in one program (Drover et al., 2017). The joint running of a development process often arouses a strong sense of
community among the participants (Cohen, 2013a). Therefore, an Accelerator not only promotes the networking idea with other
experts, but also with founders in the same development phase (Malek, Maine & McCarthy, 2014). Contact among entrepreneurs is
also evident in the Incubator, but less pronounced than in the cohort model (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014).
The two concepts can also be differentiated in terms of the business model. The literature contains both income-generating and
non income-generating Incubators. While for-profit Incubators participate in their start-ups and charge fees for services, in practice
they represent a minority (Hackett & Dilts, 2004). According to Cohen (2013a), 91 percent of all Incubators are non-profit institutions,
with the goal of economic development, and do not claim a shareholding. Accelerators, on the other hand, are predominantly profitoriented (Cohen, 2013a). Typically, the institutions offer early-stage financing and development services in return for a stake in the
start-up (Drover et al., 2017; Malek et al., 2014; Pauwels et al., 2016).
There is also a significant difference between the concepts with regard to the selection process. In an Incubator, start-ups are
typically selected on a case-by-case basis, with new participants being admitted year-round (Cohen, 2013a; Malek et al., 2014). Here
the development phase of the start-ups is less relevant, they can be in the early-stage or late-stage phase. In contrast, start-ups
compete for limited places in a so-called batch with an Accelerator. Potential participants must apply for a place in an open,
competitive selection process (Malek et al., 2014). Top Accelerator programs often accept less than one percent of the applications
submitted (Cohen, 2013a). In addition, participation in cohorts for a limited period of time means that it is often only possible once
or twice a year to offer oneself for participation. In contrast to the Incubator concept, start-ups are usually only in the early stages
(Hathaway, 2016). The focus on the early phase is mainly due to the falling development costs in the early stage (Pauwels et al.,
2016).
Intensive mentoring and educational programs are the focus of Accelerator programs and are often the main reason for the
participation of young companies (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014). Incubators usually offer services such as contacts to lawyers,
accountants and tax advisors as well as marketing specialists or investors (Hackett & Dilts, 2004). While most of these services are
offered ad hoc, the educational aspect of the Accelerator is more intensive (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014). Seminars and workshops on
a wide range of topics such as economic development, search engine optimization or term sheet negotiations for start-ups are offered
on an ongoing basis (Cohen, 2013a). The training is conducted by the program's own staff or guest speakers, with individual
discussions possible after the seminars (Hallen, Bingham & Cohen, 2016).
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Definition and typology of terms
As explained in the previous chapter, Incubators can be compared to a humidicrib in which the development of young companies
is promoted over a long period of time. The start-ups are taken out of the market environment in order to develop under safe
conditions. Accelerators, on the other hand, are intended to accelerate the development process and market interactions in order to
learn faster, adapt and increase entrepreneurial success. Accelerator programs should therefore be seen as an answer to the
Incubator's criticisms. In addition, the increasing demand for intangible, knowledge-based services is being addressed even more
(Pauwels et al., 2016). The Accelerator thus represents a new generation or further development of the Incubator concept (Malek et
al., 2014; Mian et al., 2016; Pauwels et al., 2016). In the literature, the two terms are often used synonymously (Becker & Gassmann,
2006b), but due to the above differentiation criteria, they are definitively considered separately within this work.
Accelerators are temporary programs that promote a preselected selection of start-ups in cohorts. Services such as mentoring
support, training seminars, networking events, community jobs and access to capital are provided in return for equity participation.
At the end, the demo day is the final day at which the start-ups present their development progress to an audience of experts and
investors (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014; Drover et al., 2017; Malek et al., 2014; Pauwels et al., 2016; Radojevich-Kelley & Hoffman, 2012).
According to Pauwels, Clarysse, Wright and Van Hove (2016), Accelerators can be distinguished in their orientation by three
different typologies.
There are investment-driven Accelerators. The so-called Deal-Flow Maker Accelerator is initiated by investors such as business
angels, VC funds or CVC providers in order to identify promising investment opportunities. The objective is to realise capital gains
by selling the shareholdings at a later date (Clarysse, Wright & Hove, 2015). This typology is most similarly to the original concepts
of the pioneer programs of Y-Combinator and Techstars (Pauwels et al., 2016).
The Welfare Stimulator, on the other hand, is alligned to strategic objectives. This Accelerator is usually initiated by a government
or public institution to stimulate start-up activities within a specific region or technological area (Clarysse et al., 2015). The alignment
of Accelerators is thus ultimately intended to make a contribution to increasing economic growth. The implementation of Welfare
Stimulator Accelerators is characterised by different business models (Pauwels et al., 2016). While some initiatives in this context
want to participate in the future sales of the young companies in return, an investment-driven orientation also represents a possible
form of design. In addition, the generation of revenues by paying fees offers public institutions another possibility (Clarysse et al.,
2015).
The Ecosystem Builder, on the other hand, is an Accelerator that is usually hosted by companies. It is used as a tool to connect
existing customers with promising start-ups and thus promote the development of a new ecosystem (Pauwels et al., 2016). In contrast
to the previous typologies, this does not usually represent a profit orientation of the established companies. Rather, the desired
added value is achieved by enriching the offering for potential customers (Clarysse et al., 2015).
Accelerators are thus implemented by investors, public institutions or established companies in order to promote cooperation
with start-ups. In this context there are also hybrid forms that combine the elements of two typologies (Pauwels et al., 2016).
Especially due to the increasing importance of CA and its relevance for this work, this concept will be discussed in more detail in
the following chapter (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014).
Concept of the Corporate Accelerator
Accelerators are also an instrument for established companies to promote start-up cooperations. While Y-Combinator established
the first independent Accelerator in 2005, Citrix followed five years later with the first CA. Since then, traditional Accelerators, such
as the Techstars initiative, have included partnerships with established companies in their programs (Hochberg, 2015; Kohler, 2016).
A CA can be compared structurally with non-corporate initiatives (Hochberg, 2015; Richter et al., 2018). Accordingly, the
definition is also relevant for company-related Accelerators. However, these can be differentiated with regard to the underlying
objective. In this context, Pauwels et al. (2016) combine the establishment of an ecosystem for the relevant stakeholders of a company
with the creation of CA initiatives. In addition, CAs are presented in the literature as OI instruments of established companies
(Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015). Thus, through interaction with start-ups, established companies should gain access to external
innovation or promote the emergence of independent innovations (Richter et al., 2018). As an interface between the two parties, CAs
offer a platform for corporates to promote the emergence of new innovations and thus gain a competitive advantage (Dempwolf,
Auer & D'Ippolito, 2014; Kohler, 2016). Within the framework of the OI initiatives of established companies, CAs can make a relevant
contribution to the achievement of long-term growth and to corporate success (Kohler, 2016).
In return, the young companies expect significant added value for their own entrepreneurial development through participation.
In this context, the cooperation can facilitate market access for the participating start-ups. Established companies can, for example,
serve as start-up customers or sales channels in order to jointly facilitate market-oriented development and positioning. In addition,
the start-ups gain access to the resources and capabilities of the established companies to build and scale the business idea (Kohler,
2016). Furthermore, a possible investment that goes hand in hand with inclusion in a CA can represent added value for young
companies (Kupp et al., 2017). Corporate investments are often preferred to institutional investors because corporates can offer more
favourable conditions (Kohler, 2016).
CAs can therefore be seen as a tool for cooperation in which established companies and start-ups can achieve added value. In
addition, this can enable more efficient and cost-effective cooperation than existing formats (Kohler, 2016).

T. Nesner, T.T. Eismann, K.-I. Voigt / Journal of Technology and Innovation Management 4(1) (2020) 1–33

3.

9

Methodology

3.1. Research approach
In the context of this paper, the concept of the CA and the influence on the initiating companies will be examined in more detail.
Since the state of research is still at an early stage, an explorative research approach is used in this paper. In this context, the
underlying problem is evaluated more precisely by means of a multiple case study analysis (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).
Case studies are in-depth empirical descriptions of specific issues typically based on a variety of different data sources
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013; Yin, 2009). These sources can be archive data, surveys, observations
or interviews (Eisenhardt, 1989). The case study-based approach makes it possible to gain a deeper understanding of the CA concept
in this context. The inclusion of several cases, taking into account different sources and perspectives, also makes it possible to develop
initial theoretical approaches and create a basis for further research approaches (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin,
2009). The fundamental approach of the work is divided into the phases of sampling, data collection and data evaluation (Block,
Henkel, Schweisfurth & Stiegler, 2016; Yin, 2009). Actually, however, this does not represent a distinct and linear process. Rather,
the research approach is an iterative process with overlaps of the individual phases. This convergence is justified by the fact that the
findings from the first data analyses led to new findings and thus required new data collections (Block et al., 2016).
3.2. Sample
The methodology of the multiple case study is particularly useful in terms of its potential contribution to the development of
initial theoretical approaches. Nevertheless, the development of a case sample is more complex than, for example, gathering
information in a single case study (Block et al., 2016). To make the sampling process easier to understand, it is explained in more
detail below using a structured process (see Figure 3).

