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BRIDGING THE POSTACCELERATION GAP
Corporate Accelerator
Program

Kick Off Days

Post-Accelerator
Phase

Demo Day

Partnership

After the first Factory1 program in 2017, we reflected
on our journey to corporate-startup collaborations.
We shared the progress and discussed the remaining
challenges1. The lessons learned triggered the evolution of the second Factory1 edition in 2019. Some adjustments worked very well. Other elements still need
to be refined.

regular progress check-ins and dedicated people to
pursue collaborations with startups beyond the program. Despite the adjustments, the post-acceleration
phase continues to be a critical challenge. Making the
leap from running a corporate accelerator program to
building mutually beneficial partnerships between corporates and startups is rarely easy. The post-acceleration phase is important because establishing partnersOne of the adjustments we made was to clearly struc- hips stretches beyond the compressed accelerator
ture the post-acceleration phase, the time after an ac- timeframe2. More time might be required for markets
celerator program has been completed. We planned to develop or for decision makers to be aligned.
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Hence, for this update to our first white paper, we ask:
What happens at the end of a corporate accelerator
program? We zoom-in on the post-acceleration phase
to understand how to facilitate long-term partnerships
between corporates and startups.
To this end, we interviewed our corporate mentors
and all participating startups several months after the
program ended (see: About this research). Based on
the insights, we reflected on what worked, what didn’t
– and which practices can be improved for the next
iteration. Building ongoing collaborations requires the
right mechanisms beyond the program. The demo day
should not represent the end of the road, but rather
mark the turn to new beginnings.
We want this open reflection to be the continuation
of a dialogue with startups, Kapsch employees and
partners about the inspiring and humbling challenge
of building corporate-startup pairings. Above all, innovation in mobility depends on partnerships. We
push ourselves to be the best partner possible. While
best practices for running corporate accelerators are
spreading and companies are increasing the effectiveness of their programs, many corporate accelerators
struggle during the post-acceleration phase. Here are
five ways to change that.
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KEEP UP THE MOMENTUM
The energy required to complete a corporate accelerator program often fizzles out after the excitement
peaks at demo day. The intensity of corporate accelerator programs requires tremendous efforts and focus
from everyone involved. After the accelerator, corporate mentors are likely to return to their daily operations and the priorities of startups might shift as well.
The ticking clock for demo day is no longer a concern
and timing becomes more flexible3. Many corporate
accelerators lose momentum after the program ends:
“Doing the project during the acceleration phase, everything was okay. You’re doing this for Factory1, so we
have to provide the resources and use non-standard
processes for getting things done within the company.
And now it’s kind of back to normal and convincing
contributors is more difficult and takes more time.4”

Corporate
Speed

Corporate
Accelerator
Speed

Startup Speed

The second edition of Factory1 confirmed that our
startups were ready to keep up the pace while, for
Kapsch, as a corporation, the speed was difficult to
sustain. Compared to other corporate entities, accelerators move at a faster pace in an attempt to keep up
with the speed of startups.
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KEEP UP THE MOMENTUM

Compared to other corporate entities,
accelerators move at a faster pace in an
attempt to keep up with the speed of
startups. To cross the gap between an
accelerator program and forming partnerships,
the speed of the program needs to be
maintained.

To cross the gap between an accelerator program
and forming partnerships, the speed of the program
needs to be maintained. One of the participating startups explained this point: “Working with governments
means slow sales cycles. It’s just that our business
is slow. I think what Kapsch can do is making sure
we don’t slow down. Just ensuring we continue pressing the gas.”5 If the corporation reverts to its usual
slow pace, a partnership building effort is “more like
a normal customer acquisition”, as one interviewed
startup remarked. This startup’s CEO explained that
the wait time for a response after the program was
longer: “This wouldn’t have been possible during the
program, because you are in such a tight timeline and
you have already agreed on a project.”6 Various forces
can increase momentum during the post accelerator
phase. First, extensive communication efforts about
the startups and the successful POCs need to capture
the attention of internal stakeholders. Decision makers
need to understand the potential of the collaboration.
Second, clear decision-making timelines need to be
established. If more time is required for a decision, the
reasons should be transparently communicated. Third,
a sense of urgency needs to be created. The urgency
can be increased through investor interest or, in particular, by demand from customers.
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PUSH FOR CUSTOMER
VALIDATION

