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At the time of this writing, corporations are embroiled in an economic crisis 
and global pandemic, wondering what their businesses will look like on the 
other side. While the strength and nature of the recovery is still 
undetermined, one certainty has emerged: Today's enterprise must engage 
with startups in order to adapt, solve problems, explore markets, and drive 
future growth. 

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; it has revealed 
that today’s corporate is fragile, skating on thin ice. Yet, there’s safety in the 
speed and agility of startups. Startups can solve problems quickly and 
inexpensively, and adapt according to ever-shifting consumer needs. 

This means that old, legacy approaches to innovation like R&D and M&A are 
no longer enough. As more innovators wake up to this reality, we're elated 
this will inevitably mean more startups gaining access to the corporate scale, 
capital, distribution, and stability they crave. At the same time, the global 
startup ecosystem doesn't only need more corporate innovators; it needs 
more values-minded innovators who will put people—startup 
founders—before their projects and profits. 

There are right and wrong ways to engage with startups, and from GAN's 
point of view as a global network of accelerators, startup studios, investors, 
and corporate innovators, we've seen all the good that comes from following 
the practices outlined by our friends at addapptation—and the frustrations 
that result from ignoring them.

GAN Foreword Presents
The Startup Engagement Playbook, addapptation 
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We've seen a defense contractor engage with a wearables startup in the 
children's market because they had created an interesting, conceable 
tracking tag designed for babies. That corporate partner kept an open mind, 
and allowed the founder to do what she did best: solve problems. 

We've seen a multinational insurance firm partner with a real estate startup 
who is focusing on creating more homeowners by breaking down the 
housing journey into small, manageable, co-owned steps. That partnership 
was only created because the insurance firm had a consistent, internal point 
of contact who was concerned with the startup's success—not only tapping a 
market of previously unavailable home insurance clients. 

This is the great advantage of corporate-startup engagement. By elevating 
the startup founder's needs first, you will come out on top with the 
innovation results you’ve been searching for. This is, no doubt, easier written 
than done in the midst of a crisis, but as you read and follow this playbook 
written from the startup's perspective and by the addapptation staff, our 
hope is that we will one day create case studies from your work in the 
startup community. 

So here's to your successful startup engagement and innovation, and the 
future of your business. 

Very sincerely, 

            Nate Nasralla
            Head of Global Partnerships I GAN

4



From a Startup’s Perspective

The State of Corporate 

Innovation 



Welcome to the State of Corporate Innovation from a startup’s perspective.  
We are excited to provide our perspective on an ecosystem that has such 
potential for impact.  We have been participating in the innovation 
ecosystem since 2017 when we received a grant from the Microsoft 
BizSpark+ program.  From there, we were 2018 MassChallenge Gold winners 
and were introduced to an amazing network of innovation teams.  

We continue to actively participate as competitors, winning the Ingram Micro 
2019 Comet Competition and participating in the 2020 MassChallenge 
FinTech Accelerator.  We also engage with a number for Fortune 100 
innovation labs who are  our customers.  This diverse experience has given 
us exposure to the innovation ecosystem that we are uniquely positioned to 
share with you on the pages to follow.

Whether you are just starting a corporate innovation team or have been 
running an innovation lab for years, this report aims to provide a 
multifaceted view of the current state of the innovation ecosystem.  By 
sharing our experience, we hope to provide you with insights into the way a 
corporate innovation team can work with startups to create a successful 
outcome for everyone.  

Thanks for reading!

                                   Sumner Vanderhoof
                                   CEO, addapptation

Introduction: A Letter From addapptation
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Introduction: A Letter From addapptation
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The future of startup success and corporate 
innovation is driven by the innovation ecosystem.  By 
understanding the ecosystem, everyone involved can 
create better outcomes for each other and the world.

- Sumner Vanderhoof CEO, addapptation



Building Relationships With 
Startups

Part One



Traditionally, startups have competed alongside established companies by 

going direct to the business units. This creates a lot of noise and distraction 

for the business unit and a challenge for a startup to connect with the right 

person the business unit.  

The end result is a crowded sales channel that negatively impacts the 

business and creates barriers for startups that may have the perfect 

solution the business.