Dax 30
companies

Other corporates
from Germany

Checking for
Corporate
Accelerator
activities

28 relevant
companies

Verification of
willingness to
participate

5 relevant
companies

Established foreign
companies with
German location

Figure 3. Sample process.
This work relates exclusively to the German market, why only established companies from Germany are considered. To this end,
all DAX 30 companies were checked for their start-up activities and the existence of a CA program. The internet presences of the
enterprises were examined with priority and the result was extended by a free search machine search. Furthermore, business startup portals such as “Gründerszene”, “deutsche startups” and “t3n” were included in the research process. A CA program was
identified when a company's initiative met the following criteria: (1) time limitation, (2) competitive application process, (3) cohort
selection, and (4) implementation of the program by a company whose main business is not start-up promotion. In this context, CI
initiatives and Corporate Company Builder initiatives were not included in the selection. In addition, the focus was on the selection
of active programs, as this is where data availability is most extensive. A research process according to these conditions resulted in
15 relevant CA.
The aim of the sampling process is to obtain a broad base of relevant cases in order to maximize the added value for this study
(Eisenhardt, 1989). In the next step, the previous results were extended by programs of further established German companies. The
focus here was on German companies that are not listed in the DAX index but can nevertheless be regarded as established in their
core business. In addition, foreign established companies with a German branch were included in the process in order to increase
the sample base.
The transaction resulted in a total of 28 companies as possible case studies for the company. Since the freely accessible information
level of the start-up initiatives is low, the next step was to contact the CA managers. Contact was established via the social media
platforms Xing and LinkedIn, where responsible managing directors, program managers and investment managers were contacted.
The result of this process provided five participants for the study. As a result, the sample was condensed from 28 to five relevant
companies. Table 3 shows the underlying companies in more detail.
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Table 1. Description of cases.
Case 1

Case 2

Case 3

Case 4

Case 5

Interviewee

Director Digital
Agenda

Principal Business
Creation

Investment
Manager

Investment
Manager

Program Manager

Industry

Finance

Technology

Media

Aerospace

Technology

Revenue

30.0 bn. €

70.0 bn. €

5.0 bn. €

70.0 bn. €

75.0 bn. €

Employees

100,000

350,000

5,000

150,000

400,000

3.3. Data collection
Interviews, internal company presentations and Internet presences were used as relevant sources within the scope of data
collection. In this context, semi-structured interviews with the experts represent the primary source.
The five interviews were conducted in July 2017 and the duration varied between 20 and 55 minutes. With the exception of the
personal interview for Case 5 and the Skype call for Case 4, all interviews were conducted via telephone. Each interview was
recorded and transcribed with the permission of the interviewees, resulting in a 67-page transcript. The interviews were all
conducted and transcribed in the German language. Emerging dialects were transcribed into written standard German.
The primary data from the interviews were complemented by internal company presentations of the interviewees, program
announcements and Internet presences. The secondary data sources were primarily used to put the interviews into context and to
create initial correlations.
3.4. Data analysis
The database generated from chapter 3.3 was then analyzed and reduced to its essential aspects by means of a structured and
iterative process (Block et al., 2016; Gioia et al., 2013). In a first step, the content of the collected interview transcripts was checked as
a whole and then processed using an open coding process. A consistent method for creating categories was defined for this process.
Since it had already been demonstrated that the theoretical frame of reference is largely untapped, the inductive-deductive approach
was chosen (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012).
In a next step, individual text passages were assigned to categories, whereby deductive categories were already created from the
previous literature search. In the case of a category with inappropriate content for a relevant text passage, a new inductive category
was created. The result is a list of paraphrased text passages that have been reduced to generalized statements and then categorized.
Subsequently, the category structure was adjusted, whereby similar categories were summarized to ensure a selective view of
the topic. In addition, classifications that did not lead to the desired content were removed from the category system. The existing
codes were then condensed into aggregated dimensions (Gioia et al., 2013).
The final data structure consists of 23 categories represented in the following four dimensions: (1) organizational design, (2)
objectives, (3) CA process and (4) learning effect for the established organization.
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Results

This chapter presents the results of the previous data analysis in order to analyze the phenomenon of the CA in more detail. The
five case studies are used to examine the aspects shown in Figure 4 in greater detail. Accordingly, the organizational design analyses
the specific design of CA initiatives in the context of established companies. Furthermore, the identified objectives of the companies
are presented, as well as the content of the CA. In addition, the underlying added value for the organizing companies is presented,
with the focus on the organizational learning activities.
Organizational design
Describes the organizational design of the Corporate Accelerator

Objectives
Describes the objective behind the initiation of a Corporate Accelerator
Corporate Acceleration process
Describes the process and content of the program

Added value for the incumbent
Describes the added value regarding the organizational learning activities

Figure 4. Structure of results.
4.1. Organizational design
The CA units of established companies are implemented differently in practice with regard to their organizational structure. The
CA can be integrated into an existing specialist or business unit, managed by setting up an independent specialist or business unit,
or managed as separate subsidiary (see Figure 5).
Considering Case 1, there is no independent department for CAs. Rather, all relevant future topics of the company are organized
within the framework of a digital agenda. The interaction with start-ups forms a bridge between internal R&D and the company's
own digital implementation initiative. In this way, the activities are bundled in order to combine the existing expertise in the area of
market analysis and development with the influence of start-ups to merge to one unit.
Integration

▪
▪

Case 1
Case 5

Extension

▪

Case 4

Spin-off

▪
▪

Case 2
Case 3

Figure 5. Different organizational forms.
Case 5 is also an integral part of an existing specialist area, where existing entrepreneurial resources are shared. The program is
a performance promise of the corporate business model innovation department, which is intended to complement the established
innovation methods. Above all, the integration into a central organization should enable comprehensive access to all regions and
business units.
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The CA unit of Case 4 is an element of the company's key innovation initiatives. Within the central innovation area, however,
they manage various future topics as separate departments. As part of this, the innovation unit will be expanded to include the
independent CA division. Case 3 organizes the company's start-up initiatives by realizing its own legal company. The CA is a wholly
owned subsidiary of the media company and, in addition to the CVC unit, reports to the executive board as an independent, profitoriented unit. Similarly, at Case 2 the topic of start-up cooperation is realized by an independent company which deals with
acceleration simultaneously with other corporate venturing activities.
Previously, it was explained how the CA unit can be integrated into the established organization. In addition, it is differentiated
whether the initiation of the program is carried out independently or by the inclusion of external resources in the form of
partnerships (see Figure 6).
.
Independent initiation

Partnership initiation

Corporate Accelerator collaboration
Case 1

Corporate Accelerator
Case 3

Corporate
Accelerator

Accelerator collaboration
Start-up

Case 2

Accelerator

Corporate Accelerator

Case 4

University Accelerator collaboration
Case 5

University
Accelerator

Figure 6. Origin of resources for the initiation of Corporate Accelerators.
In this context, the CA of Case 3 is characterized by an independent initiation. The CA unit was one of the first initiatives on the
German market. Accordingly, the CA can now draw on a wide range of experience and know-how and thus initiate the program
from internal resources. The organizational framework is realized full-time by the employees of Case 3. In comparison, the
implementation is realized by internal resouces within the framework of Case 4. The responsible employees of CA are employees of
the parent company with previous professional experience in the aerospace industry and in the company. The persons responsible
at Case 4 are full-time employees for the CA activities.
In contrast, Case 1 participates in the CA of a leading media company in Germany. In its early phase, the CA offers start-ups a
platform for developing basic business models and a network of international companies and investors. The partnership between
the European market leader in the development of technology start-ups in the media and finance market segment and Case 1 is
based on several arguments. The Federal Republic of Germany focused its development relatively late on digitization. In addition,
the banking sector within the service sector later once again focused on the challenge of digital change. This delay can mainly be
explained by the past banking crisis and its consequences. Accordingly, the expertise of Case 1 in the digital environment and in
particular in start-up collaboration is at an early stage. The partnership with an experienced CA is intended to promote a more errorreduced and rapid entry into the start-up ecosystem.
At Case 2, the lack of experience and activities in the field of CAs is also the reason for a partnership orientation. Case 2
participates via a partnership fee in a leading independent Accelerator and the associated ecosystem. Through the partnership, Case
2 should benefit from the experience, the worldwide activities and the network. The independent Accelerator primarily implements
the operational topics during the program and contributes its technical expertise through implementation.
In contrast to the CA, Case 5 is not aligned with a private-sector Accelerator, but with a famous University Accelerator in the
USA. This program also possesses many years of expertise in promoting start-ups. Based on a student initiative, the institution is
now an internationally recognized Accelerator with an extensive network of experts and specialist know-how. The University
Accelerator is also involved in the operational implementation of the program.
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4.2. Objectives
In the previous chapter, the organizational classification already gave a first indication of the objectives of the units. The intention
behind the orientation of a CA program is described in detail below (see Table 4).
Table 4. Objectives of Corporate Accelerators.
Target dimensions
Financial target dimension
Achieving Venture
Capital gains