Promising Solution

Succesful Proof-Of-Concept

Corporate-startup collaborations don’t fail because
they lack a POC, they fail because they lack customers and a shared business model. While building the
POC, startups recognized the “need to have some
demo version or some piece of product that we can
show to future customers.”7 Once a successful POC
has been completed, the team needs to engage in
customer development. Therefore, one interviewed
mentor emphasized that “the biggest problem for the
startups is that they don’t have the customer.” He
stressed that corporates have to support the startups
by providing access to customers to understand whet-

Customer Validation

her the solution is ready for the market or needs adjustment. Startups can’t just be connected to the sales
organization and put on hold: “That’s something that
needs to be done now, immediately after the program,
because if you wait for tenders, you’ll have to endure
a long wait.”8 Waiting bears the risk of losing a lot of
business potential. The most powerful force to overcome the complacency of internal stakeholders is customers expressing their desire for the new product: “As
soon as they see that a customer is interested, that’s
when things start getting quicker and people start really committing to it.”9
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One interviewed startup agrees that
customer validation creates the required
sense of urgency: “If you approach
customers together, you immediately have
a basis for discussion. Both parties can
see the potential to jointly earn money.”

One interviewed startup agrees that customer validation creates the required sense of urgency: “If you
approach customers together, you immediately have
a basis for discussion. Both parties can see the potential to jointly earn money.”10
Therefore, showcasing the joint offering is an important step toward getting the required customer validation. After Factory1, we presented the outcomes on
the stage of a global conference and approached customers together. Joint sales efforts are key to delivering real impact after the demo day, as the Factory1
program lead described: “We’ll just go and see how
the customers react to a technology that combines
elements of Kapsch and the startup.”11 Because of the
pilot state of the co-created product, friendly customers, who “we have a good relationship with Kapsch,
are fond of trying new things, and letting us do experiments”12 are necessary. Especially salespeople need
to buy-in in order to offer the shared solution: “As a
salesperson, you want to sell what you sell best. You
have to convince the salesforce that the new technology is of high importance and offers a great opportunity for the core organization. It’s therefore important
to closely work with sales, business development, and
corporate strategy”.13 If the sales cycles are long, customers should be brought into the program earlier.
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FOSTER REGULAR AND
ONGOING COMMUNICATION

When corporate mentors and startups leave the very
rigorous structure of the program the interactions between corporates and startups become less frequent.
Mentors are not readily available, and the resources
dedicated during the program are no longer available
to the same extent. For instance, one participating
startup remarked on the difficulty of reaching the department that needed to weigh in on the partnership
decision: “It is hard to move forward if the relevant
decision makers are not in the loop and participating

regularly. So far, we haven’t really managed to push it
as much as he wanted.”14
For our second edition of Factory1, we took an active interest in the progress of the collaboration, rather than relying on requests from either the company
or the startups for continued conversations. We held
biweekly update calls with the startups and internal
stakeholders who might benefit from the startup’s solution.
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FOSTER REGULAR AND ONGOING COMMUNICATION

The regular communication was
beneficial for both sides. For our
organization, it helped identify hurdles
and collaboration opportunities.

The regular communication was beneficial for both sides. For our organization, it helped identify hurdles and
collaboration opportunities: “When you talk, things
come up, and things evolve. You can actually find out

that startups struggle with something where you could
help, and then you just find a new way of collaborating. If we never got together and talk to each other,
it just wouldn’t happen.”15 The startups benefited by
increasing the understanding of their potential partner,
as one of the startups explained: “If you work remotely,
you’ll never understand the problems of the corporate.
If you have regular calls and you have goals to achieve, you’ll understand how the corporation works from
the inside. It was a big challenge to build understanding and rebuild our workflow to fit the corporation.”16
Through the ongoing interactions, personal relations
are strengthened which are key to sustaining partnership-building efforts. A face-to-face follow-up event
during the post-acceleration phase would be ideal to
reconnect with all teams.17 If the corporation decides
against pursuing the collaboration or there are no immediate opportunities to partner, it should nonetheless
keep in touch with an eye on possible future collaborations as one mentor explains: “We are in loose contact
and whenever there’s an opportunity we get in contact
again.”18

