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Most of us are familiar with Aesop’s fable, “The Hare & The Tortoise.” As the fable’s characters 

compete in a race to the finish, the swift and confident hare stops for a nap, while the 

wise and diligent tortoise wins the race. The moral of the story is that success is born from 

diligence, persistence, and strategy – not speed. 

This has been the corporate mantra of the century. Executives have squeezed efficiency from 

every process, and they’ve employed optimization as a panacea for increasing returns. 

Few of us, however, are familiar with the Irish writer Edward Plunkett’s reinterpretation of this 

fable. In his version, the hare realizes the race is a fool’s errand and pulls out. The tortoise 

wins by default and society lauds his “speed.” 

According to Plunkett, the reason this “true” account remains obscured is because,

“…very few of those that witnessed it survived the great forest-fire that happened shortly 

after. It came up over the weald by night with a great wind… they hurriedly called a meeting 

to decide what messenger they should send to warn the beasts in the forest. They sent the 

Tortoise.”

Translated for today’s corporate boardroom, we’ve confused effectiveness and focus 

with speed and advancement. As a result, we’re attempting to get and stay ahead of our 

competition, navigate (economic) danger and win the (innovation) race with the wrong 

approach. We’re expecting a tortoise to do a job that’s fit for a hare.

Preface
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“Why do you always walk around so quickly?” 

I had to pause and consider that question. Two 

months had passed since my startup had been 

acquired by one of the world’s largest online 

payment processors. Our small, scrappy team of 

12 had been disbursed into different departments 

across the company, and I’d been assigned to work 

with the sales and marketing leaders. I was at a 

loss for words as I looked at our Marketing Director, 

patiently waiting for an answer – I knew no other 

way to work. My last decade had been spent in 

startups and always with the hurry one inherits after 

accepting venture funding.

In that moment, I realized I was operating according 

to the culture I’d always known, but I was now 

living in a very different context. I was in the 

enterprise, and startups think and act in ways that 

are fundamentally different from even the most 

pioneering enterprise.

Speed is the essence of startups, and it’s the 
fundamental differentiator between them and the 
enterprise.    
 

A certain swiftness is knit into how startups build 

and deliver their products. There’s an ever-present 

urgency that’s largely unfamiliar to the enterprise. 

Startups have a finite amount of capital, or “runway,” 

as it’s called, so if they’re unable to reach their 

next milestone, get a product to liftoff, or generate 

enough revenue to cover their expenses, they 

crash. The fear of crashing creates a mindset and 

speed that just doesn’t exist inside most large 

corporates. 

Yet, that speed is exactly what corporate innovators 

need and seek to maximize. Business and product 

cycles are accelerating at dizzying rates, forcing 

corporates to become more agile, bold, creative, 

and decisive than ever before. If small startups 

move fast, why can’t their larger corporate 

counterparts move faster? The answer lies in the 

Introduction
size of the impending “crash.” Among other 

reasons we’ll explore, enterprises need to protect 

themselves. Unchecked risk and bad decision 

making can result in catastrophic consequences 

across a far larger number of customers, 

employees, and the broader economy. But 

the irony is the corporate who can’t move 

fast enough will be left behind and rendered 

irrelevant — the greatest risk of all.

Corporates that don’t systematically harness 

the speed of startups through their innovation 

strategies will fall into decline and eventually fail. 

As Ralph Waldo Emerson once said, “In skating 

over thin ice, our safety is in our speed.” The 

COVID-19 crisis has proven how true this is. The 

pandemic has revealed that today’s economies 

and corporates are fragile, they are skating on 

thin ice. There’s safety in the speed of startups. 

There’s danger in slow failure at scale. 

Ultimately, it’s the fast over the slow — not the 
big over the small — that will dominate the 
future. 

Therefore, today’s enterprise must engage 

startups in order to achieve true innovation 

and thrive as our world evolves. This paper 

will show you why this is the case, and why all 

breakthrough innovation requires, and results 

in, speed. At the same time, you’ll learn how 

to programmatically capture the swiftness 

of startups as a primary path to the business 

transformation you’ve been searching for.

Nate Nasralla

Head of Global Partnerships, GAN
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A Brief History of Speed
The history of speed can be summarized as “up and 

to the right.” While the speed of light is a constant, 

the speed of life constantly increases. 

