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Sammandrag 
Denna avhandling undersöker de vanligaste bidragande faktorerna som leder till 

avbrott av innovativa projekt mellan stora industriella företag och externa part-

ners. Denna forskning har haft fokus på samarbeten mellan företag och uppväxt-

företag inom ramarna av pilotprojekt, och strävar till att identifiera och analysera 

faktorer som påverkar progressionen och resultatet av initiativ inom öppen inno-

vation. Genom en gedigen forskningsmetod, genomgång av litteratur och inter-

vjuer med experter, lyfter avhandlingen fram utmaningar såsom resursallokering, 

operativa olikheter och hantering av medparter som kritiska utmaningar som ofta 

bidrar till begränsad projektframgång. Avsikten med detta diplomarbete är att 

lyfta fram bästa praxis och vanliga fallgropar, samt betona deras sammankopp-

lade påverkan för att bygga upp en nyanserad bild på hur man bör närma sig ut-

värderande och hanterande av pilotprojekt med externa samarbetspartners. Av-

handlingen identifierar underliggande dynamiska förhållanden mellan faktorerna 

som bidrar till avbrytning av projekt som slutligen kulminerar i en fråga om resur-

sallokering, samt betonar betydelsen av personen som har beslutande makt för att 

lösgöra resurser för dessa projekt. 

Nyckelord  Öppen innovation, Samarbete mellan företag och uppväxtföretag, In-

novationshantering, Pilotprojekt, Projekthantering,  
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1 Introduction 

In today’s highly competitive and fast-evolving industrial landscape, the more tra-

ditional approach to innovation, secretively trying to come up with ideas and de-

velop solutions entirely internally, is no longer the best option for sustaining stra-

tegic advantage and growth. To thrive in this modern innovation landscape, larger 

corporations are more frequently turning to external sources for ideas and 

knowledge, for a more collaborative take on development. This paradigm shift has 

been encapsulated within the concept of open innovation, introduced by 

Chesbrough (2003), which underscore the strategic importance of integrating ex-

ternal knowledge with internal capabilities. Through initiating collaborations that 

span outside organisational boundaries, corporates can tap into, for example, 

startups to infuse themselves with agility, speed, and pioneering ideas that 

startups are inherently known for. In this way corporates can reshape their own 

development methods but also incrementally change how industrials innovate and 

grow. (Steiber & Alänge, 2020) 

Navigating through an innovation landscape that is based on collaborative efforts 

is steered through iteratively testing feasibility of different technologies and con-

cepts. These tests are better known as pilot projects, and in the context of this the-

sis, a pilot project is defined as a time-framed project to test a new solution or 

business model between two independent stakeholders, such as a corporate and a 

startup, in a fixed setting. In essence, a pilot project is the last step for any internal 

or external initiative to pass before being implemented and scaled. However, man-

aging pilot projects, especially with external partners, is not without some inherent 

challenges. Often, due to the organisational and cultural differences of startups 

and corporations, friction can emerge between the two working parties that will af-

fect the progression of their joint efforts or even halt them completely (Durst & 

Ståhle, 2013). Therefore, managing these projects often require thorough strategic 

planning, flexible project management practices, and effective stakeholder man-

agement to even progress at the speed they are expected to run at and let alone be 

considered for larger scale adaption (Barata et al., 2018). 

This thesis aims to investigate the main factors of discontinuation of corporate-

startup collaborations within the context of pilot projects. Examining both the 

most common themes that needs attention when managing pilot projects but also 
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pinpointing the most likely reasons to discontinuation of projects despite being 

proven as feasible. By diving into best practises present in literature for pilot pro-

jects, collaboration with startups and interviewing industry experts through a 

mixed-method approach, this research aims to bridge the gap between theoretical 

best practices and real-world context. In the hopes of getting a better understand-

ing on how to navigate highly innovative projects with external partners from the 

perspective of industrials.  

The findings of this thesis contribute to the broader discussion around open inno-

vation, offering concrete example lessons and pitfalls for corporations seeking to 

enhance their approach to open innovation. By acknowledging and understanding 

the complex dynamics of project management factors and hindrances within pilot 

projects and decision making, corporations can develop more bullet-proofed 

frameworks to deal with collaborative efforts and increase their capacity to adsorb 

innovation also from the outside of their own headquarters’ walls. Ultimately, not 

only ensuring successful and objectively evaluated pilot project success but also to 

achieve long-term and sustainable strategic growth. 
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2 Background 

 

2.1 Open innovation  

Open innovation is a concept where innovation is sourced from external networks, 

instead of solely relying on developing new technologies, products and services in-

ternally. Allegedly first coined by Henry Chesbrough in 2003, the concept empha-

sises on a strategic model where corporates combines external ideas with internal 

know-how to accelerate innovation efforts (Chesbrough, 2003). These external 

ideas can, for example, be leveraged to enhance the technological foundation that 

an industrial company stands on for them to expand to new markets, at greater 

speed. Where, speed and iteration being the core advantages for why to collaborate 

with agile organisations, like startups, through an collaborative and open innova-

tion approach (Steiber & Alänge, 2020). 

The gaining popularity and evolution of the open innovation model is rooted in the 

"hard truth” that knowledge and expertise needed to unveil innovation advance-

ments are not confined within one organisation's boundaries (Phaal et al., 2004; 

Barnes et al., 2002). In a time with rapid technological advancement, globalisa-

tion, and increasingly more complex challenges, relying merely on internal R&D 

resources might not be a sustainable option for keeping up with the pace in a 

highly competitive landscape.  

According to Kokkola (2007), the corner stones of open innovation include 

crowdsourcing, partnerships, joint ventures, licensing and innovation ecosystems. 

Crowdsourcing utilises a wide audience, often the general public, to solve problems 

and source ideas. Partnerships and joint ventures entails shared projects between 

established companies, combining strengths to solve a shared problem or to reap 

from each other’s growth and expertise (Kokkola, 2017). Licensing allows compa-

nies to commercialise external innovations intertwined with their own products or 

offering for their own sales funnels. Lastly, innovation ecosystems, which are net-

works consisting of other corporates, startups, universities, and other entities that 

collectively contribute to a certain field of practice. In innovation ecosystems, the 

different players involved all have their interconnected relationships to each other, 

and the way they operate gives them distinct advantages and disadvantages. For 
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example, startups and universities are typically the early adapters of new technol-

ogy, where startups are quicker to gain commercial ground compared to academia  

(Huuhtanen, 2023). 

On a high level open innovation, as a strategic approach to innovation, offers nu-

merous additional benefits; access to a broader knowledge base, reduced costs re-

lated to development, and faster time to market and value (Greco et al., 2018). The 

exploitation phenomena associated with open innovation also creates the oppor-

tunity for companies to explore new ideas, business models, and gain insights from 

emerging technology landscapes to potentially diversify and expand their innova-

tion portfolio (Hung & Chou, 2013). However, due to the open and collaborative 

approach to innovation, the open innovation model inherent challenges that natu-

rally occur within the realm of stakeholder management. Particularly with manag-

ing intellectual property rights, alignment of strategic goals, and with this, practic-

ing moderate communication and retaining trust between collaborative parties is 

key. Additionally, some indirect risks might arise if an open innovation practi-

tioner becomes overly dependent on external sources for innovation, leading to the 

serious questioning of the company's competencies and strategic autonomy 

(Chesbrough, 2003). 

Open innovation is, due to its dynamic nature, reshaping itself as technology ad-

vances. This cross-company-boundary collaboration and co-creation is a promis-

ing approach to solving the complex problems of today and tomorrow, setting a 

foundation for innovation to take different forms, whether it being new business 

models, services or products. Open innovation is essential for corporates in today's 

world to remain up to speed and reactive in the exponentially growing tech land-

scape, through tapping into the collective knowledge and creativity outside their 

own walls. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

file:///C:/Users/samfr/Downloads/master_s_thesis_on_collaboration_between_industrial_companies_and_startups_in_pilot_project_setting.docx%23d571b12476185b7defc45f7ada3ecc42
file:///C:/Users/samfr/Downloads/master_s_thesis_on_collaboration_between_industrial_companies_and_startups_in_pilot_project_setting.docx%2389b376fb7d2f20ed6596310faa784e66
file:///C:/Users/samfr/Downloads/master_s_thesis_on_collaboration_between_industrial_companies_and_startups_in_pilot_project_setting.docx%2387130574a2934e46c17583701d101c2a
file:///C:/Users/samfr/Downloads/master_s_thesis_on_collaboration_between_industrial_companies_and_startups_in_pilot_project_setting.docx%23738d833f3fe0c426fb18d6bef5597f96


12 

 

 

2.1.1 Corporate-startup collaboration  

According to McGahan et. al. (2020), there are several paths that can be utilised as 

the source of one’s open innovation efforts, and typically it is a mix of them that 

yields the best results. However, startups are a force of nature of its own, that com-

pared to the other paths are far more in numbers, smaller, more agile and favours 

speed and growth before anything else within niche problems. These are the char-

acteristics that corporates can benefit from in navigating a new technology land-

scape, by using startups as a strong vectored force. Corporate-startup collaboration 

is not a new and novel concept by itself, but the significance of keeping up with 

technological advancement in this day and age cannot be undermined or over-

stated. This, often symbiotic, collaboration not only accelerates the development of 

new technologies and products but also provides a mutual foundation for learning 

and growth. (Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015)  

With time, the traditional corporate-startup collaborations have evolved from 

mere financial investments to a more strategic approach. Today, many corporates 

view startups as potential partners that can help them drive their innovation 

agenda, both in areas where the corporates are already experts but also in new 

themes that have great potential in complementing their innovation portfolio 

(Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015). 

There are different ways for corporates to engage with startups. The different mod-

els vary depending on how a startup should be incorporated to set operations, and 

the strategic significance of the startup's technology. Corporates commonly engage 

with startups through Corporate Venture Capital (CVC), Corporate Accelerators 

and Incubators, Strategic Partnerships, Venture Clienting, Merger and Acquisition 

(M&A) of Startups, as well as Crowdsourcing. Steiber et. Alänge (2020) catego-

rised these different methods into four different collaboration approaches: Out-

side-In Equity based; Inside-Out Equity based; Outside-In Non-Equity based; and 

Inside-Out Non-Equity based. 
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Corporate Venture Capital - Outside-In Equity based 

CVC refers to a company making direct investments in startups. Where the com-

pany, unlike traditional venture capital, is not solely focused on the returns of the 

investment, but rather aims to gain strategic benefit through access to new techno-

logical advancements, market, business models and ideas. By investing in startups, 

corporates can tap into innovative ideas and gain insights on emerging trends and 

technologies. Corporates simultaneously support startups by offering them capital, 

mentorship, and access to a broader network. (Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005) 

 

Merger and Acquisition of Startups - Outside-In Equity based 

Acquiring startups and merging the startup's technology and operations is a poten-

tial way for a corporate to drive innovation through startups in according to the 

open innovation model. The willingness of the collaboration might be a bit ques-

tioned in some cases, but acquiring external companies is a rapid approach to en-

hance internal technological capabilities. This approach also opens the possibility 

for entering new markets and acquiring top talent. For the startup this entails a 

bigger pool of resources and a stable foundation for more rapid scaling and devel-

opment of the technology. (Dezi et al., 2018) 

 

Corporate Accelerators and Incubators - Inside-Out Equity based 

Corporate accelerators and incubators are programs that are designed to foster 

startup growth under a corporate's wing. For corporates, these programs are im-

portant sources of innovative ideas, identifying top talent in relevant spaces, and 

can even become fruitful long-term monetary investments. Accelerators and incu-

bators offer startups a combination of resources, for example mentorship and po-

tential funding to crystallize and develop their ideas. The programs often culmi-

nate in some sort of pitching day, where startups introduce their concept to corpo-

rate investors and other key-stakeholders. Accelerators and incubators differ in the 

way that, accelerators are intensive short programs aimed at rapid growth of the 

startup idea and business viability, and incubators tend to offer more long-term 

support. (Köhler, 2016; Li et al., 2020) 
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Strategic Partnerships - Outside-In Non-Equity based 

Strategic partnerships between startups and corporations are projects where the 

parties are trying to leverage each other’s strengths in a common initiative. This 

pathway allows corporates to integrate startup’s innovative solutions into their ex-

isting offerings and enhance their value proposition as an add on. Typically, for 

startups these partnerships provide an opportunity to scale their solutions, access 

new markets, and benefit from corporations’ resources and sales channels. (Gut-

mann & Lang, 2022)  

 

Venture Clienting - Outside-In Non-Equity based 

The venture clienting model is a progressive approach that has gained increasing 

relevance with the growing prevalence of open innovation strategies and collabora-

tive initiatives. In venture clienting, corporations seek to co-create new solutions 

with startups by acquiring and implementing the innovative technology of these 

startups within a specific operational framework. This allows corporates to assess 

new technologies and expedite their time-to-market through the agile and rapid 

operations of startups. Simultaneously, startups receive valuable market valida-

tion, secure reputable reference clients, and generate significant revenue without 

diluting equity. Such mutually beneficial collaborations can be achieved without 

entailing the complexity and risk inherent in more traditional forms of investing. 

