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Abstract 

Corporate innovation is a critical aspect of the business world, and its growth is becoming 

increasingly powered by collaborations with startups. These partnerships offer established 

corporations with access to the agility, innovative ideas, and cutting-edge technologies of young 

ventures. However, each company approaches these collaborations with unique strategies shaped 

by their individual goals, resources, and risk tolerance, leading to a phenomenon which is 

commonly termed the "prism of corporate innovation." 

This qualitative, case-study-based research is designed to explore this phenomenon by 

deconstructing the specific motivations, preferred methods, and unique considerations for success 

within each company's engagement strategy in the Indian context. By conducting in-depth 

interviews with diverse stakeholders within the Indian innovation ecosystem, including 

corporations, startups, incubation centers, and a bank, the study investigates a range of engagement 

strategies, such as hackathons, accelerators, scouting, and venture capital investments. 

The research highlights that although challenges such as cultural differences and mismatched 

expectations may emerge, success factors such as clear communication and shared goals can help 

overcome these challenges. By analyzing a series of rich case studies, this research illuminates the 

spectrum of corporate innovation engagement within India, identifying commonalities and 

variations across cases. 

This research aims to shed light on the complexities of corporate-startup partnerships, providing 

valuable insights to help corporations and startups forge collaborations that foster both innovation 

and growth. The findings of this research will be useful to policymakers, entrepreneurs, and other 

stakeholders in the Indian innovation ecosystem, as well as to corporate innovation practitioners 

globally. 

Introduction: Unveiling the Prism of Corporate Innovation in India 

In today's business world, innovation is a necessity for survival, as it is defined by disruptive 

technologies, evolving customer demands, and the threat of new market entrants (Chesbrough, 

2003). Startups are increasingly being recognized as strategic partners by established corporations 

in India, who are turning to them for collaboration (Kumar & Draney, 2019). The latter offer a 
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willingness to challenge the status quo, fresh perspectives, and access to cutting-edge technologies 

(Cohendet & Baden-Fuller, 2014). 

Several benefits are provided by corporate-startup partnerships for established corporations, 

including the acceleration of innovation, shortening of product development cycles, and the 

injection of entrepreneurial spirit into established organizations (Dutta & Geiger, 2014). These 

collaborations can also help companies navigate the complexities of emerging markets and 

respond to evolving customer needs (Phan et al., 2018). 

Corporate-startup engagement, however, is not a standardized solution. Companies approach these 

collaborations with unique lenses shaped by their goals, resources, and risk tolerance (Phan et al., 

2018). For example, while some prioritize rapid prototyping and validation through hackathons 

and accelerator programs (Morris et al., 2016), others concentrate on scouting and venture capital 

investments to acquire promising technologies and talent (Wright et al., 2019). 

This qualitative research study examines the engagement strategies of Indian corporations with 

startups to drive innovation. The Indian context is particularly compelling due to its burgeoning 

startup ecosystem and the heightened awareness of the need for innovation among established 

corporations (Kumar & Draney, 2019). The primary question guiding this investigation is: How 

are Indian corporations strategically engaged with startups to drive innovation, and what factors 

shape their unique approaches? 

Research Question: 

This study aims to understand how Indian corporations work with startups to drive innovation, and 

what factors influence their unique approaches. The research methodology involves conducting 

in-depth interviews with representatives from corporations, startups, incubation centers, and a 

bank that facilitates these partnerships within the Indian innovation ecosystem. The study will use 

thematic analysis to identify common themes and sub-themes across the stakeholder groups. 

Literature Review 

Corporate Venture Capital (CVCs) is an investment arm established by corporations to invest in 

promising startups. The investments range from early-stage ventures to more mature companies, 

depending on the strategic objectives of the corporation (Wright et al., 2019).  

Motivations for CVCs: The growing popularity of CVCs stems from several key factors, such as 

access to innovation, financial returns, and strategic alignment. CVCs are used by corporations to 

gain access to cutting-edge technologies and business models developed by startups, allowing 

them to stay competitive in a rapidly changing environment. Investing in successful startups can 

generate significant financial returns for corporations. By exploring new markets, identifying 

potential acquisition targets, and building relationships with entrepreneurial talent, corporations 

can maintain a competitive edge and achieve strategic alignment (Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005; 

Cohendet & Baden-Fuller, 2014; Wright et al., 2019). 
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The rise of Corporate Innovation Programs is closely linked to the increasing adoption of CVCs. 