Strategic target dimension
Development of
profitable businesses

Understanding
market dynamics

Development of technologies, innovations
& business models
Enrichment of exis- Development
ting businesses
of new markets

Change in
corporate culture

One reason for the establishment of a CA is the aim of improving financial goals. This intention is based on the assumption that
start-ups gain value by participating in the program and that the organising established company benefits financially from this. For
example, Case 3 pursues financial objectives through a CA. It invests in young companies through a media investment and in return
receives a stake in the company. In addition, these are supported by the program contents in the CA. It is assumed that the investment
and the additional services will enable the start-ups to raise their profile and, accordingly, their sales volume. The increase in the
success of the start-ups described above can also result in an increase in the value of the company. As a shareholder, Case 3 thus
profits from the increase in the enterprise value, whereby it wants to participate in the increase in value through a later sale of the
shares.
The achievement of a strategic target dimension may also be relevant. For the CA units under consideration, achieving a
profound understanding of the market is an important objective in this context. Case 1 and Case 2 are pursuing cooperation with
innovative technology start-ups through the use of the CA. Through joint exchange, they aim to identify relevant market changes
and trends that can add value to existing business areas. For Case 4, too, the analysis of the dynamics in its industry represents a
relevant opportunity to interact with start-ups by CA units. The company has come to the conclusion that innovative mobility
concepts will fundamentally change the aerospace industry in the coming decades. Start-up collaboration by the CA is therefore
essential for Case 4 to review its own visions of the future and also to obtain an external view of the future of the industry.
However, the use of CA is not only seen as an instrument to identify decisive market developments. In this context, the
technologies, innovative products and business models of the young companies should above all represent added value for the
established companies in order to promote their own development in existing businesses. Cooperation in Case 1 goes beyond the
mere observation of market and technology developments. The cooperation is expected to provide access to the IP rights of young
companies. This should make already protected, promising technologies available to the established company and enable it to
implement them for its own innovations in the market environment. In addition, the start-ups take advantage of new offerings that
are crucial for the further development of the business of Case 1.
For the established companies, start-ups are a source for further development or even opening up of new markets by
incorporating customer-oriented innovations in existing markets. In addition, start-ups are not only characterized by their customercentered problem-solving competence, but also by an entrepreneurial corporate culture. Case 1 expects the CA initiative to add value
to its own cultural knowledge base. Due to the size of the company, the existence of a large number of internal guidelines and the
existence of legal regulations in the banking sector, Case 1 lacks an innovative entrepreneurial culture. Similarly, Case 2 is using the
CA as part of its investment subsidairy to achieve added value for its own cultural change. The aim is to learn from the applicationoriented and efficient working methods of the start-ups.
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4.3. Corporate Acceleration process
In the previous chapters, the organizational implementation of a CA in practice and the underlying target dimensions were
described in more detail. The CA process describes how a CA program is implemented. This process is further structured by the
phases shown in Figure 7, which are discussed in more detail in the following chapters.

Corporate Acceleration process

Pre-Acceleration phase
▪
▪
▪

Acceleration phase
▪
▪

Announcement of the
program
Selection criteria
Contract initiation

Material support
Immaterial support

Post-Acceleration phase
▪
▪

Performance measurement
Further collaboration

Figure 7. Three phases of the Corporate Acceleration process.
Pre-Acceleration phase
The first step in the application process is to advertise the CA program for open applications. This can be done either via the
company's own website or external start-up platforms. In addition, the CA can identify promising start-ups as relevant on its own
initiative and invite them to apply.
To enable established companies to achieve the above financial and strategic objectives through their CA initiatives, the selection
of goal-correlated start-ups is an elementary component of the Pre-Acceleration phase. Figure 8 illustrates the selection criteria to be
examined for the entry of applicants into a CA program.
Selection criteria

Origin of
applicants

Business model

Market and
competition

Financials

Industry

Market

Financial

focus

potential

planning

Company

Business

Competitive

internal/external

relationships

situation

Geographical

Funding

Development
potential

Team

Team size

Technical
expertise

Career history

Figure 8. Selection criteria of Corporate Accelerators.
A relevant criterion for the targeted selection of a start-up is its origin. At Case 1, for example, the selection of start-ups is not
determined by geographical origin. Rather, young companies from all regions of the world are included in the process. The selection
criteria of Case 2, Case 4 and Case 5 are also characterized by the openness of the possible start-ups. At Case 4 and Case 5, efforts
are even being made to constantly expand the internationality of the participants and the global network due to the continuous
development of new Accelerator programs and locations.
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In Case 3 the selection of applicants is determined by geographical origin. The CA's performance promise is intended for Germanspeaking countries, which is why only companies from Germany, Austria and Switzerland have access to the program.
In addition, the applicants' company affiliation is another decisive aspect. While the selection process of Case 1 and Case 3
primarily involves applicants from outside the company, the Accelerator of Case 5 must only include ideas from the company's own
context. In contrast, the initiatives of Case 2 and Case 4 are determined by the involvement of both internal and external founders.
A further key selection criterion for a CA is the business model of the applying start-up. Here, the industry focus of the potential
participants is a critical success factor. The CA of Case 2 uses the independent partner Accelerator to identify applicants with
business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-consumer (B2C) driven business models in the area of mobility or the Internet of Things
(Smith, 2017). In addition, within the framework of the Accelerator of Case 3, the industry affiliation of start-ups in the areas of
online commerce, entertainment, health or finance is a condition for possible entry into the program. In addition, the CA focuses on
supporting B2C business models due to its own end-user-based service offering.
While the mentioned companies all have a predefined industry focus, the initiatives of Case 4 and Case 5 are defined by changing
search fields. For example, a program can pick up ideas in the Smart City area, while the subsequent program can be located in the
Smart-Energy area. In addition, B2B and B2C-driven applicants are accepted as program participants. If, on the other hand, Case 1's
CA is considered, it is characterized by sector-dependent selection. The open inclusion of start-ups is intended to further expand the
basis of new ideas, whereby business models with B2B and B2C are also relevant.
Furthermore, the development potential of the applicant's business model is evaluated. The focus here is above all on the ability
to implement and future progress. The program of Case 1 evaluates the general feasibility of the business model. On the other hand,
it is examined whether the applicants' idea is feasible in practice due to legal and regulatory conditions. Furthermore, the extent to
which the business model will be scalable in the future is included in the selection process. An exponential business model is always
preferred to a linear one. In addition, the novelty and the unique selling proposition represent an important aspect. Within the
framework of the CA from Case 5, the novelty of the business model is evaluated. The expert from the company confirms this with
the statement: "What we have as a prerequisite should be a new business model idea that has not yet been tested. Which is still at the beginning,
where it is said that I have an idea, filled out a first Business Model Canvas and now I want to go in there and test whether my idea is really
right".
In addition to the origin of the start-ups and the business model, the respective market and competition is another criterion for
selecting value-generating start-ups for CA. The relevant criteria are the market potential and the competitive intensity of the market.
As part of Case 1's program, particular attention is paid to whether a potential market for a business idea exists at all. It is also
relevant whether the first competitors already exist in the market or whether the applicants can achieve a premature monopoly
position. In addition, the potential market and competitive environment is crucial for the initiatives of Case 2 and Case 4.
Unlike the rest of the companies considered, Case 3 already assumes the existence of a customer market. In addition, an initial
demand should already exist in the form of a presentable customer base, whereby this implies an advanced stage of development of
the applicants.
The financial situation of the potential CA participants is taken into account as a selection criterion. Within the framework of the
CA of Case 1, the monetization concept of the applying young companies is of particular relevance. This is due to the existence of a
large number of start-ups in the market that develop business models without clear financial planning. The Case 1 expert supports
this with the statement: "In addition to the market and the business model, there is always the question of monetization. If this is reasonably
well thought out, or if it's more of an issue: we build first, we don't yet know how we want to earn money. Unfortunately, you see this too often
these days because there is simply a lot of VC money in the market".
In addition to the logic of how a start-up company wants to earn money, Case 3 also considers the financing plan to be important.
For this purpose, it is checked which previous financings the applicants have received before joining the CA and thus the existence
of further investors is recorded.
Applicants of the programs are often still at an early stage in the business process. Therefore, the CA units see a decisive resource
for the future development of the young companies in the existing founding team.
At Case 1, the team is a key factor for inclusion in the program. Teams consisting of three founding members are preferred, with
an economic and technological background. In this context, not only the functional distribution is relevant, but also the distribution
of company shares. An even distribution is preferred in order to avoid future shareholder disputes. In addition, the professional
history of the founders is included in the selection. Here, in addition to past activities as salaried employees, the founder history of
the applicants is evaluated. In particular, past successes and failures in setting up a company in the past are included in the evaluation
within the framework of applications from serial entrepreneurs. Similarly, the technical composition and founding history of the
external applicants is also a relevant aspect within the framework of the CA of Case 4. The employees of the CA unit also assess
whether the founders are able to operate a successful and independent business after the program.
In addition, applicants are assessed for their motivation to participate in the CA program of Case 5. People who are willing to
set up a business should be willing to continually reorient their own start-up idea and should also already have support from their
own company.
After the applicants have been assessed on the basis of the criteria mentioned above and selected accordingly, the cooperation
agreement is drawn up. During the negotiations, the concrete content of the grant and the course of the program are already recorded
in writing. Once the contractual framework conditions have been signed, the Acceleration phase begins with the start of the funding
program.
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Acceleration phase
Within the framework of the Acceleration phase, the actual support program for the participating entrepreneurs is carried out.
In the case of the considered companies, the programs are carried out for a limited period of time, whereby the duration varies
between the programs (the duration can vary between three and eight months for each company). Table 5 shows the duration of the
programs.
Table 5. Average duration of the Corporate Accelerator programs.
Company