(Haarmann et al., 2023) 

 

Crowdsourcing - Inside-Out Non-Equity based 

Crowdsourcing allows corporates to access the collective knowledge and creativity 

of a large external group, enabling them to gather diverse perspectives and innova-

tive ideas. This approach is particularly effective for addressing complex chal-

lenges and driving business growth in a fast-evolving technological environment. 

Crowdsourcing can take the form of open innovation challenges, offering corpora-

tions effective means to identify a link and potential collaborator within the 

startup ecosystem. These challenges provide a platform for corporations to source 

ideas, talent, and potential technology to explore for their innovation portfolio. By 

hosting events that address specific challenges, companies can test early concepts 

file:///C:/Users/samfr/Downloads/master_s_thesis_on_collaboration_between_industrial_companies_and_startups_in_pilot_project_setting.docx%238a8bf5f9dce63e9c1989c80348b68ed1
file:///C:/Users/samfr/Downloads/master_s_thesis_on_collaboration_between_industrial_companies_and_startups_in_pilot_project_setting.docx%238a8bf5f9dce63e9c1989c80348b68ed1
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15 

 

on a short-term basis and allow startups to showcase their technology in action. 

(Steiber & Alänge, 2020) 

 

2.1.2 Why to work with startups 

There are several reasons why corporates want to collaborate with startups. The 

adaptation to growth and speed that startups inherent are strategically advanta-

geous in modern business and innovation dynamics. Adding to the effect, accord-

ing to Chesbrough and Tucci (2020), that large corporations cannot take the form 

of a “larger startup”, which more or less forces larger industrial companies to col-

laborate with startups if they want to possess the similar advantages and charac-

teristics as mentioned earlier. By engaging with startups, corporations can infuse 

themselves with agile processes, fresh perspectives, the newest technology and the 

talent that comes with it. Startups are not only attractive partners for accessing 

new innovation, but also for their speedy operations and the strategic potential of 

swiftly navigating in an innovation landscape. (Chesbrough & Tucci, 2020) 

 

Access to Market Insights and Innovation 

Working with startups opens up new opportunities within the specific industry 

which each startup operates in. Startups are at the forefront of innovation and con-

stantly explore how to use cutting-edge technologies in a new market or to address 

pressing societal problems. Engaging with startups can help corporate R&D de-

partments to expand their perspectives and discover new solutions and approaches 

for their old problems. Since startups often emerge from unmet market needs or 

societal issues, collaborating with these forward-thinking idea generators provides 

insights that may not have been considered before internally. These insights can 

assist in developing new products or services and adding value to strategic decision 

making and planning. Ultimately, helping corporations anticipate and adapt more 

effectively in the desired market. (Denysiuk, 2021) 
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Spearheading operations and entrepreneurial spirit 

Startups can operate with a level of agility and at a speed that is challenging for 

larger and more established organisations to replicate. The lean structure of 

startups enables them to rapidly experiment new concepts and technologies. As a 

result, startups can iterate at a quicker pace and therefore develop offerings faster, 

by accelerating their internal innovation process. Coupled with an entrepreneurial 

mindset and culture, where failing is acceptable, startups may appear almost reck-

less in their pursuit of the best possible solution from the point of view of larger 

companies. However, by collaborating with startups, corporates can adopt this ac-

celeration and culture to a certain degree. Through collaboration corporates can 

enable startups to do what they do best, innovate at speed, and channel specific 

startups for specific problems to spearhead efforts in a certain direction. Poten-

tially reaching time to market quicker than they would have done by solely internal 

R&D efforts. Interacting with startups has positively influenced corporate culture 

by inspiring employees to adopt a more innovative and proactive mindset, which 

can be spread throughout the organisation. (Steiber & Alänge, 2020; Denysiuk, 

2021; Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015) 

 

Strategic advantage for mitigating risk and gaining a competitive edge 

Innovation inherently involves some degree of risk, particularly when exploring 

uncharted territories or adapting emerging technologies. By working with startups 

in certain fields of interest, corporations can explore these new opportunities with 

a much lower resource commitment. The resources involved for innovation explo-

ration through startup collaboration are lower than compared to setting up the ca-

pabilities internally from scratch. Utilising startups for testing new waters is an at-

tractive way of mitigating risk, by not having to place as big of initial bets. This ad-

ditionally serves in favour for startups that can have problem in finding the right 

customers or scaling the innovation. (Barata et al., 2018; Huuhtanen, 2023; 

Mäkijärvi, 2010) 

It is through testing new technologies and business models that corporate can stay 

innovative. Innovation has become one of the key differentiators in today's busi-

ness landscape to get the edge over the competition. Startups, being at the fore-

front of innovation, are an obvious source of inspiration for identifying emerging 
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trends within niche markets and addressing specific problems. Collaborating with 

startups offers a compelling strategic business rationale, as it allows for acceler-

ated R&D efforts, keeps businesses updated with the market, and positively influ-

ences company culture. Additionally, this approach presents lower risk than tradi-

tional methods. (Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015; Denysiuk, 2021) 

 
 
2.1.3 Success factors and best practices in corporate startup collabora-

tions 

Getting mutual-effort projects over the finish line is important for assessing test's 

success and determining if concepts are worth pursuing. Therefore, proper collab-

oration practices between corporations and startups are crucial for driving innova-

tion and reaping the benefits of open innovation. Understanding the key success 

factors and common pitfalls that underpins a successful collaboration is im-

portant. Hence, it's essential to be aware of, for example, sustainable stakeholder 

management practices and other critical factors when working with startups. 

When examining what the literature has to say about successful collaborations 

with startups, which can be viewed in table 1 below, the consensus seems to be that 

having clear rules and common goals, sets the tone and foundation throughout the 

collaboration. However, there is general agreement on that the execution of the 

collaboration requires flexible and adaptive approaches and a constant supportive 

mindset towards the startup. (Durst & Ståhle, 2013; Kager et al., 2022)  

Table. 1 Summarisation of key points from the section on best practices around 
corporate-startup collaboration. 

Theme Key points References 

Setting up collaboration Establish a foundation for fo-
cused execution. Find strategic 

alignment, through clear goals 

and objectives 

Denysiuk, 2021 

Corporations should identify 
tangible challenges and re-
spect startups as innovation 

partners 

Denysiuk, 2021; Kager et al., 
2022 

Build trust and prevent dis-
putes via clear handling of IP 

rights. 

Kurpjuweit & Wagner, 2020 
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Flexible Operations and Sup-

port 

Understand and navigate cul-
tural differences. Adapt opera-
tions to startup pace and 
maintain open communica-

tions  

Durst & Ståhle, 2013; Gut-
mann & Lang, 2022 

Offer mentorship to startups, 
resources, insights. Establish 
metrics for success. Set up 
flexible operations and con-
duct constant feedback based 

on mutual value creation 

Kager et al., 2022 

 

Setting up the collaboration with clear common ground 

For a project to attain success, it is imperative to establish essential prerequisites 

that facilitate focused execution. Moreover, the culmination of the project should 

elicit a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction in the collaboration, particularly 

in collaborations between corporations and startups. It is important that before 

starting an actual project to have strategic alignment, to make sure that the parties 

involved agrees that both will benefit from the mutual project and not be taken ad-

vantage of.  

Settling the question of why the collaboration between the parties is initiated is im-

portant. For the corporations it is important to understand the objectives of the 

collaboration and how it contributes to the high-level strategic efforts. Prior to ini-

tiating a project with a startup, the corporations should have identified specific 

challenges or innovation gaps that a startup can address, ensuring that the collabo-

ration is targeted and purposeful. Setting the strategic alignment sets the tone for 

the collaboration and ensuring productivity and a potential shared long-term ob-

jective between both entities. (Denysiuk, 2021) 

When setting the strategic foundation, it is important that the project also benefits 

both the corporation and the startup, the collaboration should generate mutual 

value for both parties. Corporations should not view startups as just external ven-

dors or service providers but as essential partners in their innovation processes. 

This involves recognising and valuing the startup's contributions and ensuring that 

the startup also gain valuable insights and growth opportunities from the collabo-

ration. This kind of approach fosters a mutually beneficial relationship and en-

courages startups to engage  and contribute more whole heartedly in the innova-

tion creation (Kager et al., 2022). 
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An often overlooked, yet critical, aspect of starting these kinds of collaborations is 

navigating the intellectual property (IP) rights. Establishing clear agreements on 

IP ownership and usage rights from the outset is vital to prevent future disputes 

and protect both parties. The transparency and fairness in setting up these agree-

ments are not just legal necessities but are essential for building trust and fostering 

potential long-term partnerships (Kurpjuweit & Wagner, 2020). 