Corporations establish dedicated innovation programs that encompass a range of activities, 

including internal R&D, open innovation, and corporate venturing. Investing in internal research 

and development capabilities remains crucial for innovation. Corporations are increasingly 

embracing open innovation principles by collaborating with external partners like startups to 

access fresh ideas and expertise. CVCs represent one facet of a corporation's broader venturing 

strategy, which may also involve incubators, accelerators, and partnerships with universities or 

research institutions (Chesbrough, 2003). 

Well-designed corporate innovation programs can offer several benefits. By collaborating with 

startups and embracing new technologies, corporations can respond more effectively to market 

disruptions. Corporate venturing allows corporations to explore new business models and revenue 

streams beyond their core activities. A commitment to innovation helps corporations stay ahead of 

the curve and maintain a sustainable competitive advantage (Wright et al., 2019). 

Innovation is becoming an increasingly important driver of growth for established corporations, 

which is why one strategy that is gaining popularity is collaboration with startups through 

Corporate Venture Capital (CVC) units. CVCs are investment arms established by corporations to 

invest in promising startups, fostering innovation and strategic partnerships (Wright et al., 2019). 

The benefits of startup collaboration for corporations are numerous. Partnering with startups 

allows corporations to tap into their agility and expertise in emerging technologies, providing 

access to cutting-edge solutions and injecting fresh perspectives to foster a more innovative culture 

within the corporation (Cohendet & Baden-Fuller, 2014). Engaging with startups through 

hackathons, accelerator programs, and proof-of-concept (POC) projects enables corporations to 

accelerate innovation cycles and bring new products or services to market faster (Dutta & Geiger, 

2014; Morris et al., 2016). Collaboration with startups equips corporations with a deeper 

understanding of evolving market trends and customer needs, allowing them to adapt more 

effectively to changing market dynamics and develop solutions that resonate with their target 

audience (Phan et al., 2018). Additionally, CVC investments in promising startups act as a strategic 

hedge against disruption, allowing corporations to gain insights into emerging technologies and 

stay ahead of the curve while mitigating the risks associated with in-house R&D (Wright et al., 

2019). 

The "prism" of corporate innovation engagement with startups reflects the diverse strategies 

employed by corporations. Intensive, time-bound events such as hackathons bring together teams 

of developers and entrepreneurs to create solutions for specific challenges within a short timeframe 

(Morris et al., 2016). In targeted problem-solving programs, corporations present specific 

challenges they face, and startups compete to develop the most promising solution (Mitra & Gupta, 

2018). Networking events such as Startup Connect provide corporations with an opportunity to 

meet and interact with a wider pool of startups, fostering potential collaborations (Phan et al., 

2018). Knowledge-sharing events such as seminars, webinars, and roundtables offer corporations 

valuable insights into current trends within the startup ecosystem and the activities of their 

competitors (Kumar & Draney, 2019). Additionally, corporations can engage with startups through 
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vendor relationships, integrating startups into the supply chain as vendors to provide corporations 

with access to innovative products and services. CVCs can also make direct equity investments in 

promising startups, gaining financial returns and strategic partnerships in return (Wright et al., 

2019). 

The Indian market presents a unique and compelling context for corporate-startup collaboration. 

With a burgeoning startup ecosystem and a growing recognition of the need for innovation among 

established corporations, India offers fertile ground for mutually beneficial partnerships (Kumar 

& Draney, 2019). However, factors such as a complex regulatory environment and potential 

limitations in startup funding necessitate careful consideration when designing and implementing 

engagement strategies (Freeman & Gurtoo, 2017; Mitra & Gupta, 2018). 

Theoretical Framework: 

The theoretical framework for this study includes three main theories: 

Open Innovation Theory (OI): According to Chesbrough (2003), Open Innovation (OI) proposes 

that corporations can enhance their innovation capabilities by accessing external knowledge and 

technology sources. Collaborating with startups, known for their agility and fresh ideas, 

exemplifies this theory in action. Careful partner selection and robust collaboration mechanisms 

are necessary to mitigate risks such as potential intellectual property (IP) leakage, especially in a 

developing market like India with an evolving regulatory landscape (Chesbrough, 2006; Cohendet 

& Baden-Fuller, 2014). Established corporations can play a crucial role in guiding startups through 

India's complex IP regulations, fostering a win-win situation. 