Corporate Accelerator type (origin)

Average duration

Case 1

Cooperation with Corporate Accelerator

100 days

Case 2

Cooperation with Independent Accelerator

90 days

Case 3

Independent Corporate Accelerator

90 days

Case 4

Independent Corporate Accelerator

6 months

Case 5

Cooperation with University Accelerator

8 months

Within the framework of the time-limited programs, the considered case studies offer a wide range of funding content. In the
following we will differentiate more specifically between material and immaterial support.
As part of the CA initiatives of established companies, the provision of material resources serves as an opportunity to support
young companies. Figure 9 shows the material performance promise of the companies in more detail.

Physical
Material support

Direct investment
Capital

Financial

Convertible loan
Capital-like benefit

Figure 9. Structure of material support of Corporate Accelerators.
The support provided by the provision of physical resources is essential for the considered companies. In this context, Case 1
offers physical support in form of freely available workstations. The young companies participating are granted access to the offices
of the partner CA as part of the program. This includes the provision of workstations and the necessary (IT) infrastructure for
cooperation during the entire funding period. Similar to the CA of Case 1, the Case 2 program with the independent Accelerator
Partner also offers access to office space and IT infrastructure. The CA of Case 3 also offers material support by offering workstations
and the necessary infrastructure for everyday work in the offices of the CA. As part of the CA of the Case 4, physical resources are
also offered through workplace provision. In addition to co-working spaces, the participating companies will also have access to
development sites and can use the company's own equipment and machines for development.
The CA of Case 5 does not offer any material resources to support start-ups. Since the program only targets internal start-ups,
only the kick-off event and the concluding demo day are to be held in the premises of the CA. The intrapreneurs use their existing
jobs in the company to advance their ideas. Consequently, communication during the acceleration process only takes place through
telephone and video calls.
Therefore, the provision of physical resources is an elementary component of the CA process. In this context, support through
financial resources is another performance promise of the considered CAs.
Within the framework of Case 1, the supported start-ups receive financial support of 25,000 Euros. In return, the CA receives five
percent of the start-up's shares. In comparison, Case 2 also provides capital support. The supportive amount of money for young
companies can be up to 118,000 US dollars. The support consists of seed financing 18,000 USD, with the CA receiving six to ten
percent of the start-up's shares in return. On the other hand, each participating company can receive an optional convertible loan of
100,000 USD. While start-up funding by capital resources was not used in the past, Case 4 now also offers the provision of an optional
direct investment. It is therefore up to the participants to decide whether to make use of financial support or not. The optional initial
investment amounts to 10,000 to 50,000 Euros, whereby the consideration is negotiated in the form of a shareholding on an individual
basis.
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Case 3 also transfers financial resources, but not in the form of capital, but through capital-like services. The participating startups will be offered an advertising budget worth 750,000 Euros. In return, Case 3 will receive shares in the young companies worth
225,000 Euros through the agreement of a convertible bond (Hüsing, 2017).
Case 5 does not provide any material resources. Consequently, no support is provided through the use of capital; rather, it is
limited to an intangible performance promise. This will be discussed in more detail below.
In addition to the use of financial and physical resources, support by intangible services is a key performance promise of the
CAs. In this context, access to the knowledge base of established companies for start-ups can be particularly useful.
Case 1 supports the start-ups with weekly workshops. These workshops provide generalist content which is relevant for the
cooperation between established companies and start-ups. For example, expert from Case 1 and its partners will explain the
challenges that B2B companies face when working together and how to overcome them. As a company of the financial industry,
Case 1 is for example subject to a large number of regulatory requirements. If a start-up cooperates with Case 1, it is subject to the
same regulatory requirements as the financial company itself. The start-ups are thus supported in organizational, regulatory and
legal matters. In addition to the communication of general content, individual support for start-ups is also offered. For example,
contacts are made with internal experts.
The CA program of Case 2 in cooperation with the independent Accelerator also offers generic workshops to support start-ups.
The focus of the program, however, is rather on conveying content through individual support of the start-ups. The individual
support is intended to increase the growth of the start-ups, which is to be realised by targeted support in product development and
market development. In addition, the mentors support the start-up companies in drawing up a financing strategy. This includes the
formulation of a corporate vision and the corresponding communication planning for contact with potential investors, partners and
other relevant stakeholders. The conclusion of the program will be organized, comparable to Case 1, by the joint implementation of
a demo day. This provides a platform for participants to publish their progress. In addition to Case 1’s managers and other industry
experts, numerous investors are also invited.
As with Case 2’s CA, the main focus will be on individual support for start-ups over the entire duration of the CA program of
Case 3. The CA team and managers from the parent company help the participants to develop the business on a daily basis. The
founders are supported in developing the corporate strategy, product development and opening up potential markets and
customers. In addition, knowledge in the areas of marketing, law, finance and technology is imparted. If the resources of Case 3 do
not cover the requirements, external mentors and experts from the company's own network are involved in the support. In addition,
the start-ups gain access to a network of investors and partners (Pippig, 2018).
While the CA are mainly characterised by their individual procedures, the Acceleration phase Case 4 is structured into three
predefined areas for all participants. The first area has to be thematically captured among the aspect of customer validation. A
potential market for the start-up is identified and answered, which customer is relevant and to what extent his or her problems can
be solved. In the following phase of technical feasibility, start-ups and employees of Case 4 develop a first prototype of their product.
The network of the company is already involved in order to be able to present the result to potential airline customers, airports or
similar. This allows the feedback of potential customers to be brought in at an early stage of development. In the third phase of the
program, the CA and the participants develop a sustainable business model. This will be developed on the basis of the previously
defined market and the product solution developed and should be feasible independently of Case 4.
The CA program of Case 5 is also structured in two predefined phases. The eight-week customer discovery phase of the
Accelerator is the first phase in which the start-ups form an initial picture of their potential customer. The aim of the first phase for
the participants is to present a Business Model Canvas based on customer and partner interviews. The aim of the second phase is to
create a product that complements the business model created in the first phase. A minimally functional product is continuously
further developed with the inclusion of customer feedback. The end of the program is the closing event, where the progress of the
idea development is being evaluated.
Post-Acceleration phase
An essential aspect of the Post-Acceleration phase is the evaluation of the program's success. This involves measuring the extent
to which the course of the program and the development of the start-ups are in line with the objectives of the established companies.
Financial indicators offer an opportunity to evaluate the progress of the start-ups under consideration.
In the CA of Case 3, the success measurement aspect forms an essential aspect within the framework of the Post-Acceleration
phase. The program measures the extent to which the success of the start-up is increased by the support of the CA. This measures
the enterprise value of the young company and the value of the shareholding at the beginning and at the time of a possible sale.
While the achievement of financial targets in particular can be measured by key figures, the evaluation of the success of strategic
initiatives is less established in the companies under review. Accordingly, the assessment of the success of the CA by managers of
Case 1 is not measured by specific indicators. This is mainly due to the fact that the initiative pursues a multidimensional target
construct, whereby it is difficult to present the recording of the success of these strategic goals as a key figure. Compared to Case 1's
CA, performance measurement is not a relevant aspect for Case 2. This is justified by the newness of the CA concept, whereby at the
current time there are no empirical values or measurement concepts for the CA. The assessment of the acceleration process by Case
4 is not carried out by recording key figures. It is difficult to measure success by pursuing strategic, long-term goals. The company's
interviewee confirms this with the statement: "The issue of return-on-investment measurability is difficult. We repeatedly state and
repeatedly come to the point that we are paying into a target that lies very far in the future (...) In this case there are no measuring instruments
like this".
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In contrast to the previous strategy-driven companies, the inclusion of key figures is a key component of Case 5. The evaluation
of progress is already carried out during the program. In the first phase, the number of customer interviews carried out is a decisive
key figure. This is justified by the positive correlation between the number of interviews conducted and the progress of the idea. In
addition to the customer interviews, other relevant indicators are individually adapted to the circumstances of the idea. It is therefore
the founders' task to develop their own system of indicators for their future business and to check its fulfillment with those
responsible for CA and evaluate it in the Post-Acceleration phase.
After the funding period in the CA has expired, the organizing units decide to what extent further interaction with the start-ups
will be realised. For the companies in question, further cooperation after the Acceleration phase is a desirable option.
Within Case 1, further cooperation is determined by those responsible for the unit, whereby this is decided on a case-by-case
basis without a predefined process. Basically, all participants are offered further support after the program, with the start-ups having
access to the CA's contacts and network. Here Case 1 establishes internal and external contacts for the start-ups in order to further
the business after the Acceleration phase has expired. If a start-up that is relevant to Case 1's business is identified, contractual
cooperation is established.
Long-term partnerships are an objective of the CA of Case 2. If the start-up represents an added value for the existing business,
a joint development cooperation is realized. If a promising young company does not contribute to the day-to-day business of the
parent company, it will act as a minority shareholder and continue to arrange support with its partner.
Case 3 also provides the young companies with further support after the program expires. For example, financial topics,
necessary contacts or personnel questions can be clarified by CA experts. In addition, deeper cooperation can lead to a further
investment in the start-up company. A distinction is made between a further media investment or the realization of a majority
holding. In this context, the majority takeover by Case 3 will be realized by the responsible CVC unit, with responsibility no longer
being assigned to the CA.
Further cooperation with promising start-ups and projects in Case 4 is also being sought. This offers an opportunity for the
company to act as a customer of the young company. The participant is seen as a potential supplier whose development can be
shaped by the CA initiative itself. The start-up offer is either integrated into the company's own products or made available to its
customers as an additional offer. In addition, the integration of the young company into the parent organization represents a further
form of design.
The integration of the business idea into the CA of Case 5 is also driven by the achievement of long-term cooperation. During
the second phase of the program, the participants are already prepared for integration into a business unit by establishing a
connection to existing departments. Support from the CA managers will no longer be offered after the end of the program, although
the technical support will be provided by the new parent unit in the organization.
4.4. Learning effect for the incumbent enterprise
The knowledge deficit of incumbents
In the previous chapter, the CA process was presented and the resources that the established companies provide to the start-ups
to ultimately drive their development were highlighted. In return, incumbents expect investment-driven CA to provide access to
financial resources. In order to achieve the strategic goals, the strategy-driven initiatives expect access to the knowledge base of the
young companies. This is mainly due to the limited knowledge base of the established companies, which is, however, critical for the
further development of the company.
Due to its size and existing regulations in the banking sector, Case 1 is limited to its core business. It thus has the knowledge to
serve and develop existing markets and existing customers from its own resources. However, there is little knowledge about the
changes in the industry and the possible influence of new market participants, which are often based on innovative technologies
and business models. In particular, the trend towards digitization makes it possible for new players to enter the market and change
the market. The interviewee of the company confirms this with the statement: "It is always said, and I share this, that digitization removes
industry boundaries! Why should banks only do 100% banking in the future?". Achieving a profound understanding of the underlying
market dynamics and developments also plays a decisive role for Case 1. Above all, by concentrating on existing product concepts
and achieving an internal objective, there is currently little knowledge about possible future scenarios and trends.
In comparison, the corporate culture of Case 2 can also be seen as a restrictive factor in the development of innovative solutions.
At Case 4, too, there is a need to gain cultural knowledge. The workforce of the company is characterized above all by a restrictive
attitude toward changes within the company. The expert from the company supports this with the statement: "If we have a project
here that (...) runs completely contrary to what an existing department does, there is a defensive attitude (...) because you see yourself (...) a little
threatened, you are rigid and you want to continue like this and you say: I have always done it this way and it will continue to be like that in the
future". Therefore, there is a need for a supply of cultural knowledge in order to initiate a change in the company. Most importantly,
the restrictive attitude toward change and the inclusion of new innovations also represents a knowledge deficit at Case 5. This is
primarily attributable to associates who have been with the company for many years, although their activities are usually limited to
the further development of the core business.
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Available knowledge through Corporate Accelerator activities
Access to new knowledge is a valuable aspect for the established companies. In this context, available knowledge can be divided
into explicit and implicit knowledge within the framework of the programs (see Figure 10). For Case 1, the market knowledge of
young companies is an identified added value for its own organization. Start-ups often identify new market opportunities and solve
them more customer-centered than established market participants. They can also react more quickly to changes in the industry and
thus perceive the change earlier. This also identifies knowledge about solutions from other industries that may influence the banking
market in the future. The expert from the company confirms this with the following statement: "Because, if you are honest, only because
an idea is not banking business? If it is a good idea, there is no reason not to do it as part of the bank after all".
Comparable to Case 1, the market knowledge of the young companies represents added value for Case 2. The knowledge of
identifying new developments and market niches is particularly important here. Case 4 characterizes the start-ups with its
knowledge of the dynamics of the market. Outside the organizational structures, start-ups are able to obtain a different perspective
on the underlying changes.
Market
knowledge

