
 
 

Delivering results. Building capability 
  

Has corporate venturing had its day? 
In a flurry of enthusiasm in the late 1990s, many organisations took to a new business model designed to deliver 
growth from their existing assets.  Corporate venturing promised to unleash the potential lying dormant within 
organisations and was a clear response to the desire for growth through internal innovation.  Some recent surveys, 
however, have questioned whether corporate venturing has lived up to its expectations and have suggested that it 
is unlikely that many organisations will commercialise internally generated corporate venturing initiatives successfully.  
So it might be logical to assume that corporate venturing has had its day and will move off the boardroom agenda 
just as restructuring, reengineering and other business models did in the preceding decade.   

Not so, claims Corven Group, whose own experience confirms its optimism.  Dedicated to the practice of corporate 
venturing, and with results to confirm its hunch (twice short listed for national business awards in the last two 
years1), Corven believes that corporate venturing still has the power to help companies regenerate themselves.  
Under continuing pressure to deliver profitable growth and create shareholder value, and not happy with either the 
incremental returns deriving from core organic growth or with the lacklustre results of M&A activity, business leaders 
can meet their obligations by capitalising on the skills, knowledge and assets that reside within their business. 

And Corven is not alone.  Despite the broader sense of pessimism in the venturing market and the deteriorating 
climate for investment, some large European institutions – like Diageo, Nokia, Phillips and Unilever – continue to 
maintain their corporate venturing units, convinced that it is a model with plenty of life in it yet. 

Corven is seeing a pattern of behaviours and approaches among those organisations that have successfully drawn 
on the corporate venturing model.  It believes that success may depend, in general, on keeping a tighter focus on 
venturing activities and, in particular, acknowledging that: 

• The venture must be accorded breathing space to develop; unreasonable pressure for an early 
launch leaves the fledging venture too immature to cope in the business environment 

• All ventures must be developed in close consultation with the business; islands of development 
leave the venture isolated and unsupported, while activities that are run entirely from the corporate 
centre find little business-unit support 

• The venture portfolio must be bespoke for every company, reflecting its own special culture and 
values, and its own corporate aspirations and objectives 

• The identification of opportunities is only the start – the real challenge for most businesses is in 
evaluating sustainable opportunities and planning for, and then realising, long-term benefits 

 

Allow ventures breathing space to develop 

Breathing space for ventures and venturing programmes comes in various guises. The most obvious is timing – 
unrealistic expectations about launch and delivery will put the venture and any wider venture programme under 
unnecessary, and often fatal, pressure.  Breathing space should also be provided in terms of appropriate 
performance measures and working methods, and flexibility in the use of resources. 

Time:  Few new businesses deliver significant immediate revenues.  Corporate venturing initiatives are no different; 
short-term returns from venturing are few and far between.  CEOs embarking on corporate venturing programmes 
must accept that it is likely to be 18 months, and possibly more, before positive returns can be expected, and they 
need to manage the expectations of non-executives, shareholders and colleagues accordingly.  It took two years, 
for example, for Egg, launched as a brand in 1998, to achieve a sizeable operating income (only £19.7 million in 
1999, but rising to £93.2 million in 2000 and £189.4 million in 20012). 

 Giving a venture time is an important investment – and, indeed, a concession from the CEO, whose own average 
life in post is between three and five years.  This is not to suggest that ventures should be presented with blank 
cheques, however.  Successful venturing programmes have a series of appropriately defined, short-term objectives 
and milestones, acknowledging that, while immediate revenues are unlikely to flow, the activities associated with the 
identification, development and launch of new ventures remains on track and those charged with delivery know that 
progress is being monitored and assessed.   

Performance measures:  Typically, the measures used to judge the performance of ‘Old Co’ will be poorly suited 
to venturing activity, and the modus operandi of the business delivering its core offering will not be conducive to an 
entrepreneurial venture.  Finance Directors, among others, must allow non-standard performance metrics and 
rewards for the venture and the venturing team, and concessions must be made in the way that new businesses 



 

operate.  It is critical, however, not to alienate the rest of the organisation, so the venture must not be seen to be 
being ‘let off the hook’; expectations and measures set for its own performance must be just as rigorous, although 
different from, those applying to the rest of the business. 

Resources:  CEOs are in a unique position to create space and mobility for the venture by freeing up resources – 
principally, people and investment funds, but sometimes also access to specific technologies, marketing expertise, 
legal support, and so on.  The failure to allocate sufficient resource is a principal reason for venture death. 

Employees tend to become involved either as part of a physical core team or as part of a virtual network.  In some 
organisations, a small number of people from across the business will be brought together with the specific 
objective of identifying opportunities.  In others, it might be more helpful to establish a mechanism to ‘capture’ ideas 
already circulating in the organisation and to refine them into commercial opportunities. 

Often, a small cross-functional group will be created to ‘challenge’ the initial development and evaluation of the 
opportunities identified.  The importance of this ‘evaluation and challenge role’ cannot be over-emphasised – too 
many businesses fail to subject the opportunities they identify to significant and early scrutiny.  The result is either 
that too many sub-optimal ideas are carried forward (usually developed around tactical performance improvement 
initiatives or ‘me too’ opportunities), only to be ‘killed’ later, or that new businesses are launched around weak 
concepts.  