Intentional Innovation
An innovation team bridges the gap between business needs and the 

startup(s) that can solve their specific problem.  The innovation team acts as 

an advocate for the right startup and connects them to the right business 

unit at the right time.  For a startup, this reduces the direct competition for 

attention and accelerates relationship building with a potential customer.

Why Startups Need Corporate Innovation 
Teams
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Part 1- Building Relationships with Startups

With limited go-to-market resources, startups need 
advocates.  Innovation teams act as internal advocates for 
startups and accelerate mutually beneficial relationships.



The Innovation Ecosystem
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Part 1- Building Relationships with Startups

Problem 
Identifiers
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Providers

Corporate 
Innovation 

Teams
Business Units 
within the 
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● Accelerator 
Partners

● Startups



Why Startup Need Innovation Teams
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Part 1- Building Relationships with Startups

The value proposition for a startup to work with a corporate innovation 
team: 

● Clear point of contact

● De-risked way to receive constructive feedback 

● Internal advocacy for the startup’s product

● Introductions to interested business units

● Potential revenue

● Access to brands that are otherwise difficult to engage and close

● Significantly improved startup reputation



The biggest value an 
innovation team can 
provide a startup, is the 
backing of a well known 
brand. 



Startup Engagement Lifecycle
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Part 1- Building Relationships with Startups

While working with our corporate innovation 

partners and customers we have found that the startup engagement 

life-cycle is like any other sales pipeline. When a startup knows where they 

are in the life-cycle, it creates clarity resulting in a more efficient and 

successful relationship.  

A startup who knows they are being scouted will engage with your team 

very differently than a startup who is in the incubation or connection phase 

of the relationship.  

Clarity creates efficiency.  

● Classify your startups

● Operationalize your innovation process 

● Tell each startup where they are in your life cycle

Immersion

Tech Scouting

Incubation

Connection

Alumni Engagement



Immersion
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Part 1- Building Relationships with Startups

Immersion into the startup ecosystem is all about partnerships.  Finding the 

right partner means networking with accelerators.  Accelerators are a 

fantastic way to create a relationship with a large amount of startups at 

once.  While you can create one-on-one relationships with startups, the 

best approach is to work with accelerators who can provide a large amount 

of curated introductions with startups based on your business needs.  

Immersion

Tech Scouting

Incubation

Connection

Alumni Engagement



3 Steps to Finding the Right Startup
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Part 1- Building Relationships with Startups

Every innovation team who works with startups will perform some type of 
tech scouting exercise.  You can create a simple and clear process that 
improves your likelihood of success.  We recommend the following key 
steps to create repeatability and improve predictability in your tech 
scouting process.

Tech Scouting Steps:

1. Clarify your need

2. Build a pipeline

3. Assess Fit

The next few pages will dive deep into each of these steps.

Immersion

Tech Scouting

Incubation

Connection

Alumni Engagement



1. Clarify Your Need
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Part 1- Building Relationships with Startups

As an innovation team, you have a unique opportunity to attract startups to 

solve your business problems.  Sharing your business needs effectively 

creates focus for the startups you are engaging with.  The best way to 

provide this information is via a “reverse pitch”.  

A reverse pitch is a video or audio recording where the innovation team 

presents the problems they are looking to solve.  The recording is then 

publicly posted for startups to access.  This clarity enables startups to 

create a value proposition that makes sense for your business and will help 

accelerate the matchmaking process.  

If you don’t have a reverse pitch, you can still clarify your need to the 

startup community.  Simply find relevant startups based on industry or 

technology solutions they provide and express interest in their solution.  

This is part of building a startup pipeline.



2.     Build A Pipeline
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Once you have clarified your business problems, the next step is to build 

your startup pipeline.  There are two main approaches to build this pipeline: 

intensive matchmaking, similar to speed dating, and one-on-one outreach.

Matchmaking - In a matchmaking session, multiple startups present to you 

over the course of a day or two.  The pitches are less than 30 minutes with 

the opportunity for live and direct feedback from you  These matchmaking 

sessions are best facilitated by an accelerator program who can ensure the 

best potential startups are assigned to you maximizing the efficiency of the 

matchmaking process.