Technology
knowledge
Explicit

Innovation
knowledge

Methodology
knowledge

Available knowledge

Implicit

Cultural
knowledge

Figure 10. Accessible knowledge through Corporate Accelerators.
In this context, start-ups are characterized not only by their knowledge of the dynamics, but also by the development of new
market opportunities. In particular, Case 1 identifies the technology knowledge of start-ups as a necessary component of its own
knowledge base. Above all, the knowledge base with regard to innovations plays an essential role for Case 4. A representative of the
company confirms this with the statement: "An added value from the CA Program results from the change of perspective. One learns about
innovations about which one has perhaps not even thought about or is not active".
CAs are thus used by established companies to make new market, technology, and innovation knowledge accessible to their own
organization. In addition, the methodological knowledge generated within the framework of the CA initiatives can be regarded as
added value.
Case 1 describes a knowledge advantage of the start-ups with regard to the use of agile working methods. While the first
approaches to the establishment of agile working methods such as Scrum already exist, the start-ups are intended to be an additional
source of knowledge. The start-ups are characterized mainly by their comprehensive use of agile methods, whereby the banking
company practices these in an adapted form. The representative of the company explains this with the statement: "As far as agile
working methods are concerned, methods such as Scrum, Kanban, etc., these are already applied in larger parts. Nevertheless, on the start-up side
(...), the agile methods are applied in a clearer pure form". Compared to Case 1's point of view, access to the working methods of startups also represents a relevant added value for Case 2. Case 4 mainly describes the access to knowledge to the agile development
methods Design Thinking and Scrum. Compared to the other aligners of strategically driven CA units, Case 5 pursues access to agile
working methods. In particular, the lean start-up method is the central element for the technology company. In this context,
methodological knowledge was identified as a combination of implicit and explicit knowledge.
The initiation of a CA program is expected not only to provide access to market knowledge and the ability to use agile methods,
but also to enrich the cultural knowledge base. For Case 1, a start-up culture that favors innovation by incorporating new
perspectives is particularly relevant here. In addition, changes, in particular due to the trend toward digitization, are being absorbed
more quickly. The collaboration should thus provide access to the Entrepreneurial Mindset of young companies and thus make a
contribution to the cultural change of established companies. Case 2 also supports this with the statement: "You have to change
constantly. Start-ups are agile, adaptable, and they are not large corporations. But that's not a situation you just have to accept. Corporates can
learn from it. From the organization to the development methods to the mindset of the employees (...)". At Case 5, the Entrepreneurial Mindset