Why? In one word, innovation. The common 

denominator between every breakthrough 

innovation throughout history is speed. While 

myriad adjacent benefits accompany speed, speed 

has always been the primary outcome of true, 

tangible innovation.

Consider your own experience. While you 

may not feel yourself accelerating from day 

to day, in the same way you may not realize 

you’ve gently accelerated from 60 to 63 miles 

per hour in a car, life is not the same as it was 

25 years ago. Since the mid 1990’s, we’ve 

gone from 0 to 60, with noticeable differences 

in how we travel, communicate, shop, dine, 

and learn. This trend only becomes more 

conspicuous while considering longer 

stretches of history. Take the following 

industries displayed in Figure 2 on the next 

page:

“The history of speed can be summarized as “up 
and to the right.” While the speed of light is a 

constant, the speed of life constantly increases.”

© GAN
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Communication

Every major invention in communications has 

enabled us to share messages faster and 

across further distances. From the printing 

press to social media, printed books to 

Instagram Live, we can now correspond with 

anyone, anytime, anywhere.

Transportation

We’ve come a long way since the days of 

horse-drawn transportation. Now, we buy 

plane tickets, train tickets, and Uber rides, all 

from our phones, allowing us to get anywhere 

in the world within a single day. Our goods 

and products are transported at the same 

speed, too.

Entertainment

The advent of live theater limited 

performances to single points in time. If you 

missed the showtime, you needed to wait until 

the next one. Through the evolution of film, 

movie rentals, and now streaming services, 

we can access media on demand — and can 

you imagine life without streaming?

Food

It may feel elementary in the era of on-

demand delivery services for restaurant 

takeout and groceries, but moving from 

farming to trading, and eventually to the first 

general store, has meant faster and faster 

access to the exact foods we crave (along 

with society’s ability to invest in specialized 

tradecraft, advancing us beyond agrarian 

lifestyles).

 

Applying this concept to any single innovation 

also reveals how maximizing speed (not size), 

convenience, price, or any other characteristic 

(although these benefits often accompany 

speed), ensures corporates stay at the 

forefront of the next great wave of innovation. 

For example, Amazon set out to be “where 

customers can find and discover anything 

they might want to buy online.” Offering 

an infinite number of products is obviously 

convenient, but what’s at the root of 

convenience? Speed. Amazon’s model means 

completing your shopping faster. Prime 

members complete all their errands without 

driving to different stores, for groceries, home 

goods, and electronics. 

© GAN
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Genuine, breakthrough innovation is marked by 

addressing unsolved problems, defining new 

markets, and navigating unfamiliar contexts. It has 

little, if anything, to do with optimizing, cost cutting, 

or releasing new  product  features  within  well-

established markets.

 

Therefore, the number one job to be done by 

every innovator is learning as much as possible, 

as fast as possible, for the lowest cost possible, 

and amidst uncertain conditions inside new 

markets.

Figure 3: Importance of speed in uncertain markets.

Rapid, low-cost learning (RLCL) allows innovators 

to build their roadmap into new markets one small 

step — or one “pivot” — at a time. By focusing on 

RLCL and allowing cheap failure to correct their 

course, corporate innovators will discover markets, 

release products that fit that market’s needs, and 

begin the process of scaling far sooner and more 

economically than competitors. 

Practically speaking, this looks like structuring 

a series of small bets — investments, pilots, or 

commercial agreements — with startups who can 

change course quickly and inexpensively, and 

adapt according to customer feedback.

By contrast, the enterprise that’s solely focused 

on the old, mainstay approaches to innovation 

like research and development (R&D), grand 

product releases, and leveraging their size to 

release internally developed products to as many 

consumers as possible, is more likely to make costly 

leaps in the wrong direction. 

Why Fast Beats Big 
These principles are visualized on the next page 

in Figure 4 by two competitors, each working 

to discover a new market. Company A engages 

startups to employ RLCL, learn, pivot, and move 

into the new market through a relatively straight 

and low-cost line. Meanwhile, Company B relies 

on a more traditional approach, spending its 

time researching and developing large product 

launches, or “moonshots,” based on the same 

early customer research Company A has also 

conducted. These moonshot attempts seem to be 

on the right track at first. However, they not only 

fail to find product-market fit, they wind up as very 

high-cost learnings.