Transaction Cost Theory (TCT): Williamson (1985) emphasizes that corporations must assess the 

most cost-effective method for collaboration. Transaction costs associated with managing external 

partnerships might drive corporations towards internal R&D or outright acquisitions. However, 

Mowery et al. (1998) criticize TCT for underemphasizing the relational aspects of collaboration. 

Establishing trust and fostering long-term relationships with startups can be crucial for successful 

open innovation, even with additional transaction costs. This is particularly relevant in the Indian 

context, where building trust and cultural understanding between established corporations and 

young, agile startups is paramount for successful collaboration (Phan et al., 2018). 

Agency Theory (AT): Jensen and Meckling (1976) explored this theory, which posits that potential 

conflicts of interest might arise between principals (corporations) and agents (startups). 

Corporations might express concerns about startups prioritizing their own interests or lacking the 

resources to deliver on promises. AT suggests mechanisms like contracts and monitoring to 

mitigate these agency problems. Nonetheless, Eisenhardt (1989) warns that overly relying on 

formal controls can hinder collaboration and stifle creativity within partnerships. Finding the right 

balance between trust-building and effective monitoring is crucial in the Indian context, where 

established corporations might have a more hierarchical structure, while startups might value 

autonomy and agility (Kumar & Draney, 2019). 
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Importance of Context: The Indian Landscape 

It has been suggested by research that optimizing the benefits of collaboration between startups 

and corporations requires the development of innovation strategies tailored to the specific market 

context (Phan et al., 2018). In the Indian context, there are unique considerations that both startups 

and corporations need to consider to develop successful engagement strategies. Specifically, 

India's thriving startup landscape provides corporations with access to a wealth of innovative ideas 

and cutting-edge technologies (Kumar & Draney, 2019). This presents a significant opportunity 

for established corporations to leverage the agility and disruptive potential of young ventures. 

In addition, navigating India's regulatory environment can be challenging, particularly for young 

startups. However, corporations with established legal and compliance expertise can provide 

guidance to startups, facilitating successful partnerships that comply with regulations (Freeman & 

Gurtoo, 2017). This collaboration can be mutually beneficial, as it ensures that startups operate 

within the legal framework while corporations gain access to innovative solutions. Furthermore, 

limited availability of venture capital in certain sectors may incentivize corporations to adopt 

mentorship and incubation-focused collaborations, leading the way for long-term strategic 

partnerships (Mitra & Gupta, 2018). By providing mentorship and access to resources, 

corporations can help promising startups bridge the funding gap and nurture future innovation 

leaders within the Indian ecosystem. 

Existing research has examined corporate-startup engagement strategies within the Indian context, 

revealing the multifaceted nature of these partnerships. Studies highlight the accelerated 

innovation, access to talent, and enhanced market responsiveness that Indian corporations can 

achieve through startup collaboration (Kumar & Draney, 2019; Dutta & Geiger, 2014). These 

benefits are particularly pronounced in a dynamic market like India, where corporations need to 

be adaptable and responsive to evolving customer needs. Indian corporations use a variety of 

strategies, from hackathons and accelerators to venture capital and strategic partnerships. These 

choices are driven by factors such as the corporation's industry, innovation goals, risk appetite, and 

the specific strengths of the Indian startup ecosystem (Phan et al., 2018; Morris et al., 2016; Wright 

et al., 2019). Understanding the nuances of the Indian market and the unique capabilities of startups 

within this context is critical for selecting the most effective engagement strategy. 

