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CORPORATE STARTUP COLLABORATION  
BOOSTS INNOVATION

MOST BIG CORPORATIONS ARE LACKING INNOVATIVENESS AND ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT. 
THE CORPORATE STARTUP COLLABORATION IS A SUCCESSFUL WAY TO BOOST INNOVATION. 
EXPERIENCES WITH ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES LIKE SOLELY RELYING ON CORPORATE 
INNOVATION DEPARTMENTS OR COMPANY BUILDERS SHOW THAT THE STARTUP 
COLLABORATION IS A FAST AND COST EFFECTIVE WAY TO REACH THE DESIRED GOALS. 
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What is the Corporate Startup Collaboration? 
The idea of the collaboration is that the big corporation creates, together with a startup, 

a great product. The corporation will either bring the new product or service to market 

or use it for its internal purpose. It necessarily means that the startup in contrast to an 

external development agency owns at least parts of the new offering. 

The usage of startup products for internal purposes of the corporate is 

definitely a great possibility to push the productivity of a corporation, 

hence shortening their time-to-market. However, we want to 

concentrate in this white paper on the development of new 

products or features, since this has obviously a high potential of 

growth for the corporate and the startup. 

Why opting for a Corporate Startup Collaboration? 
Both companies have the same goal: They want to grow their business - fast. The 

corporate has been administering and optimizing their business model for many years 

and is therefore not ready for disruptive innovation. The corporate can benefit from 

startups' fast decision-making and necessity for fast deliverable of results. 

The startup is - compared to   Corporate-Internal Development or Corporate Venture 

Building - the possibility with lowest financial and personnel investment. What is the 

reason for such low costs? Compared to an external development partner the startup 

owns part of the solution. It is a shared risk - shared profit arrangement. The startup 

does a lean calculation of customizing efforts and tries to use as many existing open 

source tools as possible for the development. This results in reduced R&D expenses 

and the corporate receives a technology transfer at the same time. 
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The arrangement should not be misinterpreted as being similar to an outsourced 

developer. The startup owns parts of the final product which results in an alignment of 

interest. Both parties share the same goal: bring the product to the market. Fast. 

The credibility and market access of the big corporate together with the startups’ ability 

for rapid product development are ideal conditions for successful innovation. By 

combining these attributes one is able to incorporate innovation in a totally different way 

and receive direct customer feedback. This is due to the fact that the startup is heavily 

engaged with the customer from the beginning and by design. 

It makes sense to think thoroughly about the co-innovation framework. Questions which 

need to be answered are for example: Which innovation impulse do you want to receive 

from it? Surely co-innovation is not a universal solution, which should be applied to the 

full spectrum of innovation. For example in an area where you have significant IP and are 

ahead of competitors anyway your innovation might suffer in the near term anyway. 

However, it definitely helps in business areas where you are not “ahead of the curve”.  

What to avoid? 
People interested in the matter will be inspired 

by an interview with Stefan Maurer from 

Daimler Vans. In summary: You need to keep 

innovation separate from the core business. 

The reason is that the collaboration needs to 

happen on a level playing field. This means that the startup should be included deeply 

in solving the business challenge in order to gain learnings and achieve a sustainable 

profit too. The big corporate needs to be able to listen to the startup.  

Another situation obviously to avoid is that the corporation uses the project with the 

startup to simply push its internal development group or get inspired by the ideas, 

without a chance for a long-term partnership.    
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How does a Collaboration project work? 
Industrial Analytics has worked on a broad range of projects in terms of application and 

the industry. Examples include corporate plans of an increased utilisation and outcome 

of their testbed by using automated analysis methods. Internally, there is a plan to add 

predictive maintenance features to their existing product. Another objective could be to 

use vibration for infrastructure monitoring. All the projects are cantered around process 

machines or vibration monitoring applications. 

The project is based on mutual trust. Trust, not to disclose any restricted information and 

trust that there is a realistic chance of a long term partnership. This typically starts with a 

small pilot. The alignment of incentives leads to risk sharing in the development phase 

between both partners. The common goal makes an efficient collaboration between two 

partners possible. The result is the quick availability of a working prototype which 

provides the foundation for an advanced decision making process. 

In a collaboration project there is distinction between foreground IP and background IP. 

The foreground IP is specifically generated in the scope of the work and owned by the 

corporation.  

The background IP is related to software modules that are not generated within the 

scope of work and are owned by the startup. This should be everything that is already 

developed by the startup and further improved. In order to avoid any misunderstanding, 

it is necessary to thoroughly work these components out prior to the start of the project. 

Otherwise there might be a misconception of paying for the development and 

afterwards for the license.    

Technically, IA will set up a development environment by usage of GitLab which is open 

source for the participants of the project. From project planning and 

source code management to CI/CD and monitoring, GitLab is a complete 

DevOps platform, delivered as a single application. This might include 

background IP parts as well. Especially for the data science parts a jupyter 

notebook is used. Jupyter Notebook is a web- 
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based interactive computational environment which allows execution of Python or Julia 

code on a server. It is a perfect tool for working together on data science 

topics and performing regular code reviews on the fly.   

  

Example: Infrastructure monitoring  
The task is to develop a product that can be used for assessment of rail infrastructure 

conditions by analysis of vibrational footprints in combination with additional data using 

sensor fusion. Prior to development of an efficient data processing pipeline comes the 

feasibility study with the goal to show that the acquired data can actually be used to 

detect irregularities of the infrastructure. The project is started within the Mindbox 

framework of Deutsche Bahn.  

The project is being performed by following agile and design thinking practices such 

as regular exchanges in weekly sprint meetings with promising results.  
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