The difference between these approaches 

is often revealed by a focus on maximizing 

speed-to-market — a common metric for new 

product development — instead of speed-

to-scale. Speed-to-scale is the better metric 

for innovation, as leaders in high-growth and 

previously-undiscovered verticals are not always 

the first to release a product. Instead, new market 

leaders are often a second or third company that 

combines RLCL to find product-market fit (speed) 

with the resources to achieve scale first (size). 

For these reasons, it’s the fast, not just the 

big, that are best positioned to create tangible 

innovation results and drive real growth while 

setting a new market’s pace from the front of the 

pack. According to Boston Consulting Group’s 

Global Innovation Survey, the gap between the 

fast and the rest of the pack is significant:

Fast innovators are much more likely 
to also be strong innovators — 42% 
compared with less than 10% of slow 
innovators. Fast innovators are more 
disruptive — 27% versus 1.5%. They get 
new products to market quickly and 
generate more sales from them (at least 
30% of revenue).  

© GAN
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To be clear, today’s enterprise no longer has a 

choice. This is not a matter of choosing between 

rapid growth and modest growth. Speed is now 

the difference between growth and decline as 

business enters the next wave of innovation — 

the “On-Demand Revolution.” In this revolution, 

consumers shift their preferences at a dizzying 

pace and demand near-instant gratification. They 

aren’t satisfied with last year’s product; they 

constantly want something more, new, and now. 

What’s more, barriers to innovation have melted 

away with advances in affordable computing 

power, easier access to investment capital, and 

open-source knowledge. Now, more of the 

workforce is empowered to innovate and push 

the pace of innovation faster and faster still. 

For the corporation that embraces speed to stay 

ahead of the next great revolution, numerous 

financial and strategic benefits await them. Some 

examples include:

Higher Market Share 

Companies that maximize speed-to-scale in new 

markets are able to create brand and customer 

loyalty, develop barriers to entry, react quickly to 

potential competitors, and grab share before the 

market declines into a commodity.

Lower Costs 

Rapid learning minimizes waste, insulates the 

corporate from expensive failure, and focuses 

financial and operating resources on truly value-

added activities.

Increased Stability 

As the current global crisis has revealed, 

corporates who are able to diversify their core 

business with new revenues, products, and 

markets are most likely to thrive in a variety of 

economic conditions. 

 

Figure 4: Exploring new markets through RLCL.

© GAN
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The most thrilling part of any tennis match is 

when the athletes collapse in toward the net. As 

the speed of their volley increases, their time to 

react decreases, and they become locked in a 

battle for survival that tests another dimension 

of speed — agility. The competitor who emerges 

victorious is the one who reacts the fastest, without 

compromising their strategy. The same is true of 

today’s corporate. 

Centuries worth of steps toward the net (see Figure 

2) have resulted in the On-Demand Revolution. 

Shrinking business cycles are forcing companies 

to predict, plan, and react in a fraction of the time. 

Yet, too many corporates still train as if competing 

in a strong-man contest. They believe power, mass, 

and size is what it takes to win. But can you imagine 

the world’s strongest man running around a tennis 

court? 

Just as a top-ranked tennis player and a strong man 

look very different, the genetic makeup of a startup 

is fundamentally different from that of a scaled 

enterprise. Like Proteus from Greek mythology, a 

startup’s DNA is protean, affording a supernatural 

versatility. In this way, a startup’s speed is not only 

linear or two-dimensional. It is supple, swift, and 

nimble, allowing it to move in three dimensions by 

exploring new markets, as illustrated by the “Z-axis” 

in Figure 5, below.

Figure 5: The three dimensions to a startup’s 
speed.

The Speed of Startups 
A number of prominent startups that have 

changed course in recent history show us why 

agility is equally as important as top speed:

Twitter was originally named Odeo, and focused 

on helping people find podcasts. As iTunes 

began to dominate this space, the founders gave 

employees two weeks to pick a new direction, 

and they ran with a platform for limited-character 

microblogging.

Slack began as a multiplayer video game called 

Glitch that encouraged players to complete 

various activities and crafts through teamwork 

and collaboration. Just over one year from its 

launch, the game was shut down to reimagine its 

chat and socialization features for businesses. 