Although challenges like cultural differences and misaligned expectations exist, success factors 

such as clear communication, shared goals, and a focus on building strong, long-term relationships 

have been identified by Indian researchers (Kumar & Draney, 2019; Phan et al., 2018). Addressing 

potential cultural differences is crucial in India, where corporations may have traditional 

hierarchical structures and startups may embrace flatter, more agile models. Studies indicate that 

Indian corporations are increasingly exploring more collaborative and mutually beneficial 

engagement models with startups, moving beyond mere transactional relationships towards deeper 

strategic partnerships (Mitra & Gupta, 2018). This aligns with the principles of Open Innovation, 

where knowledge and technology sharing can create win-win scenarios in a developing market 

like India. 
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Research Methodology 

The multifaceted nature of corporate innovation engagement strategies within the Indian context 

is explored in this research. To illuminate this complex phenomenon, a qualitative approach is 

employed to gather rich and nuanced insights from diverse stakeholders within the Indian 

innovation ecosystem (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Representatives from corporations, startups, 

incubation centers, and banks are interviewed using semi-structured, in-depth interviews. The 

corporations selected for interviews demonstrate active engagement in innovation and have 

established programs or strategies in place for working with startups. 

To supplement the interview data and achieve a more comprehensive understanding, a document 

review process is also incorporated. Publicly available documents such as corporate annual reports, 

innovation strategy documents, startup pitch decks, and incubation center program descriptions 

are examined. Rigorous triangulation across data sources, including interviews, document 

analysis, and researcher observations, enhances the trustworthiness and credibility of the findings 

(Patton, 2002). 

The study's purposeful sampling strategy targets corporations across a range of industries and sizes 

to capture the diversity of engagement approaches adopted within the Indian market. This 

contributes to a deeper understanding of the factors influencing these choices. 

Thematic analysis is employed to analyze the interview transcripts and identify recurring themes 

and sub-themes across the stakeholder groups. This flexible qualitative data analysis method 

facilitates pattern recognition and exploration of key insights related to corporate innovation 

engagement strategies, motivations, challenges, and perceived success factors within India's 

unique context (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The identified themes are rigorously defined, refined, and 

supported by illustrative quotes from the interviews, contributing to the depth and richness of the 

analysis. 

Valuable insights into the broader innovation landscape within India and the changing dynamics 

between corporations and startups (Wright et al., 2019) are provided by this research. The 

challenges startups face in scaling and innovating, the role of incubation centers in fostering 

partnerships, and the financial complexities associated with corporate-startup collaborations are 

highlighted. The methodology used in this study provides a robust foundation for understanding 

corporate innovation engagement strategies specifically within the Indian context. 

Assumptions and Limitations 

It should be noted that limitations are inherent in this research design as it is qualitative in nature. 

The selection process for interview participants involves a degree of subjectivity, despite efforts 

made to ensure diverse perspectives, and may not fully represent the full spectrum of corporate-

startup engagement practices in India. Additionally, social desirability bias may be introduced by 

relying on self-reported data from interviewees, as noted by Podsakoff et al. (2003).  

Research Cases 
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Case 1: T-Hub 

Introduction: T-Hub is India's largest and globally respected startup incubator. They champion 

innovation across diverse sectors with a focus on empowering corporations to adapt within a 

dynamic environment. 

Approach to Engaging Startups: T-Hub employs a multi-pronged strategy. Key elements include 

solution accelerators, tailored startup accelerator programs, and the Build Operate and Transfer 

(BOT) model for knowledge sharing and partnerships. 

Motivation: Open innovation and digital transformation are core drivers for T-Hub. Additionally, 

its CSR-supported model creates social impact, making it uniquely relevant within the Indian 

landscape. 

Success Factors & Challenges: T-Hub's success stems from high-impact partnerships, co-creation 

with startups, and a global reach. However, scaling its network internationally presents a challenge 

to be addressed. 

Key Initiatives: Noteworthy programs include solution accelerators, hackathons, seminars, and 

intrapreneurship initiatives that collectively emphasize their holistic approach. 

Future Direction: Plans include establishing innovation hubs globally (locations specified), 

underscoring ambitious expansion goals. 

Case 2: SIIC IIT Kanpur 

Introduction: SIIC IIT Kanpur is a multifaceted, established (20+ years) incubation ecosystem 

known for supporting startups through in-house labs, mentoring, and funding. It prioritizes driving 

innovation within the Indian context. 

Approach to Engaging Startups: SIIC offers comprehensive incubation services from ideation to 

scaling. They host programs in sectors like agriculture and healthcare, with a notable focus on 

social impact solutions. 

Motivation: Fostering innovative ideas that address social challenges within India is central to 

SIIC's mission. Their response to the COVID-19 crisis with the Ventilator Project exemplifies this 

approach. 