One-on-One Outreach- Events, networking, and online research are the 

best ways to find potential startups in a one-on-one capacity.  We have 

found that networking referrals are the best avenues to start these 

conversations.  This approach requires a concerted effort on building your 

partner and startup community, but the results should be a continuous 

stream of introductions and startup conversations that diversify your startup 

pipeline.

Part 1- Building Relationships with Startups



3.     Assess Fit
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Part 1- Building Relationships with Startups

Once you have a startup pipeline, you will discover that they are not all 

ready to move through the funnel at the same speed.  Some startups may 

have potential, but are still in their idea phase.  Others may have a product 

in the market with referenceable customers and they are ready to work with 

your team.  

In order to know where a startup fits in your pipeline, you should have a 

startup scorecard that systematizes the assessment process.  The startup 

assessment should be repeated every few months with a startup to track 

their progression.  If you can continue to engage with a startup while they 

mature their product, then you can make the appropriate connections to 

the business at the right time.  

You can use our startup scorecard found in the appendix of this ebook as a 

starting point to assess startups, track progress, and  create a long term, 

successful relationship with the startup.



Incubating A Startup
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Part 1- Building Relationships with Startups

The incubation phase of the startup life-cycle involves moving from ideation 

to real world application. This is an iterative process that involves testing 

and adapting to find product market fit. Key points to incubating a startup 

and assessing their growth over time:

● Announce a clear problem statement to startups

● Organize your startup pipeline to track the relationship

● Use a scorecard to identify the startup’s current state

● Continually engage with quarterly or biannual check ins (we have 

provided an example scorecard in our additional materials section).

● Look for startups who are improving with clear goals

● Ensure they accomplished the goals they said they would

Immersion

Tech Scouting

Incubation

Connection

Alumni Engagement



Creating and Measuring Success

Part Two



The Most Important KPI
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Part 2- Measuring Success

If you were to measure one KPI of your innovation team, it should be the # 

of successful connections your team has made between startups and 

business units.  This measurement aligns interests between your business, 

the startup, and the innovation team.  

A successful connection is one where the innovation team has built a 

relevant pipeline of startups able to solve business problems in a unique 

way thus adding value to a business unit.  Making this connection happen is 

the most important aspect of an innovation ecosystem because it creates 

actionable results for innovative solutions.  

Primary metric: 

● Number of successful connections made

Secondary metrics: 

● Number of interactions and touch points made with your connections

● Startup conversion percent through the funnel

80% of companies with innovation labs do 
not have a way to properly assess ROI on 
their innovation assessments.

- Forrester 



Making Successful Connections
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Part 2- Measuring Success

● There are two scenarios where you can create a connection between 

the right business units and a startup.  We refer to these scenarios as 

Reactive Innovation and Proactive Innovation.  

●
● With Reactive Innovation, Innovation teams work with each business 

unit interviewing them to identify their business problem. Once the 

problem has been identified, the startup with a matching solution 

must be found.  

● Once you find the right startup, you validate their potential fit and 

connect them with the right business unit.  Ultimately, the goal is to 

align the businesses problem with the best possible solution.

Immersion

Tech Scouting

Incubation

Connection

Alumni Engagement



Reactive Innovation Timeline
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Part 2- Measuring Success

Business Unit- 
Identifies a 

Problem

Innovation 
Team- 

Searches for 
the Solution

Innovation 
Team- 

Validates and 
Connects 
Startup

Connect SearchIdentify

1 2 3



Making Successful Connections
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Part 2- Measuring Success

With Proactive Innovation, you are bringing something new to the business 

units based on an anticipated need and not a problem they have explicitly 

stated.  Participating in Proactive Innovation is typically the result of building 

a healthy community around your innovation team full of startups, 

accelerator partners, and other innovation professionals.  

Proactive Innovation connections are requests made to a business unit to 

gauge interest in a new technology or solution they had not previously 

considered.  The business unit may not be interested, but the proactive 

engagement creates a reputation for the innovation team of an innovation 

bridge.

Proactive Innovation: This 
flips the model allowing 
innovation teams to bring 
ideas back to the business, 
not just solving problem 
requests.