Shopify began as an online snowboarding 

equipment store called Snowdevil. Its founders 

coded a proprietary, online storefront in two 

months, and less than two years later, they had 

fully pivoted toward an e-commerce platform that 

helps businesses scale their online sales.

“A startup’s DNA is 
protean, affording an 
almost supernatural 

versatility. In this 
way, a startup’s speed 
is not linear, or two-

dimensional. It is 
supple, swift, and 

nimble speed, 
allowing it to move in 

three dimensions.”
© GAN
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What gave these startups and all other successful entrepreneurs their speed? What exactly is in their 
DNA that differentiates them from the enterprise? 

Figure 6 shows a flywheel of the six, distinct characteristics of startups. 

Focus

Startup founders focus limited time, capital, and 

in some cases, the trajectory of their careers, 

on one particular product or project. When 

contrasted with large enterprises with many 

products, markets, and managers juggling 

upwards of a dozen projects at once, there is 

far greater fragmentation of focus that occurs 

within the corporation. That fragmentation 

introduces friction, whereas the startup’s ability 

to focus on a single problem and address a 

single market makes them capable of avoiding 

the high costs of splintered attention and work 

sessions. 

Customer Intimacy

Early startup growth is typically fueled by 

working in close proximity to customers and 

gaining a deep understanding of their pains. 

As startups build solutions for their customers, 

they also develop genuine and authentic 

relationships. The kind of trust created in this 

process is not something that is easily replicated 

by large corporates, and since, “Nothing moves 

faster than the speed of trust,”  customer 

intimacy enables faster growth.

Rapid Learning

Customer intimacy gives way to rapid learning as it 

affords startups the ability to build experiments, test 

assumptions, and gather timely, relevant feedback. 

Before deciding to invest too much time and effort 

into a certain product or market, startups can gain 

rich insight in a relatively limited amount of time. This 

is critical because as Figure 4 shows, businesses 

must ensure they are not only moving quickly, but 

headed in the right direction.

Culture

Just as certain types of flowers attract bees, 

environments that allow employees to test ideas 

and quickly execute decisions attract certain types 

of employees. Earlier-stage companies attract 

more risk-seeking personalities that are energized 

by learning, and personalities that crave more 

certainty and stability gravitate toward established 

corporations. This makes for very different 

workplace norms. 

© GAN
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Decision Making

New insights must be acted upon if they are to 

create results, and startups are able to shed the 

formal, multilayered, and centralized decision-

making processes beloved by enterprise risk 

managers. When describing how a nimble and 

decentralized approach to making decisions 

enabled faster growth at Uber, Beth Huddleston, 

an Uber general manager, said:  

“The way we were organized enabled us 
to innovate really quickly. We pushed 
decision making down to the most local 
level possible, meaning we had city 
teams setting prices, negotiating deals 
with sports teams, and doing all kinds 
of things that in 

a much more grown-up organization 
would rightly be centralized. I think 
that enabled us to get from here to 
there… providing that flexibility 
and that freedom to a core group of 
people who really are empowered 
to make those decisions on a more 
rapid and more fluid basis is just 
critical to competing with a lot of the 
more digitally native and smaller 
companies that are out there today.”

Agility

When all of these components are working 

together, there is a multiplicative effect that 

emboldens startup teams to learn quickly, 

test inexpensively, and discover the right path 

to scaling products and solutions inside of 

previously unexplored markets. 
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The lie most entrepreneurs targeting the enterprise 

try to convince themselves of is, “They need us 

more than we need them. They’re dinosaurs, ripe 

for disruption, if not extinction.” More often than not, 

and in the short term, this is simply untrue. Scaled 

enterprises enjoy a number of benefits foreign to 

their nimbler startup counterparts.

Chief among the strengths of large corporates is 

their size. Yes, their size. Even while making the 

case that the fast, not the big, will dominate the 

future, the size of an enterprise can’t be ignored. In 

many cases, size can be leveraged into speed as it 

can mean immediate access to distribution, brand 

loyalty, or press — capabilities that early-stage 

startups simply cannot easily replicate.

There are several other occasions where the size of 

the enterprise translates to speed.