Success Factors & Challenges: Success stories like Phool (transforming waste into products) 

highlight SIIC's role. Flexibility is key, but ensuring their infrastructure keeps pace with startup 

needs is a challenge. 

Key Initiatives: SIIC acts as a trusted partner for family offices and corporations seeking impactful 

investments. Additionally, they are establishing an international presence to expand their network. 

https://nerj.org/
https://doie.org/10.0612/nerj.2024335854


Northern Economic Review  

ISSN: 0262-0383 

Vol. 15, No. 1 (2024)  

https://nerj.org/ 

                                                                                             DOI: https://doie.org/10.0612/nerj.2024335854 

   

278 

 

Future Direction: SIIC aims to continue its focus on supporting Indian startups with a social impact 

mission, while scaling its reach globally. 

Case 3: Manufacturing Company 

Introduction: This multinational manufacturer with a substantial Indian footprint seeks to leverage 

the innovation capabilities of the Indian startup ecosystem to remain competitive. 

Approach to Engaging Startups: Their established innovation team scouts Indian startups that can 

serve as vendors for global needs. They collaborate with known incubators and actively participate 

in startup events. 

Motivation: Access to cutting-edge technologies, solutions, and talent drives the company's startup 

engagement. Staying relevant in a rapidly changing market is a key motivator. 

Success Factors & Challenges: Initially, startups offering proof-of-concepts may not be paid, but 

successful engagements can lead to vendor relationships or even equity investments. Decision-

making rests overseas, which can impact the speed of collaboration. 

Key Initiatives: Their efforts have led to identifying and investing in several promising Indian 

startups that offer complementary capabilities. 

Future Direction: Continue to engage with the Indian ecosystem to source innovations that enhance 

their global competitiveness. 

Case 4: Conglomerate 1 

Introduction: Conglomerate 1 boasts a dedicated, decade-old startup department that offers a 

comprehensive in-house support ecosystem for promising ventures. 

Approach to Engaging Startups: With clearly defined processes, they identify startups aligned with 

specific Line of Business (LOB) needs. High-performers gain opportunities for lucrative contracts, 

investments, or valuable exposure. 

Motivation: Access to external innovation and talent acquisition are key. Competitor tracking 

informs innovation decisions. Their global reach necessitates collaboration with incubators 

worldwide. 

Success Factors & Challenges: The Market Access Program, launching high-potential startups, 

has been instrumental in their success. Bridging cultural gaps between the conglomerates' structure 

and startups' agility can present challenges. 

Key Initiatives: Strategic acquisitions like Reverie Language Technologies enhance their digital 

ecosystem and are a testament to their approach. 
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Future Direction: Their commitment to innovation is evident in their scale (refinery, telecom 

solutions) and recognition as a top corporate venture program in India. 

Case 5: Conglomerate 2 

Introduction: This conglomerate has a dedicated startup team, though it may be viewed as an added 

responsibility rather than the core focus. Their strong brand attracts startups. 

Approach to Engaging Startups: Lacking a unified process, engagement varies across LOBs based 

on the nature of a startup's offering. Tech startups might need to provide initial services for free, 

while established product-focused startups could be treated as vendors. 

Motivation: Primarily, the conglomerate seeks to minimize the risk of being disrupted by startups. 

They prioritize financially stable, proven startups to mitigate uncertainty. 

Success Factors & Challenges: Their brand helps attract talent, but decentralized decision-making 

can slow down collaborations 

Key Initiatives: Their startup department aligns innovation opportunities with the needs of the 

conglomerate, providing value to internal stakeholders. 

Future Direction Continued engagement with the Indian ecosystem to identify startups that can 

enhance the conglomerate's offerings and market position. 

Case 6: Fintech Company 

Introduction: This global fintech leader employs next-generation technologies to revolutionize the 

financial services industry. They emphasize scale, security, agility, and data-driven insights for 

efficiency and innovation. 

Approach to Engaging Startups: Their Innovation Lab collaborates closely with business units to 

ensure solutions align with customer needs. They offer a variety of engagement models, including 

accelerators and corporate challenges. 

Motivation: Fintech seeks to leverage the speed and agility of startups for rapid development and 

deployment to enhance competitiveness. Strategic investments can also provide financial returns. 