 

Having flexible operations based on support and open communication 

During the execution of corporate-startup collaborations, there are several focal 

points that both parties should consider that ensures productive and effective col-

laboration. To start with, understanding and navigating the cultural differences be-

tween the two different organisations is paramount. Corporations, with their es-

tablished processes and hierarchies, and startups, known for their agility and fluid-

ity, must find common ground to make common efforts productive. This necessi-

tates a commitment to open communication, fostering a culture of transparency, 

and scheduling regular interactions to align expectations and smooth over poten-

tial friction points. (Durst & Ståhle, 2013) 

The collaboration should be flexible in its operations. The dynamic nature of 

startups means that rigid project management frameworks and processes, often 

associated with corporations, might hinder a startup's innovative potential and 

limit their creativity. Corporations should strive towards creating adaptable frame-

works that can evolve over time, accommodating changes in goals, timelines, and 

strategies to suit the partnership's growth and potential focus shifts. (Gutmann & 

Lang, 2022) 

The exact role of corporations can vary in different types of collaborations, de-

pending on the scope. However, it should not undermine the importance of corpo-

rates to provide support to startups and acting as a mentor. Corporates should of-

fer mentorship, industry insights, and access to broad networks and resources for 

the startup to utilise. This way, startups can efficiently navigate through the prob-

lem's landscape, quickly iterate, and re-focus to concentrate on share execution 

and development of an optimal solution, rather than spending time and effort 

finding these valuable resources. Additionally, providing support is also a great 

way for corporates to build trust towards their startup partner. (Kager et al., 2022) 
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As in any project, to gauge the success and steer the direction of the collaboration, 

both parties should establish clear metrics for success and engage in regular evalu-

ations of their partnership's accumulated outcomes. This iterative learning ap-

proach, underpinned by consistent feedback, is important for refining the collabo-

ration strategies and ensuring that the collaboration is progressing in the right di-

rection. Adding recurring touch points and establishing ways of measuring success 

enhances collaborations' effectiveness and ensures that there is continuous im-

provement and value creation in both ends. 
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2.2 Introduction to pilot projects with startups 

Pilot projects play a crucial role in the realm of open innovation, serving as a test-

ing ground for new ideas and technologies. They provide an opportunity to test 

new innovations in a controlled environment, allowing the tester to assess the fea-

sibility and potential impact of the solution before fully committing to further inte-

gration and scaling. Pilot projects are characterised by their focus on experimenta-

tion and learning. They offer a lower-risk avenue to explore innovative solutions to 

specific challenges or innovation gaps. Through pilot projects, corporations can 

gain valuable insights into specific solutions’ capabilities. Pilot projects, particu-

larly when aligned with open innovation and startup collaboration, represent a vi-

brant intersection of strategic intent, knowledge creation, and adaptive project 

management. These projects serve as the proving ground for new ideas, technolo-

gies and business models. (Boscherini et al., 2010) 

The essence of a pilot project is its structured yet flexible framework for innova-

tion. Unlike traditional projects, which may follow a more linear trajectory, pilot 

projects are inherently experimental and designed to explore the unknown and 

adapt to emerging insights. This exploratory nature is especially pronounced when 

pilot projects are conducted in collaboration with startups, where the fusion of 

agility and fresh perspectives with an established firm's resources can lead to fruit-

ful innovations. (Barata et al., 2018) 

They are not mere steppingstones to larger initiatives but vital components of the 

innovation process, offering valuable lessons regardless of their success or failure. 

These projects facilitate learning, reduce risks, and provide a platform for early 

stakeholder engagement, which is particularly vital in an open innovation context 

where the collaboration spans outside organisational boundaries. In an academic 

context, understanding pilot projects' role within the innovation ecosystem is cru-

cial for how to leverage and integrate external innovation (Katz, 2007). 

Understanding pilot projects and their strategic significance is important for any 

organisation aiming to stay competitive and innovative. These projects offer a 

practical approach to exploring new ideas, technologies, and processes, enabling 

organisations to navigate the complexities of innovation with greater confidence 

and gain insight along the way. Contrasting with closed innovation, where R&D ac-

tivities are predominantly internal and secretive, open innovation pilot projects 
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are inherently more transparent and interactive. They thrive on diverse inputs, fa-

cilitating a richer, more nuanced understanding of challenges and opportunities. 

This openness not only broadens the innovation horizon but also instils a more dy-

namic, responsive approach to problem-solving and development. Moreover, pilot 

projects in an open innovation setting often entail a higher tolerance for risk and 

failure, viewing them as an integral element to learning and the innovation process 

itself. This contrasts with the risk-averse nature of closed innovation, where fail-

ures are often stigmatised rather than seen as a ladder to more insights and greater 

advancements. (Barbosa et al., 2021; Barata et al., 2018; Boscherini et al., 2010) 

 

2.2.1 How to manage pilot projects with startups 

In the realm of pilot projects, especially those carried out with startups, the project 

management approach must cater to the unique demands of these ventures. The 

projects necessitate a detailed understanding of the industry context, a controlled 

environment for testing and validation, and an evaluation of outcomes that goes 

beyond traditional project metrics. According to the theories brought up by Bar-

bosa et. al, (2021), pilot projects must be adaptive in their management approach 

as each project is different. The key principles from a project management per-

spective are like those outlined in the previous section on “Success Factors for 

Startup-Collaboration”; the setting of clear goals and rules combined with flexible 

frameworks, leveraging learnings effectively, and having ways to measure success. 

Similar best practices can be found in literature discussing on how to manage open 

innovation projects and pilot projects related to testing external innovation. 

(Berndtsson et al., 2020; Barata et al., 2018; Boscherini et al., 2010) 

For walking through the insights from the literature on how to manage pilot pro-

jects with startups, the framework from "How to use pilot projects to implement 

open innovation", by Boscherini et al (2010), will be adapted to categorise the find-

ings. The framework suggests that a pilot project can be divided into three differ-

ent phases: conception phase, realisation phase and transfer of results. We will 

adapt the same logic in structuring the findings on pilot projects. 

The first phase is the conceptualisation and design stage, in which the project is in-

itially ideated and designed. This is where the project's structure will be 
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determined and what to consider before beginning the execution of the project. It 

sets the foundational elements in place for success. 

The second phase will be similar as to the initial framework, the realisation phase. 

This phase involves the actual execution of the pilot project. What things to be 

mindful of when executing a pilot project with external stakeholders and what ar-

eas to keep a watchful eye on as the project progresses. 

The final phase is the transfer of results and learnings. This final stage is where the 

results and practices developed throughout the pilot project are championed and 

transferred within the organisation for evaluation, decision making and adapta-

tion.  

Table 2. Summarisation of key points from best practices in pilot projects with ex-
ternal partners 

Theme Key points References 

Conceptualisation and design-

ing the pilot project 

Assemble a diverse team to 
maximise innovation potential 

and insights 

Berndtsson et al., 2020 

Litau, 2020 

 

 

Innovation Champions and in-
ternal engagement. Retain 
knowledge detrimental to the 

project 

Katz, 2007 

Set clear mutual goals and 
ways to measure success 

Barata et al., 2018 
Boscherini et al., 2010 

Litau, 2020 

Build trust between entities Urbinati et al., 2020 

Realisation of the pilot project Customise project manage-
ment methods according to 
context. Focus on knowledge 
sharing and iterative processes 

Barbosa et al., 2021 

Kokkola, 2017 

Inject adaptability and flexibil-

ity to goals and objectives as 

the project progresses 

Barbosa et al., 2021 

Emphasise on risk and ambi-
guity management. Increase 
tolerance for risk and failure, 
proactively identify areas of 

risk and mitigate. 

Katz, 2007 

Urbinati et al., 2020 

Effective and challenging 
stakeholder management. 

Urbinati et al., 2020 
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Engage stakeholder through-

out project. 

Transfer of the project’s learn-

ings and results 

Evaluate gathered data 
through a qualitative and 
quantitative lens to demon-
strate feasibility and business 

value. 

Barata et al., 2018 

Be aware of potential change 
management associated with 
projects and the potential ben-

efits and risks that follows. 

Boscherini et al., 2010 

Absorb learnings for future 

improvement and act on them 
by building and finetuning in-
ternal capabilities 

Barata et al., 2018 

Berndtsson et al., 2020 

Katz, 2007 

 

2.2.2 Conceptualisation and designing the pilot project 

When setting up the pilot project itself the literature suggests that the main points 

to keep in mind are around: the team involved, clear strategic goal and mutual 

buy-in and establishing clear and purposeful metrics.  

 

Assembling a diverse team and nurturing future innovation champions 

Some papers suggest that when setting up a pilot project one should aim towards 

having a diverse team reserved for the project. The idea of pilot projects is to test a 

smaller scale version of a bigger picture. This means that the important puzzles 

pieces involved in the final big picture should also be integrated into the pilot pro-

jects. This way one can get multiple viewpoints and leverage the different insights 

to test out a more complete concept or problem. Additionally, to get feedback and 

identify common pitfalls for different related areas prior to scaling a project, and to 

address the severity of the identified issues before scaling and implementing the 

tested solution (Berndtsson et al., 2020; Litau, 2020). However, the identified hur-

dles should not be over-analysed to the extent so that the execution of the project 

gets scrutinised from the get-go and does not initiate the process of testing the in-

novation. 

One paper also suggests approaching the project team as a form of team training. 

Engaging key-people, from the corporate, in the pilot project for them to poten-

tially acquire complementary skills from the exposure from, for example, working 
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with a startup within a specific topic. These key-people can then potentially act as 

the championing force for integrating and scaling the innovation if the pilot project 

results seem promising. Hence, being able to adapt the new solutions into the fa-

miliar corporate context and ensure that there would need to be some internal un-

derstanding of the innovation in the specific context before taking on larger adop-

tion. By keeping some internal knowledge one can minimise the risk of being too 

dependent on startups in scaling stages and potentially smoothening out imple-

mentation hurdles. The paper suggests that this could be a good way to mitigate 

the risk associated with the continuation of a project after pilot testing, and to re-

tain some of the core knowledge gained in-house (Katz, 2007). 

 

Clear mutual goals and measurements 

As emphasised earlier, there should be mutual benefits for both parties in the part-

take of a collaborative project. In the papers focusing more on project based best 

practices refer to this as rational and emotional buy-in, which might be roughly 

translated to having strategic intent and “softer” motives to why conduct a project 

with external partners (Barata et al., 2018; Boscherini et al., 2010). Literature 

agrees to some extent upon the point on having a clear vision to be able to assess 

and steer the project continuously in the right direction. However, most of the pa-

pers discuss about setting up the parameters they want to measure during the pro-

ject from the very beginning and agreeing on some of the metrics with the other 

partner. This is to measure both business acumens, measurements on the feasibil-

ity of the technology, and qualitative data points. The qualitative measurements 

could, for example, be organisational or brand driven values. The emphasis, when 

designing the project, should be focused and centred around generating evidence.  

To construct projects that yield informative evidence that can guide and support 

future undertakings, steer project level decisions and help strategic-level decisions. 

(Litau, 2020; Boscherini et al., 2010; Berndtsson et al., 2020)  

Measurement and evaluation are important for providing evidence to key decision-

makers throughout the project’s lifetime. Establishing clear and mutual goals, 

along with measurement parameters from the start, forms a strong foundation for 

aligning the project with the partner's strategy progression. This alignment en-

sures that the project focuses not only on immediate objectives but also on broader 
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vision, guiding future initiatives with old, already tested, evidence. The evidence 

generated supports project success and can be used to gain support from key deci-

sion-makers if additional resources are needed for the project. (Litau, 2020) 

 

Building and maintaining trust between parties 

A topic that is seldom directly mentioned in research revolving project manage-

ment in setting up collaborative innovation projects is trust. Where this topic was 

very central on the high-level chapter on corporate-startup collaboration, espe-

cially in the theme of IP-rights, does not be explicitly mentioned in the project 

management focused literature. However, one could argue that quite many papers 

focus on different topics around stakeholder management that all the best prac-

tices mentioned contributes indirectly to building and maintaining trust, but these 

sources concentrate more on the daily operations associated pilot projects. (Urbi-

nati et al., 2020) 

 

2.2.3 Realisation of the pilot project 

During the execution of the pilot project the key themes to keep in mind are to 

have a flexible approach to project management, foster an open atmosphere, how 

to manage risk and ambiguity, and how to manage the stakeholders in the project.  

 

Customising familiar methods to fit the need of the project 

Throughout this thesis, the varying nature of collaboration in different technologi-

cal partnerships has been a recurring theme. Customising a project management 

model based on the specific needs of each case within open innovation is proposed 

as an effective way to address this phenomenon. This approach indirectly suggests 

incorporating different best practices and building a flexible framework tailored to 

the unique characteristics of each project while leveraging existing internal project 

management practices. Emphasising the importance of adaptability, it is crucial 

for such frameworks to guide projects effectively yet remain subject to change. 