T. Nesner, T.T. Eismann, K.-I. Voigt / Journal of Technology and Innovation Management 4(1) (2020) 1–33

20

is intended to support and increase the awareness of change. The Accelerator (and the increase in the number of batches) is intended
to achieve a multiplier effect with regard to cultural change.
Knowledge exchange through Corporate Accelerator
The preservation of knowledge is a secondary aspect for the companies considered. Rather, Case 2 deliberately promotes the
outflow of knowledge through the CA. The employees should be involved in the programs in order to promote their independence.
The successful implementation of a business idea in the CA requires the employee to leave the parent company. The CA of Case 2
can thus be seen as a contribution to organizational oblivion, while at the same time the knowledge base favors access to new
knowledge through the inclusion of external participants in the program. In particular, the aspect of knowledge creation and transfer
will be discussed more detailed below.
It is assumed in a simplified way that the available knowledge of the participants has already been created by their entry into
the program. Thus the transfer of the knowledge is the central aspect of the organizational learning process. In this context different
activities are carried out to make the available knowledge of the start-ups accessible for the own organization. As shown in Figure
11, the transfer of knowledge can be carried out in a direct or indirect way. The indirect knowledge transfer is characterized by the
inclusion of the CA. The CA can thus be seen as a knowledge intermediary between the established company and the start-up. In
doing so, the responsible persons of the units take up the knowledge of the participants and pass it on to their own organization.
Case 1 describes mainly the responsible coaches as relevant actors. By offering regular workshops in conjunction with individual
support for start-ups, CA managers gain access to the knowledge base of young companies. At this point, the individual coaching
should be emphasised, with supporters of the program actively participating in project development. In comparison, managers of
Case 2 are also sent as mentors to the CA to gain access to the knowledge of young companies. The representative of the company
supports this with the statement: " We as (...) Case 2 mentors can send our managers, who are in contact with the start-ups and who find out
which methods they work with, which approaches they work with, and then, can copy something from there, hopefully take something with them
and carry it into the big organization (...)". In addition, Case 4 uses a regular exchange format between corporate managers and CA
managers as a means of transferring knowledge.
Direct knowledge transfer is characterised by the direct exchange between specialists and external start-ups. The CA thus forms
the bridge between the two actors and promotes the transfer of the knowledge described before. Case 1 organizes events in which
bank employees can contact the entrepreneurs. Access to cultural knowledge is a particularly relevant aspect here. There is a
conviction that cultural change in an established company cannot be achieved by formal training and education. "As a second point,
we try to transport as many people as possible. Because no lecture, no training has yet become agile. You have to see it, you have to feel it, you
have to experience it. That's why we make sure that even people who are not working in the project now, but who are relevant for digitization, get
in touch with start-ups face-to-face".
At Case 2, direct contact between corporate employees and start-ups plays a special role in transferring the knowledge they need.
The technology company has innovation departments at the overall corporate level as well as in the business areas, whereby the
professional exchange is realized by various exchange formats.
There are also CA units that promote the participation of intrapreneurs. In this case, new knowledge is created in the internal
start-ups and transferred to the organization after the program has run.
The program of Case 4 accepts internal founders to participate in the CA. The combination of internal and external founders
should encourage the creation of new knowledge. Because of the joint exchange on technological trends and market developments,
new insights are to be generated among the company's own employees. In addition, the inclusion of new ideas and views is intended
to increase competitive thinking within the corporate, thereby also mobilizing established employees for future issues.
In particular, teaching new working methods is a relevant aspect of Case 5. To this end, intrapreneurs are given access to the
methodological knowledge by regular lessons and individual support. As already described, the new results are to be applied to the
company's own business idea. Accordingly, a new methodological knowledge is created among intrapreneurs by the continuous
combination of instruction and practical phases. In addition, the awareness for the inclusion of mistakes and the customer-centred
orientation should activate an entrepreneurial mindset among employees.
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Discussion

5.1. Possible design configurations of Corporate Accelerator
Targeted typology
A strategic CA is characterized by the achievement of exclusively strategic goals, which can be distinguished by a market- and
culture-driven orientation (see Table 6). In this context it should be noted that both strategic orientations are considered relevant by
the companies surveyed. Only the prioritization of the underlying orientations needs to be differentiated.
Table 6. Typology of Corporate Accelerator programs.
Dimension

Strategic

Financial

Orientation

Market-driven

Culture-driven

Investment-driven

Understanding
market dynamics

Change in
corporate culture

Development of profitable
businesses

Access to new technologies,
innovations & business models

Teaching agile working
methods

Achieving Venture Capital
gains

Objective

Practical
example

Case 1, Case 2, Case 4, Case 5

Case 3

With a market-oriented approach, the focus is on gaining a deeper understanding of the respective market dynamics. Due to
their size and internal objectives, established companies focus on developments in their existing business. In interaction with startups, fundamental technological leaps and changes as well as disruption risks are perceived by established companies. In addition,
the corporates gain access to new technologies, innovations or business models. The orientation can be compared here with strategic
CVC initiatives. According to Dushnitsky and Lenox (2006), CVC units represent a window to the market that enables the
identification of new technologies. Thus, established companies are expected to perceive both complementary and threatening
developments for their core business (Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2006). Additionally, studies show that the knowledge flow within the
activities not only provides insight into market dynamics, but also improves the internal productivity of R&D developments (Benson
& Ziedonis, 2009).
Furthermore, a strategic CA is seen as a tool to contribute to cultural change in the established company. The Competing Values
Framework (CVF) illustrates the identified cultural differences between companies and start-ups.
In the context of this work, the established companies are characterized mainly by achieving organizational stability. In
particular, the prevailing culture in these companies can be described by a hierarchical orientation. The tasks of the employees are
defined by clearly defining procedures and processes (Hartnell, Ou & Kinicki, 2011). Compliance with rules and guidelines in
particular contributes to the success of the existing company (Cameron et al., 2014). In the long term, the continuity of the existing
business is a priority for the established companies under review, with incremental innovation taking precedence.
In addition to aligning the companies by clear hierarchies and instruction structures, the focus is on achieving rational results.
The measures are thus aimed at achieving competitive advantages in the existing companies and achieving measurable goals and
objectives (Cameron & Quinn, 2006). The rational orientation of the companies under consideration thus avoids actions outside of
existing patterns, primarily because the employees are geared to achieving measurable goals (Hartnell et al., 2011).
While the culture of the analyzed companies can be classified primarily by the pursuit of stability, that of young companies can
be characterized by a focus on organizational flexibility. CVF classifies start-ups in the adhocratic culture (Cameron & Quinn, 2006).
Here, employees are motivated by an entrepreneurial, dynamic and creative working environment to continuously generate new
solutions for the company. Compared to the cultural characteristics of established companies, start-ups are characterized by more
individual freedom and more flexible structures. The adhocratic culture is designed to promote continuous growth and the inclusion
of new resources (Hartnell et al., 2011).
The implementation of a strategic CA can thus promote the change from a hierarchical, rational culture to a risk-taking and
entrepreneurial work culture. On the one hand, this change can be achieved by pure interaction with CA participants, on the other
hand, the acquisition of knowledge about agile working methods should also contribute to this change. Of particular importance are
the Lean Start-up method and Scrum, which influence the thinking in business models of established employees and thus should
promote a problem-oriented development of new solutions.
Furthermore, the establishment of a CA enables the achievement of financial objectives. In this context, financial CA should be
compared with the principles of (corporate) risk capital. Accordingly, established companies invest in start-ups that originate outside
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the organization (Napp & Minshall, 2011). The CA offers participants material support in the form of capital. This is done either in
the form of a direct investment or by transferring a convertible bond. The level of investment is the same for all participating startups in the programs. In return, the CA receives a share of the supported start-ups, whereby the amount of the share is also measured
uniformly for all start-ups.
The logic of financial CAs is that the start-ups can drive the growth of their business by participating in the program. By jointly
developing the start-ups, the value of the company is to be increased in the long term. The established company benefits from the
increase in value through the sale of investments after the company's IPO or through a possible takeover by other players
(Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005).
Organizational design
As mentioned above, CAs are either strategic or financial oriented in practice. Another relevant aspect for the orientation of a
CA in this context is organizational design (see Table 7). Organizational integration into an existing functional or business area is
one possible form of design. CA are integrated into areas which are important for the future development of the company. For
example, they are integrated into central corporate functions such as innovation management, digitization, or Corporate Venturing.
Thereby, the resources for initiation are provided jointly by these areas. By integrating the CA unit into an existing specialist or
business area, the dependency on the organizing parent company can be considered high. The intensive, continuous exchange
between the employees of the corporate and the participants of the program favors the exchange of cultural knowledge and
methodology.
Table 7. Organizational Design variants of Corporate Accelerators.
Dimension