Success Factors & Challenges: Co-creating Intellectual Property (IP) with startups fosters shared 

success. Navigating complex financial regulations and data security are significant challenges in 

this sector. 

Key Initiatives: Their open innovation approach encompasses initiatives for collaboration and 

driving experimentation for customer-centric solutions. 

Future Direction: Continue to leverage the Indian startup ecosystem for cutting-edge technologies 

and talent to remain competitive within the rapidly evolving fintech landscape. 
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Case 7: Big 4 Consulting Firm 

Introduction: This multinational firm offers a range of professional services across industries. 

Their reputation stems from their commitment to quality and thought leadership in addressing 

complex business challenges. 

Approach to Engaging Startups: They rely on their brand and industry federations to identify 

startups offering niche solutions for client needs. 

Motivation: Collaboration brings access to fresh ideas and innovative technologies, helping them 

stay ahead of the curve. Strengthening client trust and avoiding losing market share to competitors 

also drives their engagement. 

Success Factors & Challenges: Flexibility and adaptability are crucial when navigating 

collaborative projects. Integrating startup solutions into existing client systems can be a complex 

task. 

Key Initiatives: Small Centers of Excellence focused on AI and drones demonstrate their 

commitment to staying relevant. They have successfully screened numerous deep-tech startups for 

a global client. 

Future Direction: Maintain and expand their engagement with startups to supplement their internal 

innovation capabilities. 

Case 8: The Bank 

Introduction: This established bank is a key player in India's financial sector, offering a range of 

services to individuals, businesses, and corporate clients. Their commitment to innovation and 

customer-focus drives their growth. 

Approach to Engaging Startups: The bank provides specialized banking solutions tailored for 

startups, including digital banking, working capital financing, and trade services. 

Motivation: Fostering innovation, accessing new markets, and enhancing customer experience are 

primary drivers. Strategic partnerships with fintech startups can deliver cutting-edge solutions. 

Success Factors & Challenges: Clear communication, leveraging complementary strengths, and a 

focus on customer value are essential. Aligning with regulatory requirements and managing risks 

when working with early-stage companies can be challenging. 

Key Initiatives: A potential flagship program could be their "Startup Ecosystem Banking" 

initiative offering dedicated support and solutions for startups. 
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Future Direction: Further enhance digital capabilities, expand their startup-focused banking 

solutions, and explore emerging technologies (blockchain, AI) to deliver personalized and efficient 

banking services. 

Cross-Case Analysis 

Comparative insights between different companies and their approaches to innovation and startup 

engagement can be gained by analyzing their fundamental motivations, processes, and strategies. 

It has been observed that T-Hub and SIIC IIT Kanpur are both innovation hubs but differ in their 

fundamental motivations. Commercialization and revenue generation are the focus of T-Hub while 

social impact is prioritized by SIIC IIT Kanpur (Chesbrough, 2003; Austin et al., 2006). 

In terms of startup engagement, a mature, centralized Startup Department driving innovation is 

employed by Conglomerate 1 which exemplifies an internal Corporate Venture Capital (CVC) 

model, while Conglomerate 2 lacks a unified structure. This variability in processes and higher 

emphasis on risk mitigation is managed at an LOB level by the Strategy Team (Wright et al., 

2019). 

Innovation strategies differ as well between a fintech company and a manufacturing company. 

Internal innovation is prioritized by the former through a dedicated open innovation unit reporting 

directly to the CSO while the latter relies heavily on external scouting for innovation. The focus 

of the manufacturing company is on identifying Indian startups to augment global capabilities, 

often requiring initial proof-of-concepts (Cohendet & Baden-Fuller, 2014). 

Big 4 and T-Hub have similar approaches to external platforms as a primary innovation source, 

showcasing a reliance on intermediaries (Nambisan & Sawhney, 2007). In contrast, fintech 

companies and T-Hub have well-defined processes for engaging startups. 

Finally, The Bank offers a comprehensive suite of financial products and actively participates in 

the ecosystem through multiple avenues, positioning them as a long-term partner for startups at 

various growth stages. This is consistent with research that suggests that banks can act as long-

term partners for startups (Berger & Udell, 1998).. 