Strengths of the Enterprise

“My job is to find great 
ideas, exaggerate them, 
and spread them like hell 
around the business with 
the speed of light ... and to 
put resources in to support 
them… That’s the job of just 
about all of our CEOs.” 

— Jack Welch, Former CEO,   
     General Electric

Industry Diversity

The enterprise can often repurpose and cross-

apply interesting technologies to diversify 

revenues from different verticals. Examples of this 

include Tesla repurposing its battery technology 

for the home market through its Powerwall 

product, and LinkedIn using its platform to move 

from advertising into the recruiting market, which 

now generates most of its revenue.

Access to Capital 

Once a new technology has been validated, 

a market defined and a repeatable customer 

acquisition model established, it’s a race to scale. 

Startup founders spend a significant amount of time 

working to raise capital and keep cash flowing, 

where corporates focused on innovation will have 

generally already allocated significant funding for 

new opportunities. 

Connections

The ability to quickly connect with like-minded 

contacts at scale, whether they be industry 

leaders who can share advice and experience, 

partners that can provide complementary 

products, or a base of engaged and paying 

customers, can make all the difference when 

working to get a new product to liftoff.
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We previously said the number one job to be done 

by every corporate innovator is learning as much 

as possible, as fast as possible, for the lowest cost 

possible, amidst uncertain conditions inside new 

markets. And, the best way to get this job done is 

by harnessing the speed of startups.

The question we need to ask, then, is how? How 

should corporates work with startups to become 

both big and fast?  The short answer is there are 

a number of answers. A portfolio-based approach 

to innovation is always the right approach, as 

corporates can capture the speed of startups 

through a number of structures like external 

innovation, startup studios, and corporate 

accelerators.

The reality is speed can be harmful if you are 

headed in the wrong direction. By casting a 

number of small bets through building, buying, 

and partnering with startups — in other words, 

developing a portfolio — corporates can identify 

opportunities and early successes before putting 

their full weight in support of it. And once they 

do, this combination of mass (the corporate) 

and velocity – speed in a given direction –  (the 

startup) is deadly to competition, and the recipe for 

momentum in new markets. To become big and fast, 

you should: 

Define your innovation ambition. Not all 

innovation strategies are created equal. Some are 

tactical in nature, and seek to create short-term 

improvements through optimizing processes and 

enhancing existing products. The level of speed 

achieved through this type of optimization has been 

relatively minimal throughout history (recall Figure 

2). The next level of innovation is transforming the 

enterprise, which can include digital transformations 

that unlock greater impact and speed – through the 

use of Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning, 

for example. Finally, innovation that unleashes 

Becoming Big and Fast

the greatest degree of speed and impact is 

disruptive innovation, as illustrated in Figure 7 

below. You may be surprised how often those 

who talk about disruptive innovation actually 

mean optimization, so it is best to define your 

desired impact up front. 

Figure 7: Types of innovation with the greatest 
impact.

Link that ambition to a compelling vision 

everyone can embrace. It’s important to have 

a motivation that’s greater than your company, 

but also tied to your company’s goals. Startups 

don’t care about a corporate’s internal growth 

projections, but there’s always a common 

denominator that’s motivating for everyone. Think 

about Volvo’s goal, “No deaths in our cars by 

2020.” Sure, it will likely generate more money 

because people will want to buy safer cars, 

but it’s also about something far greater than 

money, and that excites internal and external 

stakeholders alike.

Dedicate people and resources commensurate 

to your vision. As the impact of your vision 

extends into the disruptive territory, so should 

the level of dedicated resources your innovation 

team receives. If innovation is only 20% of 40 

© GAN
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people’s responsibilities, true breakthrough will all 

but fail. But, if innovation is 100% of eight people’s 

jobs, disruption is possible, and they’ll be able to 

focus on the programs, toolkits, and activities that 

achieve speed. 

Be sure to establish and follow clear, transparent, 

timebound metrics. Innovation teams should 

create three-year, one-year, and one-quarter goals 

immediately. Every innovator has long-term goals, 

but the secret to success is also setting goals for 

just the next quarter. These help everyone feel 

like traction is being made on the larger goals, and 

frankly, more gets done with short-term objectives.

Get crystal clear on all of the above with 

your executives. Nothing is more frustrating 

or handicapping to an innovation team than 

conditional support. When consumer spending 

is up and Wall Street is smiling, it’s relatively easy 

to resource exploratory and ambitious projects. 