Along with customisation, fostering collaborative elements among participants 

promotes knowledge sharing and supports iterative processes necessary for max-

imising quick iterations and continuous development, to really leverage the agile 
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structures and speed associated with startups. (Barbosa et al., 2021; Kokkola, 

2017) 

The experimental nature inherent in pilot projects calls for an adaptable project 

management approach that aligns with dynamic and experimental aspects of inno-

vation. While maintaining clear rules and goals, flexibility becomes essential in ac-

commodating changes across timelines, strategies, and objectives throughout the 

progression of these projects. Therefore, operating under an iterative and adaptive 

project management methodology enables rapid learning alongside swift adjust-

ments prompted by real-time feedback and insight (Barbosa et al., 2021). 

 

Risk and ambiguity management  

In the context of pilot projects with startups, there is a need for a higher tolerance 

for risk and failure. Risks should be identified, analysed, and managed throughout 

the project, with a mindset that views failure as an integral part of the learning and 

innovation process. Embracing and learning from failures contributes to a culture 

of continuous improvement. Literature agree on that risk and ambiguity manage-

ment is crucial in the context of collaborative innovation projects, particularly dur-

ing the execution of a pilot project (Katz, 2007). 

The best ways to navigate uncertainties in pilot projects, is to continuously identify 

the potential risks, categorising them based on their likelihood and potential im-

pact. This proactive approach allows for the formulation of targeted mitigation 

strategies early on and reactive measures if severe challenges occur. By constantly 

being aware of upcoming potential hurdles, project managers can enhance the 

probability of the project reaching the finish line. (Urbinati et al., 2020) 

Some risk management literature suggests that in highly uncertain projects, it can 

be beneficial to be prepared to adapt the project back to a pre-execution state if 

something occurred that would significantly change the scope of the project - what 

people in business slang call a "pivot." Additionally, the open innovation project 

literature often fails to mention how to end projects if they are cancelled or proven 

not feasible. Managing this process enhances the core concept of innovation pro-

jects: iterative experimentation. This approach could be beneficial when scaling up 

open innovation efforts at a larger scale. However, this might not be practically im-

plemented since the overarching literature on the topic of corporate-startup 
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collaboration emphasise that a long-term relationship should be built, which could 

suggest that exit strategies might not be necessary. (Ward & Chapman, 2003) 

 

Stakeholder management and engagement 

Effective communication with all stakeholders in a pilot project is crucial for its 

success. It helps to align everyone on the project's progress, address potential is-

sues, and keep essential operations running smoothly. Recurring transparent com-

munication fosters a positive attitude towards open innovation projects and en-

courages stakeholders to welcome new ideas, fostering an overall open-minded 

culture. 

Urbinati (2020) summarises the significance of stakeholder management in open 

innovation projects. They describe the main difference between traditional R&D 

projects and open innovation projects as of seen now based on literature.  

The following bullet list is adapted from "Stakeholder management in open inno-

vation projects: a multiple case study analysis" by Urbanati et. al. (2020): 

• Open innovation projects are controlled by many stakeholders and the re-

sponsibility is divided by the participants. 

• The coordination is more informal in open innovation projects, due to the 

changing project nature and requires active participation of all stakehold-

ers in the project. Where coordination is more formalised and procedure-

like in traditional R&D projects. 

• Conflicts appear more often in open innovation projects compared to tradi-

tional R&D innovation projects due to the higher degree of openness in the 

project and multiple stakeholders. 

• Open innovation projects are seen as more dynamic and build on maintain-

ing and building trust rather than to engage through defined objectives. 

• When maintaining stakeholder relationships in open innovation projects it 

seems like the relationships typically continue after the closure of the pro-

ject. 
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• In open innovation projects stakeholder satisfaction is not only measured 

through quantitative numbers, but touch upon the progression of the over-

all project. 

 

It would be important to take some of these differences into consideration when 

designing a framework for a specific project. To be mindful of the collaborative na-

ture of open innovation projects and without limiting the idea-rich culture. How-

ever, it should be brought to attention that Urbanati's literature review was on gen-

eral open innovation projects. Hence, there might be some contradicting points 

that does not directly align with what has been mentioned previously in this paper. 

 

Data driven approach to project management  

Despite the existing literature emphasising the importance of incorporating meas-

urements and designing projects to gather evidence, there is a lack of practical re-

search on specific measurement methodologies and strategies for data collection. 

 

2.2.4 Transfer of the project's learnings and results 

When wrapping up a pilot project, it is now time for key-decision makers to see 

what the next steps and faith of the project will be. In this phase the most valuable 

thing is to transfer all the learnings effectively where they make the most impact, 

and time for the measurements gathered throughout the project to be evaluated. 

 

Evaluating the gathered data 

At the end of a pilot project, it is time to look at the data accumulated. As stated 

earlier, these data points should be both quantitative and qualitative to be able to 

measure both economical, technical and social efficiency of a pilot project. The 

gathered evidence will establish the proof of the feasibility of the solution and 

demonstrate its business value to key decision-makers, who will then, based on the 

evidence presented, determine the fate of the collaboration. There are different ap-

proaches on how to analyse the data, but the majority of the literature found, agree 

on that the model or framework used should be multidimensional. Hence, to be 



30 

 

able to analyse the more softer side of things, but also the granular technical and 

economic information. (Barata et al., 2018) 

 

Adapting to change and learning from it 

Some literature suggests that if a project looks very promising based on the results 

from the pilot project, that it should also be evaluated one more time from the 

change management perspective. They argue that open innovation projects that 

can demonstrate the potential benefits without requiring extensive organisational 

transformation for the corporation immediately should be prioritised. Addition-

ally, they mention that every pilot project requires a detailed plan for potential or-

ganisational changes during implementation, and with that plan carefully oversee 

the transition process. Ensuring, yet again, that the new solution can be aligned 

with broader strategic goals and that employees are supported during the change. 

(Boscherini et al., 2010) 

However, whether the pilot project will be going to implementation and scaling or 

not there has most likely been some sort of learning or value derived from the pro-

ject. These learnings can give ideas for new projects, new developments, new best 

practices or other organisational learnings that can be utilised to develop internal 

operations in a more efficient and valuable manner. This means that corporates 

should have the structures and culture in place to be able to absorb as much learn-

ings as possible derived from these projects. Some papers agree that effective ad-

sorptive capacity is something an organisation needs to have to leverage the exper-

imental approach of open innovation. When successful, completing a couple of pi-

lot projects will also change the organisational culture. These efforts will make pro-

cesses more resilient in the long-term and support a culture of experimentation 

and tolerance towards failure. (Barata et al., 2018; Berndtsson et al., 2020)  

The learnings will not only be used to build a positive attitude towards external in-

novation but also build internal capabilities. Previous pilot projects are internal ex-

perimentations of their own. Where past projects will provide operational guid-

ance for future projects and build up supporting tools for future decisions. Using 

pilot projects as opportunities to learn, gather insights on the open innovation pro-

cess itself and scale the gathered learnings to a larger organisational context. 
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Ultimately, creating a more open environment towards collaborating with 

startups. (Katz, 2007) 
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3 Methodology 

To address the research outlined in the beginning of this thesis, insight has not 

only been sought from literature but also from the industry. Through combining 

experiences from the field one can build a more practical lens on the knowledge 

gained throughout this research. A set of data was gathered in the form of inter-

views with stakeholders that have relevant experiences within the theme of this pa-

per. This section seeks to justify the methods of gathering and analysing the data. 

Additionally, it touches upon the methodological choices made and addresses po-

tential limitations when asking the main questions of:  

• What are the main reasons for not continuing a collaboration, despite it be-

ing proven to be feasible? 

 

3.1 Data collection 

The following section outlines the process of gathering data for the themes set at 

the beginning of the thesis. It discusses conducting stakeholder interviews, detail-

ing the methods used, and introducing the research sample. 

 

3.1.1 Semi-structured interviews with innovation experts 

For addressing the key-question of this thesis, an adapted thematic semi-struc-

tured interview was employed. This qualitative approach was selected due to its 

flexibility and effectiveness in capturing experiences and insights with detail from 

the interviewees without setting too rigid frames for the interview. Getting the in-

terview participants’ industry experience was crucial in these interviews for under-

standing the complex dynamics and nuances of innovation projects. The applied 

semi-structured interview method was chosen as a suiting interview approach for 

this goal since it helps the interviewer to delve deeper into the personal percep-

tions of the interviewees and let them to reflect on their experiences out loud while 

still following a guided structure that focuses on conversation around the specific 

theme (Longhurst, 2009). The flexibility of a semi-structured interview also allows 

for new interesting topics and unexpected themes to appear during the interview. 
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This flexibility also allows the interviewer to pursue unplanned themes during the 

interview without concerns about impeding the planned research. However, by 

having a high-level structure in place for all interviews enables somewhat con-

sistency across all interviews that leads to comparable results from which insights 

can be drawn (Creswell, 2010).  

Throughout the whole interview one theme was always at the centre of the discus-

sion. The focused theme of the interview was to explore why some open innovation 

collaborations do not continue despite being proven feasible. Conducting inter-

views focused on a specific theme allowed the interviewees to centre their discus-

sions around the core theme relevant to the research, ensuring that all the infor-

mation provided was of value. The interviews were conducted in two-fold, one part 

focused on an open discussion and the second part was a ranking task.  

The first part of the interview was a classic semi-structured interview, where the 

participants got to explore their own personal experiences from their professional 

lives in the realm of innovation projects with external innovation partners. The 

discussions were guided through three main questions: 

1.  Why do some external innovations not make it into further implementa-

tion and scaling despite being proven feasible in the pilot stage?  

2. Can you describe the decision-making process for deciding to not continue 

a collaboration that was proven feasible. 

3. What do you see would be all the possible factors of not continuing a col-

laboration, despite it being proven feasible? 

The first question acted as the guiding light for the discussion on the interviewee’s 

specific instances, allowing them to reflect on detailed experiences and share 

learnings. When sharing these experiences, it was possible then to derive the major 

factors of not continuing a collaboration based, and the challenges faced in the de-

cision process. This conversational part of the interview was important for gather-

ing context-specific qualitative data and for understanding the underlying reasons 

behind discontinuation of collaborations from a practical perspective of a large in-

dustrial organisation. In combination to the second question, the interviewer 

asked the participants to clarify the key factors that led to the decision to discon-

tinue these collaborations, in the hopes to pin-point the root-cause in each 
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experience. The third question opened the discussion for more hypothetical exam-

ples, leveraging on the interviewees broad experiences to build alternatives scenar-

ios that they could see as possibilities to why some collaborative external innova-

tion efforts would not be continued. Leaving room for hypothetical experiences 

contributes to gaining an understanding on what experts in this field sees as im-

portant in the final decisions stages prior to large scale implementation of external 

innovation. 

In the latter part of the interview, a task-based element was incorporated. For this 

element, interview participants were asked to rank six factors for discontinuation, 

extrapolated from the literature, from least likely to most likely. The following in-

struction were given to the interviewees:  

Order these reasons of discontinuation from least likely (1) to most likely (6) to oc-

cur:  

• Organisational readiness or culture: The organisational and cultural differ-

ences between corporations and startups.  

• Partnership relationships dynamics changes: Something has happened 

during the project that changes the dynamic between the working parties. 

• Resource allocation: Team changes, lack of team members or monetary 

support. 

• Strategic need changes; market fit and customer adoption: Some closely re-

lated external environment changes and makes the project unfeasible. 

• Innovation management processes: Lack of support processes in how to 

drive the initiatives internally; templates and best practices.  

• External factors: Unforeseen external reasons. 

The factors were generated from the background part of this thesis and are based 

on the best practices needed for pilot projects and startup-corporate collaborations 

to succeed. The factors were derived and selected based on the typical areas of pit-

falls and recommendations. In the end of this exercise all participants were asked 

if their final ranking was innovation-theme agnostic, for example material versus 
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digitalisation topics, or were the ranking of discontinuation factors more “general 

truths”. 