Proactive Innovation Timeline
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Part 2- Measuring Success

Startups- 
Present 

Innovation 
Teams With 
New Ideas

Innovation 
Teams- 
validate 

potential fit 
with business 

unit(s)

Business Unit- 
is connected 

with startup(s) 
and engage 

with a formal 
agreement

Achieve ValidateIdeate

1 2 3



Alumni Engagement 
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Part 2- Measuring Success

Engaging with alumni after you have connected them with the proper 

business unit is a great way to ensure continued success.  Send a check in 

request to both the business unit and startup 3 to 6 months after the 

connection was made.  The results (both positive and negative) will help 

inform how to improve the process when connecting startups to business 

units.  Successful connections also afford you the opportunity to continue to 

work with startups and invite them to events as speakers and to leverage 

the relationship as a case study for your innovation team.  Any further 

engagement in a successful relationship continues to support both you and 

the startup.

Immersion

Tech Scouting

Incubation

Connection

Alumni Engagement



Conclusion

Part Three



The State of Corporate Innovation 
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Part 3- Conclusion

The innovation ecosystem is a community of problem solvers and 

visionaries.  Some of the most amazing creators, thinkers, engineers, 

entrepreneurs, and innovators exist within this ecosystem.  It is easily one 

of the most exciting places to work in business today.

The most successful corporate innovation teams we know do the following 

three things exceptionally well. 

1. Network and build a community of partners, other innovation teams, 

and startups

2. Operationalize the innovation pipeline using an enterprise grade CRM

3. Run performance analytics on the results of the innovation team and 

measure success

Based on our experience, we believe the professionalization of the 

innovation ecosystem has not yet peaked.  A continued focus on the 

development of the systems, processes, and technology will benefit all 

parties in this community.  

A maturing, professionalized innovation ecosystem will help:

● Startups understand their current state and future goals 

● Accelerators place the right startups with the right partners

● Innovation teams connect the right solutions to the right business 

problems 

Ultimately, it will help startups and businesses innovate and grow together.



Key Takeaways From Innovation Teams
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Part 3- Conclusion

● Implement systems and processes to monitor and measure your 

innovation pipeline

● Provide clarity for your business problems to attract the best possible 

startup fit

● Startup relationships take time to build effectively, plan for regular 

check ins and help incubate the startups you engage with

● Build a strong community of partners by networking in the innovation 

ecosystem

Operationalizing innovation creates a 
measurable outcome that differentiates 
innovation teams and drives success.

- Melissa Jurkoic, Head of Success, 
addapptation



Thank You
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Part 3- Conclusion

Thank you again for reading! We hope that our insights, materials, and 

perspective has provided some value on what a positive relationship 

between startups and corporate innovation should look like and the best 

steps  to take to have that come to fruition. 

As you continue to navigate different ways to bring innovation to your 

respective organizations, we hope you lean into us as a trusted partner in 

this space. With a growing library of configurable, templated apps that 

improve usability, adoption, and the overall experience of CRMs like 

Salesforce.com, our UX Platform addresses specific workstream 

challenges.

One of the many work streams we address is that of technology scouting. 

For the recipients of this eBook, we’d like to offer our innovation templates 

to you for only the cost of hosting. We believe that this will unlock the data 

around your efforts and offer better insights into the impact of those efforts. 

On top of that we are offering you sponsorship of our app marketplace to 

share innovation throughout your organization. 

For More Information about addapptation, visit us at 
www.addapptation.com or reach out directly to our 
Sr. Partner Channel Manager of Innovation, Alex 
James at alex@addapptation.com

http://www.addapptation.com


About GAN
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Part 3- Conclusion

GAN is a highly curated community of independent accelerators, partners, 

and investors with one collective focus: helping startups build powerful 

businesses and make a meaningful impact, wherever they call home.

GAN Partners are innovative corporates looking to do business with the 

more than 13,000 early-stage and highly vetted GAN Startups around the 

world. Whether you’re looking to build pilots, commercial agreements, or 

invest in the world’s brightest startups, we can help.

For information on becoming a GAN Partner, email partners@gan.co, or visit 

gan.co/engage/partners. 

http://gan.co/engage/partners


GAN
1031 33rd Street
Denver, CO 80205

addapptation Inc.
19 Hampton Road
Exeter, NH 03833