However, it’s worth taking the time to ensure 

executives are unconditionally aligned with the 

innovation team’s vision, the level of investment 

they need, and both their short and long-term 

goals. The only way this level of buy-in happens is 

by teasing out blockers, hesitations, and concerns 

during executive conversations – not by focusing 

on the vision and goals alone.

Over-communicate with startups and set regular 

check-ins. Startups need clear definitions of 

success, time-based milestones, and regular times 

they can expect to receive feedback from you. This 

allows them to manage their limited and precious 

resources. Additionally, when setting goals and 

measures for a pilot, investment, or other joint effort, 

all obstacles and weaknesses that could threaten 

the metrics should be aired out to ensure an open 

and transparent working relationship from the start.

Curate access and build clear highways to 

direct startups. Every startup founder feels 

they’re in a treasure hunt when talking with 

a corporate — they know incredibly valuable 

resources await, but they wish that there was a 

map and a guide to lead them along the right 

path, reducing the time they spend on dead-

end leads. Startups successfully navigating 

the number of political, administrative, and 

organizational barriers inside a corporation will 

not happen naturally. It’s a full-time job, in fact, 

and a specific corporate staff member needs to 

be responsible for connecting startups to the right 

people at the right time. 

Create willing internal partners. One VP 

of Innovation put it this way. “I don’t ask our 

business units for commitments, just a willingness 

to dream.” Startups exist to solve problems, 

and to build the best solutions they need to 

work with business leaders who are willing to 

approach them with a genuine curiosity of what’s 

possible as well as a readiness to invest time in 

startup events, exploratory conversations, and 

mentorship for founders. These kinds of internal 

allies won’t just appear, they need to forged by an 

innovation team.

Identify strategic external partners. Even the 

best innovation team can’t expect to be the 

eyes and ears of a company scouting external 

technologies in every market and across every 

industry. Instead, it’s worth taking the time to 

engage relevant and external partners to ensure 

you make the most of your resources and expand 

your reach across global startup ecosystems. 

Besides, who wants to spend 300 days per year 

on the road?
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Emphasize fast failures as the path to success. 

“Fail fast” is the mantra written in countless co-

working spaces and startup offices and for good 

reason, too. Many enterprises wait until a product is 

perfected so they can design an elaborate launch. 

They also avoid cutting losses on unproductive 

bets sooner because it cuts against most corporate 

cultures that value being right over doing right. 

However, the best innovation playbooks limit waste 

and value RLCL as the pathway to future successes. 

Establish quarterly reviews and planning sessions. 

Let’s face it –  culture building is ambiguous and 

arduous. Corporates like precise projections for 

how things will look in a year. Startups learn 

and build their roadmaps as they go. These 

two cultures are at odds so use the process of 

setting the following quarter’s goals as a chance 

to review learnings, put failures into action, 

and get on the same page with management 

again. Over time, this quarterly exercise is how 

corporate culture is shaped. 

And finally, remember racing legend Mario 

Andretti’s encouragement :

“If everything seems under control, 
you’re not going fast enough.”
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GSSN (GAN’s startup studio arm) member Pioneer 

Square Labs (“PSL”), and Fortive Corporation 

(“Fortive”) recently formed a joint innovation studio 

to create new industrial technology companies from 

scratch. The studio is a part of Fortive’s broader 

innovation strategy, and works to produce startups 

that either continue as standalone venture-backed 

businesses, or become part of the Fortive family 

– a set of well-known brands in industrial and 

instrumentation technologies.

After establishing the studio, it took just six 

weeks to spin out the first company, TeamSense 

(teamsense.com), in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic. TeamSense creates safe and productive 

work environments by making it easy for employees 

to self-report symptoms and take actions according 

to their company’s policies.

Going from problem to solution within six weeks is 

nothing short of incredible, so what are some steps 

Fortive and PSL took to achieve this? 

First, Fortive President and CEO, James A. Lico, is 

fully engaged in their innovation strategy. According 

to Lico, “We continue to be focused on the future 

— innovating and positioning our businesses to 

realize organic growth opportunities — despite the 

challenging economic environment resulting from 

COVID-19. This partnership with PSL is a critical 

component of our larger innovation strategy.”  