Entity Primary Motivation Startup Focus Innovation Approach Key Programs 

T-Hub 
Revenue Generation, 
Global Impact Diverse Stages 

Internal + External, 
Structured 

Accelerators, 
Hackathons 

SIIC IIT Kanpur Social Impact via CSR Early-stage Internal Incubation 
In-house Labs, 
Mentoring 

Conglomerate 1 
Internal Alignment, 
Competitiveness Aligned to LOBs 

Centralized CVC 
Model 

Startup Department, 
Equity Investments 

Conglomerate 2 
Risk Mitigation, 
Opportunistic Established 

Decentralized, LOB-
specific Ad-hoc Engagement 
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Fintech 
Customer-centric 
Innovation, Agility 

Targeted 
Solutions 

Dedicated Open 
Innovation Unit 

Paid Programs, Co-
creation 

Manufacturing 
Global 
Competitiveness 

Proof-of-Concept 
to Vendor 

Overseas-led 
scouting Initial Free Services 

Big 4 
Maintain Relevance, 
Client Needs 

Solutions for 
Clients 

Reliance on 
Platforms 

Centers of Excellence 
(limited) 

The Bank 
Startup Growth, 
Ecosystem Support Across Stages 

Financial Products + 
Engagement 

Banking Solutions, 
CSR, Events 

Table1: Cross-Case Analysis: Summary table 

The cross-case analysis has revealed several findings that are consistent with existing research on 

corporate innovation strategies and trends in the Indian ecosystem. These findings are as follows: 

Open Innovation: The importance of commercializing external knowledge and technology, as 

emphasized by Chesbrough (2003), is demonstrated by T-Hub's focus on generating revenue 

through service offerings. Additionally, Fintech's open innovation unit underscores the 

significance of structured processes for effectively leveraging external innovation sources, which 

is a fundamental principle of open innovation literature (Enkel et al., 2009). 

The Importance of Motivation: The range of drivers for corporate-startup engagement is 

demonstrated by the distinct motivations of SIIC and T-Hub. SIIC's focus on social impact is 

consistent with the growing recognition of social entrepreneurship, particularly in emerging 

markets like India (Zahra et al., 2009). Conversely, the Manufacturing company's reliance on 

global decision-making for innovation echoes the challenges of knowledge transfer and 

coordination faced by many multinationals (Doz et al., 2001). 

The Emergence of Corporate Venture Capital: The increasing popularity of CVCs as a means for 

corporations to tap into the disruptive potential of startups (Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005) is 

exemplified by the mature internal CVC model of Conglomerate 1. This trend is particularly 

relevant within the Indian context, where CVC activity is rapidly growing. 

The Indian Context: The significance of corporate social responsibility (CSR) within Indian 

business practices is reflected by SIIC and the Bank (Balasubramanian et al., 2018). Additionally, 

the focus on social impact demonstrates a response to India-specific challenges and the desire to 

leverage entrepreneurship as a tool for development (Prahalad, 2006). 

Process Maturity: The importance of structured processes for successful corporate-startup 

engagement is highlighted by the contrasting approaches of the two conglomerates. This aligns 

with research emphasizing the need for clear governance mechanisms and established routines to 

maximize the potential of such collaborations (Nambisan & Sawhney, 2011). 

Discussion 
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A number of compelling points of discussion emerge from the cross-case analysis with 

implications for corporate innovation practices, particularly within the Indian context. These are: 

Firstly, the cases highlight the diverse motivations that drive corporations to work with startups. 

From pure revenue generation (T-Hub) to achieving social impact through CSR-funded initiatives 

(SIIC), from remaining competitive in a changing market (Manufacturing, Fintech) to establishing 

a robust internal innovation engine through a dedicated CVC unit (Conglomerate 1), corporations 

have varying goals when it comes to collaboration with startups. It is important that corporations 

clearly define their objectives and identify the type of startup engagement model that best aligns 

with their goals (Diestre & Rajagopalan, 2012). 

Secondly, the Indian innovation ecosystem has unique characteristics that influence the way 

corporations collaborate with startups. The prominence of CSR initiatives, exemplified by SIIC 

IIT Kanpur and The Bank, reflects a cultural and regulatory environment where businesses are 

expected to contribute towards societal development (Rajagopalan & Zhang, 2008). Further, 

factors like limited venture capital availability in some sectors may incentivize a stronger 

mentorship and incubation focus from companies seeking cutting-edge solutions (Mitra & Gupta, 

2018). 