/ 10

ENSURE EFFECTIVE
HANDOFFS TO PREVENT
DROP-OFFS
Handing over projects from the program management
team to the business units or other entities like supply
chain management can create loose ends, as one mentor warns: “If you pass a startup from one organization
to another organization, and then maybe to a third organization, you will kill that startup. If you just say: here
was my idea, please do something with it, it will never
work.”19 If startups are left to navigate the corporate
organization by themselves, it almost always leads to
gridlock. For the second iteration of Factory1, we had
to deal with unplanned changes in main contact points
because mentors had changed their positions.

business unit managers right from
the start. We invited them to define
the search fields, as one mentor explained: “We focused on the current
needs of the business units and what they are currently
working on.”21 Second, we dedicated one person as the
main contact for the startup collaboration. This person
needs to “walk with the startup the whole way.”22 Once
you bring the startup to a new unit within the organization, they have to start from zero. That’s the moment
when, most of the time, the collaboration collapses.
These dedicated individuals working with startups need
to be provided with enough budgetary and decisionThe best way “to avoid a drop-off is to eliminate the making power to champion the startups inside the comhandoff”. 20 Our experience uncovered two approaches pany. Having driven people guiding the startup through
to avoid transferring relationships with startups. First, the organizational complexities is especially important
we aimed to avoid the transfer from the accelerator ma- for ideas outside the core business. If there is no organizanagement team to the business unit by involving the tional home for the idea, alternative structures are needed.
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PROVIDE PATHS FOR
EXPLORATIONS OUTSIDE
THE CORE BUSINESS

Corporate Path

Startup Path

Exploration Path

For startups outside the current core business, organizational structures optimized for exploiting existing capabilities rather than exploring new opportunities can
be detrimental. Collaborations in this context are likely
to fail because they neither find integration opportunities
with existing units nor alternative structures in place.

for innovations outside our core business, a different
mindset and alternative mechanisms are required. To
illustrate this point, consider the case of a startup that
developed their POC with our former sister company:
“They are not very closely linked to anything Kapsch
does right now, but we are trying to connect them with
someone within the company. It is still very challenOur second edition of Factory1 succeeded in connec- ging because I feel like there is a shortsighted view
ting startups to our existing business units. However, on how to work with startups. Either they help us right
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PROVIDE PATHS FOR EXPLORATIONS OUTSIDE THE CORE BUSINESS

now, or they don’t offer any potential.”23 The core business favors short-term gains through incremental and
sustained innovation. For collaborations with startups
outside the core business, it is more difficult to get the
required buy-in from the internal stakeholders. “In contrast to startup teams, where almost everyone knows
everything, corporations have complex constellations
of stakeholders with their own agendas, goals, and,
often, a focus on the short-term outcomes”, explains
the Factory1 program lead: “It’s difficult for us to make
sure they know what the benefit is, even though it’s not
a short term win.”24
Working with startups, who have the capabilities and
agility to compete in newly emerging sectors, can
provide a window into new opportunities that fall outside the scope of existing business units. Companies
need to establish separate structures in order to build
new-growth engines. Separating the new, exploratory unit from the traditional, exploitative one, allows for
different processes, structures, and cultures.25 Since
very few organizations can afford to have independent
structures to focus solely on exploration, some form
of integration is required.26 Tight links across the units
can be maintained at the senior executive level. Another option is to extend the autonomy of the corporate
accelerator team to have resources to fund exploratory expeditions with startups.