Second, Fortive and PSL have wholly embraced the 

startup’s ethos. Greg Gottesman, Managing Director 

Pioneer Square Labs and Fortive Corporation

and Co-Founder of PSL, said, “PSL and Fortive 

share a common philosophy around innovation,

which is fundamentally about testing everything 

you can, killing what doesn’t work, listening 

closely to customers, and leveraging data as a 

key part of decision making.” iv

Third, both Fortive and PSL dedicated full-time 

employees to operate the studio, and clarified 

their roles up front. For example, only one 

person from each organization is responsible 

for making key decisions, like when to spin 

out a new company. They also created regular 

check-in meetings to review learnings, seek 

input from others, and make adjustments as 

they go. 

Additionally, PSL and Fortive serve as a 

study in an often-overlooked innovation 

benefit — attracting and retaining top talent. 

More opportunities to innovate attracts more 

entrepreneurial talent. Talent drive innovation 

results, and those results lead to increased 

investment in innovation, and so on.   

CASE 1

https://www.gssn.co/


CASE 1
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In this case, Fortive had dedicated Sheila Stafford, 

a high-performing leader from one of its brands, 

Fluke Corporation, to work with the studio during 

its formation. During the TeamSense spin out, 

Sheila was able to step into the role of CEO.

This is just one of many innovation stories that 

will come from the Fortive-PSL studio, so it will be 

exciting to watch this flywheel at work over time. 

Congratulations on a successful start to your work 

together, Fortive and PSL. 

Case Study provided by, T.A. McCann
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Global Luxury Retail Brand Leverages 
Technology from Diverse Industries

The key to building successful innovation 

partnerships is creating a clear definition of the 

problem to be addressed. In this case, H-FARM’s 

partner, a global luxury retail brand, needed to 

engage their customers in a truly novel and upscale 

purchasing experience – one their competitors 

couldn’t easily replicate.

H-FARM structured a 90-day sprint to vet emerging 

Virtual Reality (VR) technologies from Asia, Israel, 

and the United States. They selected five startups 

from the gaming, health, travel, and mobility 

industries, and convened a two-day workshop 

with the corporate’s leadership. This created the 

space for the startup teams to go beyond the 

typical pitch, generating ideas for pilot programs 

that would use their technology to create a truly 

differentiated customer experience. Two pilots were 

immediately implemented, one of which will be fully 

commercialized by 2021. 

The lesson learned? Get outside your comfort 
zone and look for previously-undiscovered 
technologies from a variety of industries.

H-FARM Delivers for a Diverse Set of Corporate Partners

Multinational Insurance Firm Creates 
Results by Moving from Research to 
Relationship Building. 

Research is the foundation of a well-developed 

innovation strategy. But after six months of 

spending time and money on a large consulting 

engagement to identify trends in the health 

insurance space, this H-FARM partner had grown 

frustrated that they were no closer to tangible 

outcomes. The firm’s CEO called H-FARM to ask, 

“How do we move forward with clear, specific 

next steps?”

The CEO and H-FARM’s team agreed on two 

of the most promising areas from 10 trends 

identified by the research. Then, within six weeks, 

H-FARM presented a list of potential projects for 

the insurance firm to implement by working with 

a group of healthcare scale-ups. Inside of their 

next meeting, the CEO picked two startups to 

build proofs of concept with. Since then, the firm 

has implemented a total of five new projects, and 

has shared that they’re learning more with these 

startups every few weeks than they had after six 

months of research.

The lesson learned? Build startup relationships 
to learn quickly and act decisively.

GAN Accelerator H-FARM is a leading European innovation platform, supporting 

new business model creation, corporate digital transformation, and the education 

of young people. We recently sat down to talk about speed in innovation, and three 

stories from H-FARM’s partners came to mind. (All corporate names are under NDA.)

CASE 2
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German Consortium Engages Employees 
and Develops a Culture of Innovation. 

Building corporate culture 

can be a vague and tricky 

endeavor. When a large 

European consortium with 

50,000 employees and a 

variety of business lines 

wanted to create a more agile, creative culture, they 

wondered if it was truly possible. Their leadership 

felt certain their workforce had new ideas to 

contribute, but could they really educate, engage, 

and commercialize these ideas with such a large 

base of employees?