Strategic

Financial

Orientation

Culture-driven

Market-driven

Investment-driven

Organizational form

Integration

Extension

Spin-off

Dependence on the
parent company

High

Medium

Low

Resource origin for
initiation

Independent or in partnership

Organizational expansion is another possible form of organizational design. In this case, an independent department is
implemented within the established company. In this context, there are resources that are exclusively responsible for the realization
of CA. The department reports to the head of innovation management or the technology manager. Comparing this organizational
design with organizational integration, there is a medium level of dependency on the parent company. The CA managers can
therefore concentrate on designing the programs, while the organizational structure is separate from the conventional departments.
The medium dependency favors isolated access to new market, technology and innovation knowledge.
In addition, implementation in the form of a separate company (organizational spin-off) financed exclusively by the parent
company represents another form of design. This form of organizational design offers the highest degree of independence from the
organizing parent company. In the literature, the establishment of an independent entity is primarily justified by the fact that the
flexibility, speed and independence of established structures and processes can be demonstrated in order to be able to operate in a
fast-moving investor ecosystem (Shah, Zegveld & Roodhart, 2008; Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015). The investment-driven initiative
is implemented either by an independent CA or a corporate venturing company.
As part of the organizational design, it is crucial whether the CA can be realized from purely internal resources or by adding
external stakeholders. While the independent initiation of CAs is an important aspect in practice, the involvement of experienced
partners is also possible. This type of design is particularly relevant for companies with little experience in the field of CA.
Participation in independent, company-related or University Accelerators thus offers a faster and error-reduced entry into a startup ecosystem than independent initiation would allow.
Program design
As described in chapter 4.3, the design of a CA program can be subdivided into the three phases of the CA process. Within the
framework of the Pre-Acceleration phase, the selection process is particularly noteworthy. In order to ensure the success of the CA
units, the targeted selection of the participating start-ups is an important aspect. In the literature, the criteria for selecting start-ups
for cooperation are regarded as decisive for the subsequent success of the cooperation (Aerts, Matthyssens & Vandenbempt, 2007).
Most of the criteria are comparable with the criteria of VC and CVC initiatives (Ford et al., 2010; Kollmann & Kuckertz, 2010).
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In this context, the verification of the origin of the applicants deserves special mention. As with CVC units, financial CAs only
include founders outside the company's boundaries (Benson & Ziedonis, 2009; Titus, House & Covin, 2017). Since external
knowledge, in particular, is to be incorporated into the organization of strategic CA units, the inclusion of young companies from
outside the company is also obvious. However, in contrast to what was previously described in the CA literature, internal founders
are also included in the initiative. The background to this is that the company's own employees come get in touch with the
entrepreneurs and can incorporate the external perspective of other external participants as well as externalize internal knowledge.
The underlying product and its business model are checked for their future viability during the selection process. In addition to
the potential success of the business idea, the financial situation of the young company is also included in the evaluation.
Furthermore, to realistically calculate future financial planning, the previous financing history and the influence of other investors
are also relevant here.
The subsequent CA phase is characterized by the implementation of a temporary promotional program. If the design of the CA
phase is considered, general workshops are held for the participants in order to convey a uniform understanding of the cooperation
with an established company. This does not only provide information on organizational, regulatory or legal aspects, but also on
fundamental methods and ways of working. In addition to generalistic workshops, individual support by coaches also represents a
performance promise of the CAs under consideration. The trainers specifically deal with the conditions of the start-ups and promote
their entrepreneurial development through the use of specialist knowledge and experience in the established company. Compared
to the performance promise of CIs and CVC units, the mediation of contacts to a large number of value-generating partners is also
an important aspect in this context (Dushnitsky & Shaver, 2009; Hackett & Dilts, 2004; Hansen et al., 2000). The network can provide
start-ups access to potential customers, suppliers, development partners or investors (Hackett & Dilts, 2004; Hansen et al., 2000;
Robinson, 2010).
Table 8. Corporate Accelerator program design.
Dimension

Strategic

Financial

Alignment

Market and culture driven

Investment driven

Internal and external

External

Non-industry-specific, Industry-specific

Industry-specific

Selection

Program offer

Generalistic workshops, individual support, expert network, (IT) infrastructure, (optional) investment

Performance
measurement

Individual evaluation

Key financial figures

Further
collaboration

Collaboration, integration into parent companies

Majority participation, acquisition

The organization of a concluding demo day includes a further opportunity to establish a network and contacts. The start-ups
will present their business ideas to a large number of investors and experts in order to gain further recognition and financing. In the
literature, the Demo Day represents an important aspect of the performance promise, especially for independent Accelerators (Cohen
& Hochberg, 2014; Pauwels et al., 2016). On the other hand, in the CA initiatives identified, the significance of a concluding demo
day is to be classified as low, although this is only regarded as an optional addition to the network production.
Irrespective of a strategy or investment-driven orientation, the concrete support during the program can be carried out in a
similar way. The design of the Post-Acceleration phase is characterized by recording the success of the CA units. For financial CAs,
the numerical evaluation of the success of the cooperation is an important aspect. The change in the value of the company is assessed
and thus the value of the shareholdings at the time of a possible sale. Comparable to CVC units, the measurement of return on
investment is therefore the key performance indicator of an investment-driven CA (Markham, Gentry, Hume, Ramachandran &
Kingon, 2005).
The measurement of success in a strategic CA plays a subordinate role for the organizing companies. This is mainly due to the
fact that it is difficult to evaluate the recording of strategic goals in the form of an influx of knowledge. However, a first possible step
towards success assessment could be the inclusion of feedback on the course of the program. Thus, the subjective perception of those
responsible for CA and start-ups represents a first point of reference for the evaluation of the programs. In addition, it could be
assessed to what extent the established company was able to advance the start-up development. Also, to the progress of the CA, it
could also be measured how many joint follow-up projects were achieved by the initiative.
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Figure 13. Different forms of cooperation according to intensity.
The design is differentiated according to the intensity of resource use. One possible form is pure interaction as a minority
shareholder. This is the result of a decision against cooperation during the Acceleration phase. The established companies are only
involved in the company by the possible initial investment of CA, whereby an established company does not play an active role in
the cooperation by the minority participation. In practice, optional support appointments are offered, with start-ups being able to
request ongoing technical support. In this context, the passive design of further cooperation is characterized by the lowest intensity.
Another relevant form of cooperation is interaction in terms of a customer-supplier relationship (Mesquita, Anand & Brush, 2008;
Su & Yang, 2017). An established company has identified relevant technologies or start-up products through the CA which will be
integrated into the company's own product development process in the future or which will ultimately serve as an additional offer
for the existing product portfolio. This form of cooperation is particularly important in the context of a strategic CA. In this context,
the intensity of cooperation and the use of resources is characterized by a low to medium dependency.
If established companies identify targeted start-ups within the framework of CA initiatives, the joint development of technologies
and products also represents a possible form of collaboration. R&D cooperation as a further form of cooperation is regarded as a
target-oriented means of exploring external technologies and knowledge. Established companies and start-ups can complement each
other with complementary resources and thus minimize development costs and risks (Okamuro, Kato & Honjo, 2011). R&D
cooperation is particularly important as a form of cooperation within the framework of a strategic CA. The intensity of the
collaboration and the joint use of resources must be considered higher than in the customer-supplier relationship.
In addition, for investment-driven CA in particular, the acquisition of a majority interest up to full acquisition is a relevant aspect
for further cooperation after the program. The CA units serve as an early detection tool for the CVC and Mergers & Acquisitions
activities of established companies. This means that it is already possible to identify whether a further investment or a subsequent
divestment is appropriate after the CA's temporary program. According to Tong and Li (2011), the liquidation of a majority interest
and an acquisition poses a greater challenge than a minority interest. Thus, pre-selection by the financial CA should ultimately make
a positive contribution to the screening process of fundamental CVC activities as well as mergers and acquisitions (Kollmann &
Kuckertz, 2010). While the complete takeover of investment-driven units is driven primarily by the desired increase of share value,
integration can also be important in the case of strategic units. Targeted participants can be integrated into existing specialist or
business units and thus contribute to the further development of the companies.
5.2. Added value for established companies
Corporate Accelerator as matchmaker of compelentary knowledge
CAs serve as so-called resource matchmakers between established companies and start-ups. The CA unit can therefore be
regarded as a mediator between the two parties to support the joint exchange of resources. In this context, the participants gain
access to the tangible and intangible resources of the companies.
In order to achieve the objectives of the CA, the incumbents expect in return access to the resources of the participants. Under
the investment-driven CA, only access to tangible resources in the form of capital gains from the subsequent sale of equity interests
is expected. This type of CA is therefore not characterized by the targeted acquisition of learning effects for the own organization.
However, the strategic units are geared to the preservation of intangible resources. In particular, access to participants' knowledge
is identified as the dominant factor.
Established companies show a knowledge deficit regarding the underlying market dynamics and trends due to internal targets
and the focus on the existing business. The knowledge of the start-ups should therefore complement the established knowledge base
and compensate for deficits. In this context, corporate venturing literature describes above all the aspect of gaining explicit
knowledge about market dynamics and technology developments (Napp & Minshall, 2011). In this context, especially the
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involvement of industry-related participants is an obvious aspect for stimulating new activities in existing industries. In addition to
industry-specific knowledge, the inclusion of knowledge from outside the industry is also important. This creates added value for
established companies when people with different knowledge and perspectives interact and combine existing knowledge and
stimulate new things (Nooteboom et al., 2007). For this reason, the inclusion of participants with a high cognitive distance should
promote the development of cross-sector innovations (Enkel & Gassmann, 2010). Access to the explicit knowledge of CA participants
should therefore facilitate research into new technologies, innovations and business models in order to dynamise existing markets
or open up new markets.
In contrast to CVC units, access to implicit knowledge is also an important aspect, especially in the case of strategic CAs.
Established companies often do not have a culture which promotes innovation, with priority given to further development in existing
markets. Consequently, they are characterized by a hierarchical, rational culture, which is characterized mainly by internal alignment
and organizational stability (Cameron et al., 2014). In order to achieve a change to an adhocratic orientation, the influx of new cultural
knowledge is encouraged. In addition to cultural knowledge, the methodological knowledge of entrepreneurs should also favour a
more flexible orientation of established companies. In this context, the integration of agile working methods such as Lean-Start-up
or Scrum in the CA units is intended to stimulate thinking in business models and contribute to cultural change. Ultimately, a
culture-driven orientation should be seen as a contribution to the use of what is already available in the established company.
Organizational learning process through Corporate Accelerators
As already mentioned, the organizational learning process of a company is characterized by the aspects of knowledge retention,
knowledge generation and knowledge transfer. In this context the aspect of knowledge retention plays a subordinate role for the
CA. Furthermore, the process of knowledge generation is to be seen as a process in which the knowledge created by an individual
is made available to an organization. In the context of this study it is assumed that the implicit or explicit knowledge described above
already exists or is created in the course of the support program. The focus is on how the knowledge created in the CA is made
available to the established organization.
If explicit knowledge is taken into account, it can be translated into formal language and articulated in words and pictures.
Therefore, market, technology and innovation knowledge can be transferred both orally and in writing. In the CA, explicit
knowledge is transferred via communication between corporate employees and start-ups. In addition, the aspect of technology
transfer and access to the IP rights of the participants is an important aspect for the transfer of explicit knowledge. The transfer of
implicit knowledge also takes place by the promotion of interaction between corporate employees and start-ups. Employees can
participate in events and seminars to learn how business ideas work and how they are designed. In addition to communication with
the program participants, the observation and routine replication represent a way of knowledge transfer.
Knowledge deficit