This task was designed and decided to be a part of this study, to in a quantitative 

way, partly validate qualitative data collected from the literature and the first part 

of the interview. Incorporating a quantitative element in this study provided a 

structured way to assess the impact of various factors. Additionally, by engaging 

participant in a ranking activity, the study not only captured subjective narratives 

but also generated data that could be analysed for patterns or identify inconsisten-

cies across the examples from the first part of the interview. This task-based ele-

ment also gives the opportunity to the interviewee to revisit their answers and to 

build on new insights that emerged from engaging in such a task. This quantitative 

element acted as an indicator on which discontinuation factors can be prioritised 

and gave insight on if the answer to the same topic varies depending on how you 

present it. 

The inclusion of a task-based element in thematic semi-structured interviews 

aligns well with the theory on mixed method approaches. Enriching the overall 

data collection process and analysis, by combining the depth of qualitative data 

with the structure of quantitative data. These methodological decisions were made 

to support a flexible structure for the data collection but to have robust approach 

to analysing the data and get the most out of the interviews. Due to the similar 

themes, but different approaches, of the two parts of the interview gives and vari-

ating data set that could be acknowledged as multiplying the interview numbers. 

In general, the methodology design for this study has been adapted to what 

Twycross suggests when reviewing Creswell’s book on mixed method approached 

in research design (Twycross, 2004). 

 

Interviewees and data sample 

The interviewees were carefully selected to be within the scope of the study. This 

meant to find interview participants that have experience in innovation projects, 

especially with external stakeholders and to have gained these experiences through 

working life in a larger industrial company. The quality of the data directly affects 

the quality of the result (Vasileiou et. al., 2018). Therefore, the interviewees were 
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carefully selected based on a few key criteria. For example, it was important for the 

interviewees to come from different companies to gain a wide perspective on com-

mon problems across similar organisations and that the interviewees had exten-

sive experience from the innovation landscape. This approach also added varia-

tions to the data samples and brought many unique perspectives to light.  

In total there were six (6) interviews held with people from six (6) different corpo-

rations. All corporations are considered large industrial companies and have an 

originated background from the Nordics but have a global reach today. To date, 

the companies have a total headcount of around 210 000 employees, with a global 

presence of ca. 150 countries. The corporations, despite all being of industrial sta-

tus, they also all originate from different industries, which gives a broader repre-

sentation of the innovation landscape to give general insights on external innova-

tion showstoppers. 

All the interviews were held online and in a one-on-one setting in English. The 

core questions and the theme of the interview was sent a couple of day prior to give 

participants the possibility to get familiar with the topic before the interview. All 

interviews were recorded and transcribed. All interviews have been anonymised, to 

the extent so that one is not even able to tell which interview answers belong to 

what organisation or interviewee. All participants have extensive experience in ex-

ternal stakeholder projects and have seen a lot of R&D projects both in an open 

and “closed” innovation setting, with a combined years of experience of 60+ years. 

The average interview length was 40 minutes. 

Roles of the participants: 

• Head of Technology scouting 

• Senior research engineer, R&D and Innovation 

• Director of Innovation Services 

• Senior Project Manager, Technology & Innovation 

• Senior Venture Collaboration Manager 

• Digitalisation & Innovation Manager  
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3.2 Data analysis 

The data collected from the interviews has been analysed using a mixed-method 

approach. These methods combine qualitative and quantitative techniques to pro-

vide a comprehensive view of the insights gathered during the discussions. 

The first part of the interview, which was conducted in the form of a thematic 

semi-structured interview was analysed according to qualitative data methods. The 

raw data took the form of transcripts from each interview. Following the transcrip-

tion the transcripts were addressed through rigorous coding process by hand, 

which facilitated the identification and categorisation of themes brought up during 

the conversations. The initial coding was conducted using an open coding tech-

nique to allow for the emergence of common insights directly from the data, as 

suggested by Creswell (2007). The coding was followed by axial coding, to identify 

and establish cross-interview themes, that can bring up general “truths” from the 

interviewees but also the differences between them. Through this approach and 

process of analysing the qualitative data, a structured and thematic framework was 

formed that aligned with methodologies recommended by Saldana (2009) for good 

outcome and proper analysis of qualitative data. 

The second part of the interviews’ results, the task-element, were put into a 

spreadsheet to calculate and visualise how the interview participants view the dif-

ferent factors of not continuing a collaboration. Since this task was a ranking activ-

ity, each factor will be analysed according to how each interviewee has ranked 

them and to sum up their scores from all interviews. In this way it can easily be 

viewed on which factors seem more likely in the setting of not continuing a collab-

oration.  

 

3.3 Limitations of research methodology 

The mixed-method approach used in this study provided a comprehensive analysis 

of the gathered insights. However, it's important to acknowledge certain limita-

tions. One potential limitation is the subjective nature of the data collected 

through the thematic semi-structured interviews, heavily relying on the perspec-

tives and experiences of the participants, which may introduce personal biases. 
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Another obvious limitation pertains to the sample size of six participants. This 

small number of participants may limit generalisability of findings to a broader 

context. 

For the task-based element, using ranking activity as part interview process may 

have inherent limitations; individual views in ranking factors might not fully cap-

ture complexity decision-making process in discontinuing collaborations, and that 

the factors ranked were based on the interviewees’ own interpretation on the back-

ground research for this study. 

Finally, relying on English as primary language for interviews can introduce lan-

guage barriers and potential misinterpretations due to certain concepts or nu-

ances. 
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4 Results and Discussion 

In the following chapter, we will dive into the insights gathered from the inter-

views. The first part will be on assessing the themes brought up during the inter-

views, which was 4 in total. In the second part we will look on how the interviewees 

ranked the different factors of discontinuation. Lastly, we will be discussing the re-

sults from the interviews in the light of what the background have to say about ex-

ternal collaboration within in the innovation space.  

 

4.1 Results: Interview insight to why collaboration do not 

continue 

Here in forth, we will dive into the results from the conversational part of the semi-

structured interviews. Which mainly consisted of four different themes, of which in 

them are specific insights that were brought up during the interviews. The themes 

have been determined from analysing and categorising the transcriptions. 

 

Table 3. Summarisation of key insights from the discussive part of the interview. 

Themes mentioned in the 1st part interview Key-issues within theme 

Theme 1: Market dynamics and business con-

text changes 

Appearance of better solutions 

Economic downturn squeezes budget 

Redirected corporate strategy prioritisation 

 

Theme 2: Collaboration pivots or gets internally 

scrutinised 

Internal miscommunication and organisational 

misalignment 

Adaption to new internal challenges and users 

Theme 3: Resource allocation and internal sell-

ing  

Change of internal priorities and team composi-

tion 

Business Buy-in and internal engagement 
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Theme 4: Operational and cultural mismatch  Differences in operation and prioritization gener-

ates tension 

 

 

4.1.1 Theme 1: Market dynamics and business context changes during the 

Pilot Project 

The dynamic interplay of competitive market forces, economic conditions, strate-

gic realignments, and geopolitical situations crucially shapes the trajectory of col-

laborative ventures. The industry expert interviews reveal that the sustainability of 

these collaborations is often jeopardized by internal decision-making processes 

that is due to the external environmental changing, which is typically beyond the 

control of the collaborating entities. These external factors can occur despite po-

tentially shorter pilot project timelines. Most of the reasons of discontinuation 

listed are due to reassessing the market conditions before deciding to take an ex-

ternal innovation for larger scale adaption. 

 

The appearance of better solutions 

As market landscapes evolve with time, competitors may introduce more effective 

or economical solutions, compelling companies to reassess ongoing development 

efforts. A common thread in the interviews was the acknowledgment that "we need 

to look outside at what is happening. When checking where the pilot is at we need 

to double check with the progress outside in the market.". This perspective high-

lights the necessity for collaborations to remain open and responsive to market 

trends to sustain their relevance and effectiveness of solving the problem. How-

ever, often if there is something better on the market or a different technology is 

used, proven to be better at solving the initial problem, then the collaboration will 

not be continued despite being proven as a better option to what was initially 

tested. 

 

Economic downturn squeezes the possibilities and re-directs strategy 
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Concurrently, economic fluctuations directly influence the project’s viability 

through shifts in budget allocations and resource prioritisation. Economic down-

turns lead to stringent budget reviews, often resulting in deprioritisation or dis-

continuation of projects that were perhaps more viable under more favourable 

market conditions. As articulated by one participant, "Especially in longer projects 

we need to look at multiple things. One of them is the context, meaning that in 

some periods, especially in crisis periods, research and investment are not priori-

tised.". 

Strategic realignments within companies further compound these challenges. As 

corporations evolve their strategic objectives in response to market and economic 

conditions, projects aligned with previous strategies may no longer find favourabil-

ity when re-assessed. This misalignment can lead to the reallocation of resources 

away from existing collaborations to new initiatives deemed more critical to the 

company's revised strategic goals. The fluidity of corporate strategies thus necessi-

tates a proactive approach to managing collaborations, ensuring that they can 

quickly adapt to new corporate directions. Perhaps projects could be aligned from 

the perspective of the purpose and achievements that specific project is aiming for 

and not always be strictly correlated to how the company wants to take on the mar-

ket in that point in time. Nevertheless, these hurdles are perhaps more frequent for 

longer spanning projects and was also more often brought up as a hypothetical 

possibility during the interviews. 

Moreover, collaborations that span across national borders are particularly vulner-

able to geopolitical and geo-economical changes. It was brought up during the in-

terviews that the collaboration needs to be re-assessed to where it will be adapted 

to see if there are geopolitical tension or new regulations hindering the implemen-

tation of the innovation. For example, changes in trade policies, political instabil-

ity, or economic sanctions can abruptly alter the feasibility of continuing partner-

ships. Participants noted instances where; "We have had projects where the results 

were fantastic, but we could not gain traction at the site of adaption due to political 

situation in the area was not allowing us to get a foothold there.". 
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4.1.2 Theme 2: Pilot project shifts: Collaboration pivots or gets scrutinised 

due to internal misalignment 

The interaction of internal factors, especially the lack of alignment and communi-

cation within organisational structures, greatly impacts the possibility of survival 

and longevity of collaborations with external partners. This theme combines in-

sights from the interviews and emphasises on how internal communication and 

collaboration specific factors can influence the decisions to continuing specific col-

laborations. 

 

Internal miscommunication and organisational misalignment  

A recurring theme across the interviews was the complexity of managing commu-

nication effectively across the various departments within larger corporations in-

volved in collaborative initiatives. The participants frequently highlighted the chal-

lenges of aligning multiple internal stakeholders with differing priorities and per-

spectives. As one interviewee explained, "We have had multiple projects where we 

find new problems to solve instead of the problem, we sought out to seek in the be-

ginning. The people reaching out to use were not able to communicate or pinpoint 

the first core problem or corner stones needed to be in place before coming to us in 

finding a solution. Which lead to us trying to solve a completely different prob-

lem.". The interviewee describes a situation in which a single stakeholder drives 

the project without thoroughly assessing the underlying needs or determining the 

prerequisites for effectively addressing the multifaceted problem. Such miscom-

munications and misunderstanding can stall the progression of collaboration and 

lead to repeated reassessments of project goals and methods, ultimately ending the 

collaboration already during the pilot project or when reassessed for further imple-

mentation. Furthermore, the intricacies of internal stakeholder management are 

intensified by the lack of a unified understanding of the problem among adapting 

parties. Misalignment and lack of involvement of all internal partners related to 

the solution or problem from the project's inception can result in fragmented ef-

forts and inefficiencies.  