After rolling out access to H-FARM’s Maize.io 

platform, which provided content and education 

about innovation and digital transformation to 

every employee, H-FARM organized a series of 

contests to source new ideas from the employees. 

This unleashed an avalanche of suggestions, and 

after employees assembled teams around their 

ideas, the most promising groups spent a week 

on H-FARM’s campus. These teams participated 

in a bootcamp that further develop their concepts 

using startup tools, getting them ready to pitch for 

the budget to continue to move their innovations 

forward.

The key lesson? There are countless ideas inside 
every corporate, and employees are eager to start 
testing and implementing them, if given the right 
support. 

Case Study provided by, Timothy O’Connell

CASE 2



Two Insurance Titans Allianz Life & Securian 

Financial Team Up

After three years of participating in 

and presenting the OnRamp Insurance 

Conference, Allianz Life and Securian 

Financial came together with gener8tor to 

ramp up their startup engagement even 

further. Together, they launched a unique 

InsurTech accelerator that has funded and 

scaled dozens of startups. Instead of the 

typical sponsorship model, where corporates 

help fund an accelerator’s expenses in 

exchange for exclusive and personal access 

to participating startups, gener8tor’s structure 

provides its partners with an equity stake in 

every startup they accelerate. 
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GAN Accelerator gener8tor 

is a turnkey platform for the 

creative economy which 

connects startup founders, 

gener8tor Ramps Up Insurance Innovation

CASE 3

musicians, artists, investors, universities 

and corporations. Their platform includes 

pre-accelerators, accelerators, corporate 

programming, conferences and fellowships.

Through its work with major and multinational 

enterprises, gener8tor has carefully developed 

a series of opportunities to allow corporates 

to move from peer learning, to engaging with 

startups, to directly investing in the next wave of 

new technologies.

 

Ramping Up New Innovation Opportunities

gener8tor launched its Project North network 

— an exclusive, members-only community for 

corporate venture capital, innovation, M&A, 

and strategy executives — to help corporates 

exchange best practices and evolve their 

startup engagement strategies. A diverse group 

of corporates ranging from Allianz Life to U.S. 

Cellular have spent the 

last decade learning 

from peers, leading 
technologists, and many of the premier names in 

venture capital.

When Project North members expressed 

a desire to provide entrepreneurs direct 

access to high-level corporate leaders and 

late-stage investors, the OnRamp Conference 

Series was born. OnRamp is a series of 

vertical-specific events featuring conference 

programming and curated one-on-one pitch 

sessions, where startups meet corporate 

venture and innovation executives in unique 

settings — the private suites of sports 

stadiums like Target Field and Allianz Field in 

Minneapolis, for example.
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Countless lessons have emerged from this work, 

and gener8tor’s team recently shared a number 

of key points for corporates to consider while 

engaging startups. 

A rising tide lifts all boats. Exchanging ideas and 

practices with industry peers doesn’t need to be 

viewed through the lens of competition. Instead, 

collaboration allows everyone to learn faster, 

and better support the founders working to build 

powerful businesses. 

Maximize “shots on goal” to maximize results. 
Effective innovation teams look for every 

opportunity to increase their exposure to startups. 

As the number of meaningful startup relationships 

increases, so do innovation outcomes. From pitch 

sessions to accelerator participation, from open 

innovation to corporate venturing, the more a 

corporate engages with startups, the more likely 

they are to see external innovation success.

Startups can provide cost-effective, 
outsourced R&D. Tens of thousands of 

experiments are run by startups every single 

day, and today’s private market which provides 

financing to these startups is more efficient 

than ever. Hundreds of early-stage investments 

are made each month, highlighting the most 

promising technology bets of the future. This 

activity can help a corporate identify the best 

companies to engage with, and in many ways, 

outsource some of its R&D.

Don’t underestimate the value of branding 
and community building. When Allianz Life 

and Securian Financial launched their gener8tor 

accelerator, they were first and foremost looking 

for strategic relationships while creating a 

positive ROI. However, they also knew their 

accelerator would build their brand and attract 

talent searching for forward thinking cultures, 

while helping to put the Twin Cities on the 

technology map.

 

Case Study provided by, Troy Vosseller

CASE 3
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