Financial support will be required to establish the teams themselves, especially where external support is sought, to 
fund proof-of-concept exercises for individual opportunities, and to provide (initial) seed investment, where the 
financial case appertaining to a specific opportunity appears attractive. 

 

Ensure that corporate venturing activities are not isolated from the business 

clareb01@yahoo.comVenturing activities and the corporate ventures that they generate are most successful and 
are easier to get off the ground when there is a clear and strong strategic link to the parent’s business and, in 
particular, to specific business units.  Unilever Ventures, for example, focuses on those technologies and 
innovations having an impact on consumer-facing businesses; Reed Elsevier is interested only in ‘content-related’ 
businesses; BASF pursues ventures predicated on chemical processes. 

While a new venture is unlikely to resemble the core business closely (in which case it would simply be a business 
extension), it will usually draw on capabilities or assets that are distinct and unique to the parent’s business, such as 
existing intellectual property, business processes, technologies, employee skills and/or market knowledge, and is 
likely to offer valuable cross-selling opportunities.  Freeserve (launched by Dixons in 1998) took advantage of Group 
assets – including the stores as a sales vehicle, advertising muscle, the corporate IT infrastructure, and an 
established call-centre capability. 

Those that are linked to specific business units can benefit from market knowledge of the current and future needs 
of customers, an acute awareness of the strengths and weaknesses of existing offerings in meeting these needs, 
and an understanding of the future shape of the industry.  The customers, suppliers, competitors, and potential 
business partners of individual business units are also likely to be helpful in validating opportunities and knowing 
where to find and how to use sources of relevant information. 

Businesses engaging their business units in the search for and validation of new ventures will also need to consider 
what rewards are available for the participating business units and its employees and management (that is, what 
credit will they receive by participating in these activities while simultaneously having to manage ‘business as usual’), 
especially where some of the management and employees of the business unit(s) are called upon to head the new 
venture. 

 

Create a bespoke portfolio to suit the character of the parent business 

A unique portfolio of potential venture opportunities should be created for each organisation, reflecting its 
preferences, not only in the nature and mix of opportunities, but also in the number of such opportunities and in the 
way the portfolio is compiled.   

The nature and mix of opportunities:  The nature and the mix of the desired venture opportunities should be 
agreed at the outset, to provide a structure and agree areas of focus, along with the definition of evaluation and 
decision-making criteria.  The venture parameters are likely to include some of the following: 

• Whether the ventures sought should focus on one or a combination of specific markets or 
customer segments, or business units or technologies, or should be driven by the exploitation of 
defined capabilities. 



 

• The extent to which the resultant opportunities are envisaged to support the core business 

• The extent to which opportunities will be predominantly sourced from within the organisation 

• What is the desired timescale for benefit delivery and the expected quantum of delivery and 
whether the predominant focus is on revenue, profit, gaining a certain percentage market share or 
some other metric. 

• What is the extent and timing of funds available for investment and whether the funds are for the 
portfolio overall or per opportunity. 

• Whether the organisation seeks initiatives that it expects to keep within the business, (possibly as 
new divisions), or that it expects to ‘exit’ – and if so, what is the timescale and the expected size of 
such an exit (in terms of disposal proceeds). 

• Whether the opportunities sought will be commercialised completely by the organisation or 
whether they will require some type of partnership. 

While the parameters provide direction and focus, they should not be regarded as set in stone.  Sometimes, those 
involved in opportunity generation will hit a ‘rich seam’ of ideas that fall outside such parameters.  In such a case, it 
is worth challenging the parameters with senior executives and possibly resetting them. 

The process and degree of analysis completed by organisations in selecting which opportunities are pursued is also 
determined by the culture of the business.  In a UK utility, a formal and structured evaluation process was defined – 
all opportunities were judged by a consistent set of rules.  In a security and logistics business, the executive team 
‘winged it’ relying on their gut feel.  Rather than pursuing a standard approach irrespective of the organisation, it is 
important to contextualise the approach based on the requirements and culture of the corporate parent. 

The number of opportunities:  Organisations often focus on too many initiatives (typically, more than six can cause 
problems) or too few (perhaps only one or two).  Too many initiatives saps resource, reduces focus and delays 
venture launch; too few initiatives increases risk. 

The ground-breaking and speculative nature of venture opportunities and the rigorous development processes 
deployed will mean that some initiatives will inevitably fail.  Where all are rejected, employees will be demotivated 
and the organisation and its leaders will have nothing to show for their endeavours.  Between three and five 
initiatives per organisation is usually best (representing elements of both focus and spread), although this depends 
on the nature of the opportunities and the resources that are available. 

It is usually worth compiling a larger portfolio, from which the ‘best’ three to five opportunities will be drawn.  The 
portfolio is likely to contain a broad spectrum of ideas, most of which comply with the defined parameters.  In 
choosing opportunities to pursue further, the organisation can then create a diverse portfolio (for example, some 
‘quick-wins’ might offer a 12- to 18-month payback, while others might take much longer). 