Thirdly, companies with well-defined processes for engaging with startups, like T-Hub, Fintech, 

and Conglomerate 1, appear to have an advantage in successfully leveraging the agility and fresh 

perspectives that startups offer. This structured approach fosters efficient decision-making, clear 

communication, and a focus on mutually beneficial outcomes (Westergren & Holmstrom, 2012). 

The Eisenhower Matrix provides a simple yet effective tool to further analyze and refine the 

prioritization of engagement approaches within corporations. 

Fourthly, the two conglomerate cases highlight the trade-offs between centralized and 

decentralized approaches to startup collaboration. While Conglomerate 1's Startup Department 

ensures alignment with internal strategic objectives and likely facilitates knowledge sharing across 

its businesses, Conglomerate 2's LOB-driven approach may offer more flexibility to react to 

specific division needs but risks lacking the overall strategic guidance and coordination (Bartlett 

& Ghoshal, 1993). 

Finally, a recurring theme is the tension between mitigating risk and embracing disruptive 

innovation. Conglomerate 2 prioritizes established startups, reflecting a risk-averse mindset. 

Conversely, others like Conglomerate 1 and Fintech demonstrate a greater willingness to engage 

with earlier-stage startups, recognizing the potential for breakthrough solutions, while 

simultaneously managing associated uncertainties (Keil et al., 2008). 

Findings 

The findings of this research have implications for both researchers and practitioners involved in 

corporate innovation within India. In-depth studies are needed to explore the long-term impact of 

collaborations on corporations, startups, and India's innovation landscape. Additionally, 
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examining the factors influencing variation in success rates across industries would be valuable 

(Gupta, 2021). 

Corporations need to carefully consider their motivations, risk tolerance, desired outcomes, and 

available resources when designing startup engagement strategies. Companies with limited 

internal innovation capabilities might benefit from models similar to T-Hub or the Big 4. 

Meanwhile, established players with the resources to invest internally could learn from the CVC 

approach of Conglomerate 1 (Gupta, 2021). 

 

Conclusion 

This study successfully deconstructs the multifaceted landscape of corporate-startup engagement 

strategies within the Indian context. Through a series of rich case studies, several key contributions 

emerge.  

 

Firstly, the analysis reveals a spectrum of drivers influencing corporate innovation strategies, 

ranging from pure commercialization and revenue generation to achieving social impact through 

CSR-powered initiatives. This highlights the importance of a nuanced understanding for 

corporations seeking to define their engagement approaches with startups (Gupta, 2021). 

 

Secondly, the cases underscore the unique characteristics of the Indian innovation ecosystem and 

its influence on collaboration dynamics. The emphasis on CSR, mentorship-focused incubation, 

and overcoming challenges like limited venture capital availability offer specific insights into the 

Indian context and the adaptations required for successful partnerships (Gupta, 2021). 

 

Thirdly, companies with structured processes, clear communication channels, and well-defined 

goals demonstrate an advantage in fostering mutually beneficial outcomes from their startup 

engagements. This finding points to the significance of establishing robust governance 

mechanisms to maximize success within corporate-startup collaborations (Gupta, 2021). 

 

Finally, the contrasting approaches of the two conglomerate cases illustrate the complexities of 

choosing the most effective organizational structure. This knowledge can help corporations design 

innovation programs that balance internal alignment, risk mitigation, flexibility, and the pursuit of 

disruptive ideas (Gupta, 2021). 

 

Overall, this research contributes to the understanding of corporate innovation within the Indian 

landscape. It expands upon the theoretical foundations of open innovation, corporate venture 

capital, and strategic partnerships with startups. The findings hold practical implications for both 

corporations and startups navigating India's dynamic innovation ecosystem (Gupta, 2021). 

Future Research 

Further research could delve deeper into long-term impact assessments, explore specific industry 

sector dynamics, and identify best practices for overcoming common challenges. Additionally, 

examining the evolving regulatory landscape and the increasing role of government in fostering 

innovation within India would add another layer of understanding (Gupta, 2021). 
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This study successfully addresses the gaps identified in the abstract and provides a robust 

foundation for continued investigation into the complexities and opportunities within India's 

corporate innovation landscape. 
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