Another significant internal challenge is the sometime secretiveness and protective 

nature of projects within the larger entity. Some projects are held so confidential 
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that parallel initiatives may emerge unbeknownst to teams working towards simi-

lar goals but in different departments. This can lead to situations where projects 

inadvertently undermine each other, as described by an interviewee: "Sometimes, 

the projects awe do are very secretive and business unit specific that we might not 

know if someone else might be solving the same problem as us. Very few, but has 

happened, cases where we have done a pilot but then somewhere else in the organ-

isation someone has already solved this problem or are further down the line.  Re-

sulting in that we might have to shut down our project.". Such scenarios might be 

more frequent particularly in large-scale organisations where communication gaps 

might allow for such parallel projects to go unnoticed until critical decisions are to 

be made. 

 

 

Adaptation to new internal challenges and users 

Projects and collaborations are also frequently subject to revision due to the emer-

gence of unforeseen challenges or new problems identified during the project’s 

lifecycle that needs to be addressed before solving the initial scope of the collabo-

rations. Some interviewees noted that new hurdles often require immediate atten-

tion, diverting focus and resources from the originally scoped objectives. "The pilot 

was successful, but we discovered that we need to do other things that we didn't 

know about, and to have those in place before we can move on. Therefore, we can-

not implement it before we have developed these other things.". mentioned an-

other interviewee. This adaptive approach, while necessary, can strain resources 

and shift focus from the project's original goals, requiring continual reassessment 

and realignment which contributes to the potential end of a project. 

Similarly, the ultimate success of a project often hinges on user adoption, which 

can be severely impacted by the issues of miscommunication and misalignment. If 

the internal end-users of the solution are not adequately engaged or if the project 

fails to meet their evolving needs due to scope shifts, the likelihood of successful 

full-scale adoption diminishes. "In order to implement, it would have required ac-

tually to bring new ways of working to the users. It’s sometimes hard to introduce 

new solutions, but also essentially, it’s all about getting that user acceptance. If 
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there’s no user acceptance it isn’t going to fly and this might sometimes be a bot-

tleneck but very important to the users on board.", highlighted a participant. This 

underscores the importance of maintaining clear communication channels and 

alignment not only among the direct internal stakeholders but also with the end-

users throughout the project's duration before committing to external solutions. 

 

4.1.3 Theme 3: Resource allocation and internal selling 

Resource allocation and internal selling is critical in understanding the continuity 

of collaborative partnerships, especially in environments characterised by fluctuat-

ing priorities and varying stakeholder interests. This theme synthesises findings 

from the interviews that highlight the challenges and strategic considerations in 

managing resources and securing internal commitment to ensure the longevity of 

collaborative initiatives. 

 

Changing internal priorities and team composition 

From the interviews, the impact of internal priorities on resource allocation was 

brought up frequently. In larger corporations, unlike in startups, the array of ongo-

ing projects and operational demands is vaster, leading to a continuously shifting 

focus. As one interviewee noted, "The difference is that the startup, they live for 

what they do right. They have one thing on their to do list: they need to make that 

company successful, but in comparison, if you check my priority list, I can give you 

at least ten different items I need to focus on and that will can change on a week 

basis, by that moment something else becomes a priority, I will slow down my sup-

port to that other thing which my frustrate the startup.". This also reflects a 

broader trend from the interviews where they do not directly emphasis that there 

would be a cultural clash directly but more of a clash on how to prioritise. The con-

stant restructuring and re-prioritisation of tasks influence of the personnel 

changes which reflect on project outcomes was frequently highlighted.  

New team members, especially those in managerial roles, can bring different vi-

sions and priorities, potentially disrupting ongoing projects. Interviewees ex-

pressed concerns that new project owners might de-prioritise existing collabora-

tions in favour of initiatives that they have personally championed. As stated by 
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one interviewee, "This is a problem since the vision and ownership might not be 

the same if the core people change throughout the project. For example, when it 

takes too long from selecting the startup to starting the project, a lot of water runs 

under the bridge, and people leave their positions.", underscoring the vulnerability 

of projects to internal politics and personal biases if the same person is not a part 

in deciding the continuation or participating in larger scaling up the innovation. 

The continuity provided by having a consistent project manager from the project's 

inception was emphasised as a critical factor for success towards large scale adap-

tation. Consistency in project leadership helps maintain the strategic direction and 

momentum of the project, fostering relationships and a deep understanding of the 

project's complexities. However, especially in a corporate context people might be 

reassigned as to where they seemed to be mostly interested and adding the most 

value, and in some cases these collaborative initiatives are the ones suffering from 

this.  

 

Business buy-in and internal engagement 

From the onset of a project, securing buy-in from business units and ensuring that 

the project aligns with the commercial strategies of the company was the most 

brought up insight from the interviews. Interviewees stressed the importance of in-

volving business units early in the project planning process to align objectives and 

secure sustained support. "The engagement of the case owners and their sponsors 

is crucial. When you bring in someone who’s not fully engaged, just taking it as an-

other task assigned by their boss, the commitment and focus aren't the same. Es-

pecially when they try to convince to continue the project if they do not care and 

the sponsor do not have background the project will fail.". This early alignment 

helps ensuring that the project remains relevant to the company’s core goals, mak-

ing profits and when it comes to getting budget for larger adaption that the whole 

decision from the sponsor is not only based on one presentation.  

All too often, the interviewees emphasised, the key-decision makers with the man-

date to release budget for external innovation collaboratives where not involved 

from the beginning and become very sceptic to the risk involved with the project 

for giving it budget. The largest emphasis was on the return on investment, with 

projects frequently scrutinised for their potential to deliver financial returns within 
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acceptable risk parameters for the sponsors for utilising their budgets. Despite 

having a positive effect, typically it was viewed as the sponsors only accepted to 

support the project if the risk-award ration was a “no-brainer”, especially if it en-

tailed quick wins. Whereas larger investments seemed too risky. As one inter-

viewee stated about sponsors, “You need to have enough mandate to say, 'Yes, we 

believe in this, and we want to look into it still.' Even though there is uncertainty, 

we are ready to take the risk and move forward. But that’s a bit of a person-de-

pendent factor. You can have the relevant title, but if you’re not the type of person 

who is ready to take that leap... then it might be that simply, it’s nice, but there’s 

not enough evidence and not enough cards.”. Emphasising on that the engagement 

of sponsors during pilot projects was highlighted as a cornerstone of successful 

larger adaption.  

 

4.1.4 Theme 4: Operational and cultural mismatch 

Operational and cultural misalignments represent are presented as barriers to the 

collaborative projects cross-company borders. These misalignments, as illumi-

nated by the interviewees, often stem from differing operational tempos, manage-

ment styles, and organizational cultures, which can escalate into more substantial 

conflicts, affecting the overall success and continuation of initiatives. 

 

Differences in operations and prioritization generates tension 

A prevalent theme across the interviews is the disparity in operational pace and 

how to prioritise between startups and large corporations, which frequently leads 

to tension, and from there, to frustration. Interview participants said that startups 

typically operate under high-speed, agile conditions driven by rapid iteration and 

immediate results, working on one-single goal. Whereas larger companies have 

multiple priorities and typically happen over a long period of time. This difference 

not only impacts day-to-day operations but also affects strategic alignment and the 

execution of joint initiatives. While cultural clashes were not always directly identi-

fied as the root cause of tensions. The interviews suggested that operational misa-

lignments often precipitate to these clashes. Misunderstandings or frustrations 

that begin as operational disputes may evolve into personal conflicts, further 
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complicating collaboration and even possible the end of the collaboration. How-

ever, it was emphasised that the cultural difference was not that directly big of an 

impact and was viewed more as a problem that might occur prior to initiating any 

projects together. 

Differences in project management styles were frequently cited as a critical chal-

lenge. Each organisation brings its methodologies and tools to the table, which can 

differ significantly, affecting the synergy of the partnership. As one corporate man-

ager remarked, "I think the project management practices in many established 

companies were not designed with collaboration with startups in mind. They lack 

the adaptability required to work effectively with external companies or startups 

that operate with more agility and speed. Traditional processes weren’t built to ac-

commodate the fast-paced, iterative styles that startups often use, which can create 

friction and slow down the synergy we’re trying to achieve.". Such differences ne-

cessitate flexible management approaches and the willingness to adapt to each 

other's working styles. This project management style also asserts more flexibility 

in the shift of prioritisation, that is often used in larger corporations as of com-

pared to startups are fighting for their survival with a stringent timeline. 

This tolerance level difference between partnering entities is significant, with cor-

porate entities often having a greater capacity to withstand market fluctuations 

and operational hiccups due to their size and resources. In contrast, startups oper-

ate under constant survival pressure, which can create a mismatch in expectations 

and priorities, leading to tensions also known as cultural clashes. “In large organi-

sations, we’re resilient to slowness. We can handle delays and adapt as priorities 

shift without immediate consequences. But for startups, if they don’t get some-

thing moving, they risk not existing in three months. This creates a natural tension 

because their survival depends on speed and focus, while our approach can some-

times tolerate slower progress due to our stability and resources.”. 
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4.2 Results: Interview tasks ranking factors to discontinua-

tion of projects 

Here in forth, we will be looking at the results from the task part of the interview. 

The task brought up factors leading to discontinuation of pilot projects, derived 

from the background section for this thesis. This task was for utilising the exten-

sive experiences of the interviewees and to pinpoint what common factors seems 

to be the be the most reoccurring ones.  

This task also acted as a way to complement the semi-structured interviews to get 

the most insights from the interviewees. The task provides a complementary quali-

tative depth to the results. In the table below, one can find the individual inter-

viewees rankings in a more summarised and visualized way.  

Table 4. Summarisation of the results from the ranking task in the interviews. 
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4.2.1 Overview of results from the ranking task 

The ranking task included six factors: Organisational readiness and culture, Part-

nership relationship dynamics changes, Resource allocation, Strategic need 

changes: market fit and customer adoption, Innovation management processes, 

and External factors. Each interviewee (column I, going from 1 - 6) ranked these 

factors on a scale 1 to 6, with 6 indicating most likely to be the reason of discontin-

uation and 1 the lowest.  

Summarising the results from the individual ranking tasks, some clear trends 

could at least be identified. Resource allocation accumulated the highest points, 

which would indicate that being the most likely reason of not selecting a successful 

pilot to larger scale adoption and scaling. Conversely, External Factors, received 

the least votes, with the total of 14 points. Both Resource allocation and External 

factors are significantly from the other reasons of discontinuations. 

The rest of the factors seemed to be closer to each other and many of the interview-

ees were torn on which to put before the other. Looking at the table we can how-

ever see that Innovation Management Processes received 23 points as the second 

highest, followed by Strategic need changes: market fit and customer adoption 

(21), Partnership relationship dynamics changes (20), and Organisational readi-

ness and culture (19). 

While certain factors consistently were ranked high or low across all interviewees, 

there are some notable variations and outliers in the ranking task. Looking at the 

table, we can for example see that Organisational readiness and culture received a 

wide range of ranking among some of some interviewees, mainly I1 and I3 assign-

ing the maximum score, while I2 and I& ranked it significantly lower. This sug-

gests that while the factor of Organisational readiness and culture has split experi-

ences of being a deciding factor. Similarly, Partnership relationship dynamic 

changes also displayed mixed ranking among the answers, ranging from 1-5. Only 

interviewee I2 and I5 had minor difficulties with understanding the task fully and 

had problems in ranking some of the factors over the other. Despite the confusion, 

it will not affect the overall picture too much in seeing how the interviewee would 

rank the factors. 
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The mixed rankings across the participants in certain factor will be discussed later 

but is ultimately based on the wide mix of different experiences, or lack of experi-

ence. The thesis will touch upon and discuss these indifferences later in the discus-

sive part of the paper. 