Companies need to establish separate
structures in order to build new-growth
engines. Separating the new, exploratory
unit from the traditional, exploitative
one, allows for different processes,
structures, and cultures.
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CONCLUSION
Our second Factory1 edition led to two partnerships
with Kapsch TrafficCom. Still, several stumbling blocks
to promising corporate-startup partnerships are bound
to come up in the post-acceleration phase: conflict with
existing business, lack of buy-in from decision makers,
and insufficient resources. We discussed strategies to
avoid corporate accelerators only building promising
POCs but failing to establish long-term partnerships.
Corporate accelerators should not be “one-off” activities that last for several months after which companies
and startups either partner up or part ways. The program does not end on demo day. Building partnerships
with startups requires ongoing efforts and corporates
need to continue to grow their role in the post-acceleration phase to help startups succeed.

labeling part of the technology or integrating with APIs.
In our case, the focus for startups should be on generating interest from first customers in order to get the
required support from corporate stakeholders. Startups should attempt to get exposure and suggest customer development opportunities to corporate partners. Relationship building with internal stakeholders
should extend beyond the program to increase access
to information, reduce the dependency on a single corporate champion, and understand the complex corporate decision-making processes. Still, startups should
insist on having one point of contact that oversees the
post-acceleration relationship. This simplifies communication and builds accountability. For collaborations
outside the existing core business, when corporates
struggle to see a path forward, startups should proacOur lessons learned have implications for startups. To tively suggest ways of working together – whether it’s
foster post-acceleration success, startups need to running an additional POC or exploring the emerging
maintain a sense of urgency after the program ends. technology together in a pilot phase.
Startups should define which corporate relationship
helps their current trajectory. The option defined today In the end, both corporations and the startups should
is richer than a straightforward vendor relationship and gear all efforts after a program towards taking the next
ranges from selling to the corporate, joint product de- step on their journey to corporate-startup collaborations.
velopment, cross-selling each other’s products, white-
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About Kapsch
Kapsch is a globally-operating technology company
with stock-listed organizations that focuses on upcoming needs in the fields of communication and mobility. With innovative technology, products, and solutions,
Kapsch makes a significant contribution to a sustainable future in public and private transportation. The Factory1 global accelerator program was created to fill the
gap between new solutions in the intelligent mobility
space and the strengths of our multi-national corporation.
About Factory1
Factory1 as an equity-free business development
startup accelerator that supports entrepreneurs in the
mobility sector. Through this program, Kapsch offers
startups opportunities to build joint proof-of-concept
(POC) projects as a foundation for long-term strategic
partnerships.

About this research
Throughout the program, we gathered qualitative and
quantitative feedback from the different stakeholders
involved. To get an in-depth and holistic understanding
of how our corporate mentors and participating startups experienced the post-acceleration phase of Factory1, we conducted eleven semi-structured interviews
with Kapsch mentors (n=6) and with all participating
startups (n=5). The interviews aimed at identifying the
obstacles and enablers of an effective post-acceleration phase. Each interview was recorded, transcribed,
and coded.

STARTUP

CORPORATE
Name

Role

Name

Role

Simrit Sandhu

Factory1 Program Lead

Aerostate

Evgeny Ganshin, Co-Founder

Sebastian Opitz

Lead Mentor Objectbox

Bestmile

Brian Kelly, Business Development Director

Estibaliz Baranano

Lead Mentor Aerostate

Derq

Georges Aoude, CEO

Wolfgang Brückler

Lead Mentor Bestmile

Exeon Analytics

David Gugelmann, CEO

Sinan Tankaz

Lead Mentor Exeo Analytics

Objectbox

Vivien Dollinger, CEO

Barbara Hollinger

Lead Mentor Derq

Table 1: Interviewee list

About the author
Thomas Kohler explores the design of innovation platforms through research and practice. His research
has been published in journals such as the Harvard
Business Manager, MIS Quarterly, and the California
Management Review. He is the founder of InnoDays,
InnoSchool and travel2change. You can contact him
at thomas@conui.co.

For more information about Factory1
factory1.net
innovation@kapsch.net
Join the conversation #kapschfactory1
linkedin.com/company/kapsch-trafficcom-ag
facebook.com/kapschnet
https://twitter.com/kapschnet
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