Portfolio-building techniques:  There are many techniques for building the portfolio.  These include facilitated idea-
generation exercises, and workshops involving employees and/or external entities (customers, business partners, 
academics, complimentors and even competitors).  Other techniques include suggestion schemes (internal or 
external), and desk-based analysis (to see what other industry and non-industry players are doing).  We have seen 
a number of organisations pursue internet-based suggestion schemes, but have rarely seen them work – they tend 
to result in incremental growth or performance-improvement opportunities; they focus on known opportunities, 
failing to engage or challenge employees by asking “what new ideas are really possible”; and they are usually 
associated with bureaucracy and slower implementation. 

Some organisations seek external submissions and business cases while others actively consider external venture-
acquisition opportunities.  The technique(s) deployed will depend on organisational objectives and on the essence 
of the opportunities sought.  It is usually sensible to exploit internally generated ideas first – these are ‘free’ and are 
often easier to evaluate. 

 

Commercialise ventures to create value 

Identifying opportunities is only the start – and probably the easiest part of the venture-creation process.  Many 
organisations will fail in their approach to evaluating opportunities, ensuring the venture is sustainable, and seeking 
flexible value-realisation routes. 

Evaluating opportunities and governance:  At the same time as confirming the opportunity parameters, it is helpful 
to consider the evaluation and decision-making criteria and structures to be used to assess and prioritise 
opportunities for further development.  While such decisions can be made ‘on the hoof’, the downside will be 



 

inconsistent decisions – or worse, no decisions at all (with executive teams constantly returning to debate the same 
issues).  Evaluation and decision-making criteria do not need to be complex, but they do need to cover the requisite 
bases for a particular organisation and they do need to be agreed by key corporate decision makers.  Testing the 
venture opportunities against these criteria requires not only strategic thinking and desk-based modelling, but also a 
certain amount of practical market testing.  

Strategic thinking and desk-based modelling will prove and/or resolve the following: 

• That there is a sizeable market, currently poorly served or not served at all by other organisations 

• That a new proposition is required to capture this market and that this proposition will operate in 
the way described and will require access to a determined set of capabilities (of which some might 
be sourced externally) 

• That a management team, who will be accountable for commercialising this proposition, can and 
will be established 

• That the parent organisation(s) is/are uniquely or well placed to commercialise this proposition 

• That the financial case is compelling, and is supplemented by non-financial benefits 

• That the market entry strategy has been defined 

• That the risks are known and that a plan has been formulated to mitigate them 

• That the next steps for proceeding with this opportunity have been outlined 

All of this, however, will be worthless unless the proposition has been tested in the market.  This requires obtaining 
direct customer or business-partner feedback – preferably resulting in the potential customer actually placing a 
deal/buying (or at least agreeing terms).  This ‘proof of concept’ supplements the more analytical business-case 
approach.  Together, they confirm that an initial and significant opportunity exists for the defined proposition. 

Building in sustainability:  Defining the initial proposition is not enough; organisations must also consider 
sustainability.  This means thinking about the proposition beyond the ‘initial window of opportunity’, incorporating 
both offensive and defensive elements.   

From an offensive perspective, organisations must consider what version 2.0 of the proposition will look like.  For 
example: 

• Will it satisfy additional customer needs? 

• Will it incorporate different features? 

• Will it operate in a different way, perhaps using a different technology or platform? 

• Might it be sold to someone else (different customer segments/markets/industry targets, different 
geographies)? 

• Might someone else participate in its delivery (business partners and/or alternative channels)? 

When launching a new venture, the temptation is understandably to have a strong initial version.  However, there is 
a risk that this version might take too long to develop, or become too costly or too complex.  It is also important to 
keep something back to address the responses of competitors (the defensive aspect of sustainability).  Egg 
provides a good example of sustainability.  Its initial product was a competitive (and simple) savings account.  
Subsequently, it has extended into a broader range of financial service products and has been able to cross-sell 
products among its customer base. 

Realising the benefits:  The rationale for corporates pursuing corporate ventures varies, although the realisation of 
financial benefits will usually be a key objective.  There are different ways in which organisations can derive financial 
returns from their ventures.  In the late 1990s, most organisations started their venturing activities with a view to 
emulating the IPOs being pursued or planned by many dotcoms.  Today, the environment has changed:  Corven’s 
own analysis3 is that, currently, organisations are more focused on delivering revenues and conceiving 
opportunities that will support the core business. 

Notwithstanding this, it is important to retain an element of flexibility, especially as the unpredictable economic 
environment makes it hard to plan with any accuracy three or more years ahead.  So, while the primary financial 
objective today might be to generate revenue, the probability is that the environment will change over the next three 
years, so organisations should provide for some ‘end game’ flexibility, making retention or exit (IPO, MBO, trade 
sale) possible.  In practical terms, this means planning the venture’s business, process and financial design so that 
if ‘exit’ is the chosen route, the venture is not too tightly integrated into the parent’s business. 
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