Acknowledging this task’s results by themselves, would indicate that Resource al-

location is the key-deciding factor in not continuing a partnership, despite success-

ful outcomes from a pilot. With the rest of the factors being equally important and 

influential. However, with External factors being the least common to be the 

source of discontinuation.  

 

4.3 Discussion  

In this section, we will go through the results from both parts of the interviews and 

take a deeper look into how the literature resonates with the insights from the in-

dustry experts. The discussion will follow the themes brought up during the first 

part of the interview and discuss how the key factor from the literature were 

ranked and what those can tell about the situation of larger scale adaption of inno-

vation within larger industrial companies. Additionally, see how the result from 

the interviews resonates or do not resonate with what the literature had to say 

about these things. 

Below in table 5, summarising the results from the interview in terms of what was 

discussed, and which factors then is translated into what theme. To note, many of 

the factors and themes are quite interrelated. With this table one can view which 

themes and issues seems to be the most frequent problems of scaling innovation in 

a larger extent in large scale companies. The discussion will follow the themes 

brought up during the first part of the interview and discuss how the key factor 

from the literature were ranked and what those can tell about the situation of 

larger scale adaption of innovation within larger industrial companies. Addition-

ally, see how the result from the interviews resonates or do not resonate with what 

the literature had to say about these things. 
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Table 5. Summarisation key insight and aligning correlated factor from task part of 
the interview with respective total score. 

Themes mentioned in the 

1st part interview 

Key-issues within theme 

from 1st part interview 

Correlated key-factor of dis-

continuation from task 

(ranked sum score) 

Theme 1: Market dynam-

ics and business context 

changes 

Appearance of better solu-

tions 

Economic downturn 

squeezes budget 

Redirected corporate strat-

egy prioritisation 

 

Strategic need changes; mar-

ket fit and customer adaption 

(21) 

 

External factors (14) 

Theme 2: Collaboration 

pivots or gets internally 

scrutinised 

Internal miscommunica-

tion and organisational 

misalignment 

Adaption to new internal 

challenges and users 

Strategic need changes; mar-

ket fit and customer adaption 

(21) 

 

Innovation management pro-

cesses (23) 

Theme 3: Resource allo-

cation and internal sell-

ing  

Change of internal priori-

ties and team composition 

Business Buy-in and inter-

nal engagement 

Resource allocation (27) 

 

Innovation management pro-

cesses (23) 

Theme 4: Operational 

and cultural mismatch  

Differences in operation 

and prioritisation gener-

ates tension 

 

Organisational readiness and 

culture (19) 

 

Innovation management pro-

cesses (23) 

 

Partnership dynamics 

changes (20) 
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4.3.1 Discussion: Difference and similarities in literature and interview 

Theme 1: Market dynamics and business context changes 

In the interviews, external factors such as economic downturns and market com-

petition were brought up as key-reasons for discontinuing projects with external 

partners. The interviewees noted that sudden shifts in market conditions can often 

lead to the reallocation of resources or shifts in corporate strategy, causing projects 

to lose momentum and internal traction. For example, the new market conditions 

are not as favourable for larger scale adaption for a new product compared to the 

beginning of the pilot, or a competitor has launched products with are far more su-

perior features and performance. These kinds of conditions that change during 

projects themselves might affect the decision of continuation, due to the bar being 

set higher than in the beginning or external feasibility metrics has taken a down-

turn. 

Additionally, referring to how the interviewees ranked discontinuation factors, ex-

ternal factors also added up some points, where many of the other factors could 

also be put within these keywords which then gives perhaps the “external factor” 

key factor less emphasis due to having the similar major reasons as their own parts 

and making the External factor more of unknown unknowns’ calibre compared to 

the change of market dynamics. Ultimately perhaps, even making the key-factor of 

“External Factors” irrelevant in the eyes of the task and results due to this percep-

tion and wide interpretability.  

Nevertheless, all interviewees recognised the importance of the external environ-

ment. Mostly, from the perspective that longer spanned pilot projects that are 

more influenced by how corporate strategy changes and therefore needs to be reas-

sessed in the light of what the new prioritizations of the organization are before 

adapting the innovation. This belief in time vulnerability, can be viewed in the 

joint score of 21 for the factor of “Strategic need changes; Market fit and customer 

adaption”. Despite many seeing external emerged influences as a factor of not con-

tinuing joint efforts with an external partners, they did not view it as important as 

internal factors since many times the external factors are something that are very 

unforeseeable and something you “cannot do anything about”. This perspective 

might invite the consideration of the cyclical relationship between external market 

shifts and internal re-prioritisation, where changes in the external environment 
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might often lead to adjustments in corporate focus, which in turn impact innova-

tion and projects’ trajectories. It raises questions about whether projects should al-

ways face full discontinuation when market dynamics shift or if there might be 

ways to 'keep them in the loop,' allowing for a return when conditions become 

more favourable, or being too afraid of scaling due to not being entirely sure about 

their position in the market. Such an approach might reflect the reality that many 

of these decisions hinge not only on strategic alignment but also on the availability 

of resources and timing within the organisation and the external market, as inves-

tigated by Koussis et. al (2007). However, perhaps not to the extent that one will 

not be hesitant of closing off initiatives since that might tie resources. 

Comparing to literature, market dynamics are highlighted as important and are 

manageable with a flexible innovation strategy (Steiber & Alänger, 2020). How-

ever, one can questions if that refers to having a larger picture resilience to market 

changes or if that is adapted to projects specifically to any extent. Corporates can 

put up more flexible project management practices, so that innovation projects can 

adapt to a changing landscape, however, then again there also needs to be capabili-

ties for monitoring on what happens on the outside during the project to call it off 

before realising the full budget. A flexible approach might have the most beneficial 

impact for longer spanning projects of that is of core strategy benefit due to the im-

mediate results having a positive impact on the company. Adding on, the idea of 

setting up flexible frameworks might be more important from the perspective of 

getting pilot projects over the finish line and should perhaps not be applied for 

making decisions of larger scale adaption, since the idea in pilot projects and open 

innovation is to re-iterate, test, and fail and not keeping initiatives alive for as long 

as it takes.  

 

Theme 2: Collaboration pivots or gets internally scrutinised  

The interview data reveals that internal communication and stakeholder misalign-

ment are common reasons for the discontinuing collaboration. These factors seem 

to frequently lead to pilot projects being scrutinised due to being shifted to address 

new set of challenges that arise during the project, disrupting their initial scope. 

Additionally, there is a threat for the project being de-prioritised internally due to 

that an internal project tackling the same issue has been identified, ultimately 
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forcing the company to select to which project to bet on or roll out resources for 

identical efforts, all due to the reason of not being aware of what initiatives are be-

ing driven internally. 

In the task-based assignment, the factor “Innovation Management Processes” was 

ranked the second most common reason for discontinuation, with a total of 23, in-

dicating that poor management of innovation and lack of internal processes can 

derail even promising projects. Also, the factor of customer adaption can some-

what be interpreted to be relevant to this theme, from the perspective of “Strategic 

need changes; market fit and customer adaption” which had a joint score of 21. 

These rankings closely relate with what was brought up during the discussive part 

of the interviews, where poor internal communication leads to multiple problem-

atic situations that might lead to the interruption of a project or deprioritising it.  

Example lessons that were mentioned in the interviews related to this area of prob-

lems where for example having problems in translating the core needs, or correlat-

ing problems, which then becomes evident in the progression of the project. This 

identification of new needs that needs to be solved first in order, then forces pro-

jects to have to take a halt or even switch its initial scope completely. Additionally, 

in the light of the new scope the external partner might not be as relevant anymore 

which also might lead to scrutinising the partnership. From another perspective, a 

situation could emerge where other internal ongoing projects that are further in 

their progress and scrutinise the project with an external partner, or the internal 

users of the final product were not aligned from the beginning that they will be 

adapting and using a new solution. By not including the right end-users from the 

beginning might give room for thoughts of exclusivity from projects and rebellious 

behaviour, making the end-user unwilling to adapt the new solution due to not be-

ing included from the beginning. 

Literature echoes the insights and discussion points earlier mentioned in this seg-

ment. For example, Denysiuk (2021) puts emphasis on the importance of having 

clear communication channels and innovation management processes for success-

ful collaboration with external partners. However, in general, it seems like the 

weight of internal communication and awareness of other internal efforts is to not 

as present in the literature as the people working with innovation everyday might 

not have experienced. The literature is trying to enhance more the importance of 
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communication and alignment of stakeholders, which naturally also includes in-

ternal stakeholders, but that people managing projects with external partners 

might be a bit more ignorant towards the problems that might arise from poor in-

ternal stakeholder management. Probably due to being distracted by the higher 

risks and more frequent communication needed towards external partners to keep 

such collaborative efforts afloat and running smoothly. This phenomenon is some-

thing that other authors have also recognised, as for example in complex initiatives 

of green building projects (Yang & Zou, 2014). 

 

Theme 3: Reallocation and internal selling 

As one could already see in the results section, in both the semi-structured inter-

views and in the ranking task, resource allocation emerged as a very important 

theme that all the interviewees identified and ranked highly as a factor of discon-

tinuation. In the ranking task, it ranked the highest with a total of 27 points, and 

the interviewees consistently pointed out challenges related to having sufficient re-

sources available for initiatives.  

The interviewees noted that projects can often face the change of key-personnel as-

sociated with an initiative, which then might lead to the lack of vision, drive and 

key-intel to move a pilot project forward in critical stages in the right directions. 

This lack of key-personnel does not only contribute to difficulties in managing pro-

jects, but also that the new owner of the initiative might not have the same per-

sonal interest and level of ownership in making sure the innovation would become 

a success. Having the emotional buy-in and vision from projects owners are critical 

also in the larger adaption of projects, which is also emphasised in the literature 

(Katz, 2007).   

Adding on to resources, securing internal buy-in seemed to be a reoccurring dis-

cussion point among the interviewees. With the main discussion revolving around, 

securing the monetary and people resources needed from internal business spon-

sors to move a project to the next phase. Based on the discussions it was inter-

preted like the easiest way of mitigating this hurdle was to involve or introduce the 

relevant sponsor to a project early on, so that the decision would not be made 

solely on one pitch on the results and visions of the pilot project being evaluated. 
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This seems to be a common theme also in general, that people in position of doing 

the final selections and decisions of innovation bets are often opting for low-risk 

projects with quick wins. This, however, makes logical sense from the perspective 

of the sponsors. A sponsors might opt for “quick and easy wins” to perhaps main-

tain their own personal credibility for future aspirations, however, not being able 

to take larger risks on potential incremental innovation, despite the origin of the 

idea, is a major loss in potential. Despite the human urge of doing safe bets in a 

world of consequences that will bring some return of investment, it is perhaps not 

the best approach for long-term gains. If we would view at innovation development 

as the rough translation of investing for the future, the word investing should not 

be forgotten. The mindset of safe innovation bets with steady yield might be the 

best approach for projects meant for closed innovation and R&D, the emergence of 

faster paced open innovation efforts might indicate that a different approach to in-

novation investments might be needed. What if a more iterative and quick innova-

tion landscape also resonated better to an investment approach that is based on 

more influences from the world of risk-capital. Being more conscious on how to 

approach investing in a faster paced environment might lead to higher returns in 

the innovation portfolio. Considering taking on more frequently higher-risk pro-

jects, as the ones with external partners, forward compared to what one used to do, 

to potentially yield higher rewards. Adding on, it should serve as a reminder that it 

is important in innovation to be mindful of where we are trying to get with the pro-

jects and innovation we are seeking to create. Similarly, as to when investing mon-

etary resource, what are we trying to receive with this investment. For example, is 

the monetary investment meant to be utilised for more monetary resources, strate-

gic knowledge or to receive a specific place in the market. 