Knowledge transfer

Communication

Explicit knowledge

Market

Technology
Market dynamics
and trends

Technology transfer
Innovation

Corporate culture

Observation

Implicit knowledge

Methodology

Routine replication

Culture

Figure 14. Forms of knowledge transfer.
However, implicit knowledge is more difficult to formalize and transfer than explicit knowledge. This is because the cultural
orientation of start-ups is based on the common values, views and practices of entrepreneurs. This does not only take into account
externally visible characteristics such as corporate values, but also the way in which the start-ups interact with each other (Hau, Kim,
Lee & Kim, 2013; Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009; Nonaka et al., 2000).
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While the increase in a company's earnings is visible, the associated change in the state of knowledge is difficult to represent.
(Fiol & Lyles, 1985). It is difficult to measure the extent to which CAs can serve as a method of transferring cultural knowledge. It is
therefore questionable whether selective interaction between the two parties can contribute to cultural change in established
companies.
Furthermore, the established companies achieve additional learning effects in the process of interaction and information
processing, in the identification and selection of suitable partners and in the creation of management systems to control the
relationships. Because of this process, the companies continuously learn which relevant sources and combinations of knowledge are
relevant for their own company (Love, Roper & Vahter, 2014). Correspondingly, over time, further empirical values emerge which
can improve the learning process by initiating CA.
6.

Conclusion

6.1. Theoretical Implications
The concept of the CA as a bridge between established companies and start-ups has gained increasing importance in the recent
past. While a large number of companies are already implementing these initiatives, there is still little understanding of the
underlying intentions. For this reason, the aim of the present study was to identify the concrete objectives of established companies
with regard to CA.
Within the framework of the case study-based analysis, two relevant, targeted CA typologies were identified. A financial CA is
thus determined by the achievement of VC gains, comparable to company-dependent and company-independent VC units. Strategic
CAs, on the other hand, are characterized by two relevant target dimensions, although these are of different importance for
established companies. On the one hand, the focus is on exploring unknown market situations and new business opportunities. On
the other hand, the strategic CA offers an instrument to contribute to a cultural change in the established company and to promote
the use of existing resources.
It was also questionable how the units should be organized within the framework of the established companies. In the course of
this study, three relevant forms of organization were identified, which are represented by organizational integration, expansion or
outsourcing. In addition, the origin of resources for initiation by an independent or partnership-based approach was identified as
an important form of implementation.
There is also little understanding in the scientific literature of how the CA's time-limited funding programs are implemented in
terms of content. The results of the analysis show that the program is based on a three-part acceleration process. The Pre-Acceleration
phase of the program comprises the call for proposals and the subsequent selection process. In particular, the selection of participants
was identified as a central aspect for goal-correlated cooperation. The Acceleration phase represents the actual implementation of
the program and describes the content of the temporary funding programs. In particular, a tangible and intangible promise of
performance by the established companies was identified. In the Post-Acceleration phase the evaluation of the success of the financial
business Accelerators was identified as a relevant point. Contrary to the assumption, performance measurement based on key figures
plays a subordinate role, especially in the case of strategic-oriented CAs. In addition, further cooperation after the actual program
was identified as a decisive argument for initiating a CA program.
Within CAs, participants are given the opportunity to develop their company through the tangible and intangible performance
promise. In return, the established companies also expect access to the resource base of the entrepreneurs in order to achieve the
described goals. While investment-driven units focus exclusively on access to financial resources, strategic CA expect access to the
knowledge base of the founders. Against this background, another fundamental question of the work was to what extent CA can
add value to the organizational learning activities of the incumbents. In particular, the CA is seen as an instrument to compensate
for the success-critical knowledge deficits of established companies. Both explicit and implicit knowledge was identified, which is
transferred through interaction between CA managers, company employees and the participating entrepreneurs. In this way,
established employees can learn from the knowledge of the participants, which not only promotes the exploitation of existing
potential, but also the exploration of new business opportunities.
6.2. Managerial Implications
If the state of research is considered together with the results of the present analysis, implications for managerial practice can be
derived. This results in four managerial implications that are critical to the success of establishing a CA in a rapidly changing
corporate world:
Partnership with experts
The start-up ecosystem in particular is characterized by a dynamic in which aspects such as speed and agility in development have
become an imperative. Accordingly, established companies should realize the organizational orientation of a CA by involving
partnerships at an early stage. In this context, collaboration with an existing (Corporate) Accelerator is an important form of design.
In comparison to an independent development, the involvement of an experienced partner enables a faster, less error-prone and
thus more cost-efficient entry into the start-up ecosystem.
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Definition of clear objectives
For the initiation of a CA, a clear definition of the underlying goals is essential. The start-up units of established companies often fail
because the underlying vision and strategy is missing. Rather, these initiatives are being carried out because it is precisely a trend
topic. For this very reason, an established company should determine in advance whether the underlying activities will be carried
out to achieve financial or strategic goals. A combined pursuit of both target dimensions is not considered to be expedient due to the
contrasting forms of design.
Achievement of top management support
Established companies are subject to a variety of objectives, which often have to meet not only the expectations of management but
also those of investors. For this reason, the support of top management in this area is particularly critical to success. The managers
should create an understanding among investors and the management and supervisory boards that the activities are geared to longterm goals and cannot be evaluated using conventional controlling instruments.
Mobilisation of established employees
In order to achieve added value for one's own organisational learning activities through a CA, the continuous involvement of
established employees is a critical success factor. According to this, employees should be inspired by the collaborative interaction
and by pointing out possible opportunities for entrepreneurial topics. This is mainly due to the fact that acceptance and the
willingness to absorb knowledge are decisive for success.
6.3. Limitations and further research needs
The present study on the concept of the CA, like any scientific publication, cannot be regarded without limitations.
In particular, the results of this work are based on a qualitative research methodology. Accordingly, the results cannot be
generalised. The underlying sample refers only to German organizations. In addition, the initiatives, especially in Germany, are
characterised by a novelty of the programm. Consequently, those responsible for the initiatives have so far had little experience or
success stories to show.
Due to their qualitative nature and the novelty of the concept, the results of the study should not be generalized; rather, they
offer a first approach to the development of theories and an impetus to carry out further studies on the basis of the results. The
concept of the CA is still at an initial stage, with new programs being established in business practice on an ongoing basis. This
situation demands for further research.
As already outlined, the concept of the CA has similarities with the concept of the CVC and the CI with regard to objectives and
organizational orientation. In order to better understand the CA concept, a detailed differentiation should be made from the existing
venturing initiatives of established companies. Furthermore, there is currently little understanding of how established companies
can measure the success of CA. Accordingly, there is an additional need for research to identify suitable indicators for the
performance of controlling activities that are critical to success. There is also a need for further research about the influence of the
CA on innovation in the established company. Therefore, it may be investigated to what extent the initiation of CAs has an influence
on the number of patents and industrial property rights created in established companies.
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