Nevertheless, from the perspective of the sponsor, it is natural that they would do 

not prefer to opt for “innovation gambling” due to the risk often associated with 

working with external partners, especially if one’s own career and name is at risk. 

In addition, the sponsors are still the persons who sets the bar and need to set 

those goals relatively high to make sure the company as a whole stays competitive. 

However, undoubtedly, it would be interesting to see what further impact could be 

generated from being more opportunistic and consistent in innovation efforts. For 

example, there has been some studies showing that companies with R&D centres 

close to environments where gambling is not as stigmatised, are taking more risks 
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and spends more on R&D. These papers are referring to that areas that are more 

prone to gambling are spending more on innovation, and therefore taking more 

risk and are yielding higher rewards (Chen et. al., 2014). However, little research 

has been made on this specific area and coining this phenomenon as “innovation 

gambling” might sound a bit reckless but is perhaps not too far-fetched of a turn-

key idea of formulating methods for resource allocation designed to optimise 

yields based on companies’ approach to innovation, by balancing risk taking. 

Looking at the results, there seems to be a lot of common ground, based on what 

has been highlighted in the interviews and as to what the literature claims as best 

practices and common pitfall; That resource allocation is the most common area of 

where projects are discontinued.   

 

Theme 4: Operational & cultural mismatch  

Operational and cultural misalignments are consistently identified in both litera-

ture and interview findings as barriers, particularly in collaborations between cor-

porations and startups. However, these misalignments are framed differently 

across sources. The literature predominantly focuses on the clash of organisational 

cultures, often leading to friction that disrupts collaboration (Kager et al., 2022). 

The friction, according to the literature, arises from diverging work cultures, 

which, if unresolved, result in the termination of joint efforts. In contrast, many in-

terviewees provided a more nuanced perspective, suggesting that it is not neces-

sarily the difference in culture that causes friction but rather the lack of tolerance 

for differing approaches to prioritisation. Specifically, startups, which typically op-

erate with a high-speed, singular focus, can conflict with larger companies that 

have multiple priorities and longer time horizons. This misalignment of priorities, 

if not addressed properly in, for examples, the project’s scoping phase, quickly be-

comes a root of operational friction. Interviewees emphasised that this dynamic 

does not only affect day-to-day operations but also influences strategic alignment 

and the overall success of joint initiatives.  

Furthermore, personal dynamics were highlighted as a critical factor, with inter-

viewees asserting that without strong interpersonal chemistry, projects are likely 

to fail despite their potential. While the literature tends to emphasise 
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organisational culture as a key challenge, interviewees suggested that personal dif-

ferences in values and expectations, rather than only organisational culture alone, 

contribute more directly to friction. Moreover, differences in project management 

styles were frequently mentioned, though these were seen as contributing factors 

rather than primary reasons for project discontinuation. Interestingly, task-based 

evaluations, such as organisational readiness and culture, were rated lower than 

expected, with a total of 19 points, relatively perhaps to the frequent emphasis on 

this issue in literature. This result might imply that while cultural disparities are 

recognised, they are often overshadowed by more immediate challenges such as 

resource constraints or internal innovation processes and are caused preliminary 

from differences in prioritisation styles and lack of tolerance towards other styles 

of work. This slight divergence between theoretical and practical perspectives sug-

gests that while operational and cultural misalignments are important, they may 

not be as critical in determining the success or failure of collaborative efforts as 

perhaps initially thought. (Durst & Ståhle, 2013) 

 

4.3.2 Discussion: Interdependencies add complexity and underlying root 

causes 

Resource allocation as a root cause 

A significant insight emerging from this research has been the interdependencies 

and complexity of the barriers that emerge as the sole source of truth to the fall of 

startup-corporate initiatives. The literature typically treats challenges such as re-

source allocation, operational misalignment, cultural differences, and internal mis-

communication as distinct isolated problems that need addressing with and follow 

to make sure that innovative efforts are not hindered by temporary hurdles. How-

ever, after diving deeper into the literature, conducting industry interviews, and 

analysing the results that there seems to be some sort of hierarchy of these de-

pendencies that does not seem to be all too often mentioned in literature. 

The main example would be resource allocation. In theory, resource allocation is 

frequently treated as a root cause of project discontinuation. However, looking at 

the findings would suggest that resource allocation should be classified more as a 

consequence rather than a root cause. Resource allocation decisions often reflect 

broader dynamics within the organisation, what is the direction, culture and 
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prioritisation within a certain point of time. Which would then be translated to 

certain decisions to bet on something or not, and almost never because there 

would not be a barrier but question of prioritisation question. This would ulti-

mately mean that rest of the reasons of discontinuation factors acts as triggers to 

resource allocation decisions. These triggers start friction within collaborations 

and have a direct impact on the end of a collaborations. The triggers can either be 

“strong” enough to determinate a project by themselves or influence the resource 

allocation decisions to ensure continuation. These triggers have for example influ-

ence on the willingness of sponsors and decision-makers to allocate resources ef-

fectively, already indirectly from the sense of having miscommunication and misa-

lignment perhaps not within the themes of resource allocation as previously indi-

cated in the results section.  

To simplify, resource allocation can be viewed as a symptom of underlying factors, 

rather than the primary cause of a sickness. On the other hand, perhaps not to the 

extent that a "lack of resources" may be the result of deeper challenges that have 

gone unaddressed and unnoticed. Rather, that they contribute to the overall ques-

tion on what to prioritise at that point of time, where even the smallest of sign of 

sickness can lead to not wanting to take risks. These triggers will nevertheless be a 

heavily influenced by human error and behaviour, so fanatically trying to minimise 

these discontinuation factors, or later referred to as triggers, might not be feasible. 

Since the triggers will be present despite the project, the focus should perhaps be 

more on acknowledging the appearance of friction and making sure it is kept at a 

level that it does not become the first falling domino in a budget decision. 

The idea that resource allocation may be perceived as the most significant factor 

due to its position as the ultimate decision point is an important nuance to con-

sider. Since resource allocation is the last step where decisions are made, it natu-

rally becomes the most visible aspect of failure or success. However, this perspec-

tive may mask the triggering underlying “smaller” factors that influence these deci-

sions of monetary value, for example, internal selling where you try to convince in-

ternal stakeholder about a project, which is directly related to resource allocation 

but is perhaps not about the issue itself. 

 

Risk aversity of business sponsors 
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In resource allocation, the role of internal selling stands out as a particularly criti-

cal factor. As the final step before resources are allocated, internal selling acts as 

the last bottleneck, through which all prior considerations and triggers must pass. 

If alignment regarding the project is weak it is unlikely that resources will be se-

cured. Therefore, it is important that a project’s future is not dependent on one a 

decision made on a 20-minute presentation. But rather be scrutinised based on the 

triggers it has accumulated during its test-phase, and the feasibility it reconciles 

compared to the base line within the set of parameters from the project’s emer-

gence. This might perhaps indicate that the root-cause is not resource allocation 

directly but the decision making in realising the budget. Leading to that lack of 

motivating the one realising budget to bet on an external innovation might be the 

main reason to discontinuation. With only a few of things what we can control – 

which is not for example person dynamics in project management but taking the 

human biases out of the equation of decision making. 

The reluctance of business sponsors to take risks on external collaborations is an 

additional dynamic influencing resource allocation that perhaps is not associated 

with any of the other root causes but more an isolated psychological phenomenon. 

As discussed earlier in the thesis, sponsors' personal risk aversion may mean that 

project that show promising results might not be selected to scale due to being 

identified as a riskier than an internal project due to having external partners as an 

integral part, especially startups. However, that reasoning is understandable and 

logical. The question lies in is that risk reward ratio standardised or personal. If we 

assume that we have two identical projects ready to be scaled looking for more 

budget, one project with an internal partner and one with an external partner, and 

we can only afford with one project which would be selected. The obvious answer 

is the internal one, due to the likelihood for lower risk of failure due to less moving 

parts. The follow up question, would then be how much more attractive of an in-

vestment would the external project have to be until it would be preferred over the 

internal project, within what dimensions of metrics, and what are the added val-

ues. If this risk reluctant behaviour contaminates to a broader organisational re-

luctance to invest in uncertain outcomes with high reward, the long-term wins 

might be out of reach and question why to even work with gutsy partners to begin 

with if it would not resonate with one’s strategy towards innovation.   
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5 Conclusions 

In this next section we will wrap up the main key conclusions from this thesis, 

which the writer found as the most insightful and open up some recommendations 

on what research gaps would be beneficial to fill within this field of theory and 

practice. 

 

5.1 Key conclusions 

The exploration of pilot projects best practices and corporate-startup collabora-

tion, as discussed in this thesis, provides insights into why certain projects, despite 

being proven feasible, do not progress to full-scale implementation. Through the 

mixed qualitative data gathered from the semi-structure interviews with industry 

experts and with the support from literature, conclusions have been identified that 

illuminate the multifaceted nature of pilot project management and decision mak-

ing in the context of open innovation. 

The findings of this study underscores on a high level the significant impact that 

resource allocation and operational alignment have on the progression and fate of 

pilot projects. The interviews revealed that even promising projects with external 

partners can, due to inconsistent involvement of decision makers and inadequate 

resource commitment, halt development and scaling. These barriers in decision 

making are then even further amplified by, as commonly described as, operational 

and cultural indifferences between corporations and startups. This mismatch in 

prioritisation can by themselves hinder effective collaboration, leading to friction 

between the working parties, and ultimately result in miscommunication, delays 

and jeopardising the common initiative. But also contribute to the risk profile of 

the investment making it less favourable in the eyes of business sponsor to release 

sufficient budget for the development of the joint innovation. 

These insights have indirectly showed the interconnected nature of these factors 

that can impede the success of pilot projects. This thesis argues that the factors are 

interdependent and influence each other and culminates into a question of re-

source allocation. This might imply that addressing these issues as isolated issues 
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might be insufficient and industry is in the need of tools to look at this in a more 

holistic approach and to allocate scaling budget in a more standardised way. 

 

5.2 Recommendations for industry and future research  

This study opens multiple opportunities for recommendations for industry to ap-

ply to their everyday innovation efforts, and for academia to dive further into to 

better understand the dynamics of projects between startups and corporates. One 

area of improvement lies in understanding and managing the risk-reward toler-

ance associated with highly innovative projects, both for internal and external ini-

tiatives. Corporations should develop clear guidelines on what dictates an accepta-

ble amount of risk, enabling more informed and timely decisions regarding the 

continuation, pausing or termination of joint initiatives. Establishing clear guide-

lines on what is acceptable risk for certain types of projects might help in decision 

making and decreasing the decisions made on gut feeling or personal preferences. 

Future research could investigate the risk tolerance and preference for different 

types of projects, to build, for example, an understanding of what benefits projects 

with external partners would need to be compared to identical internal projects for 

being selected for further scaling. 

Communication and timely stakeholder engagement have been proven to be a key-

factor of success both from literature but also as insights from the interviews. Not 

only from the sole purpose of progressing projects but also for getting funds to 

reach the full potential of initiatives. Finding the key performance indicators that 

help project managers to manage projects, but also how and what metrics should 

be shown for internal selling would be utterly important that could be addressed 

both by academia and industry. By having clear ways of communicating helps with 

ensuring projects are treated similarly and for minimising the friction between 

startups and corporates. In addition to the projects and success metrics, one could 

research on whom to communicate with, at which point of time for these projects 

to create a framework and best practise on when to engage and who for the best 

project outcomes, and how this would look like in correlation to a project’s lifecy-

cle.   
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Taking into consideration these practices and recommendations one could help 

corporations navigate the complexity of pilot projects and their fate more effec-

tively, driving better outcomes in an innovation landscape that will be heavily fo-

cused around iteration and collaboration.  
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