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Abstract—This paper analyzes the components of a corporate
incubator operator model in multinational companies. Thereby,
three relevant phases were identified: pre-incubation, incubation,
and exit. Each phase contains different criteria that represent
critical success factors for a corporate incubator, which are based
on theoretical findings and lessons learned from practice. During
the pre-incubation phase companies should define their need for a
corporate incubator, the origin of ideas and the selection criteria
for incubator tenants. The actual phase of incubation refers to the
incubator program, which should be flexible with respect to each
tenant. Furthermore, resource allocation plays an important role
during the incubator program. Exit options after a successful
incubation differ according to internal ideas and external startups, as well as the objective of the incubator. The research is based
on a comprehensive screening of existing incubator literature and
a qualitative content analysis of statements from eight experts of
international corporate incubators.
Keywords—corporate incubator; intrapreneurship; business
model innovation; operator model

I. INTRODUCTION
Traditionally, research and development (R&D) units have
been the source of innovation for many corporations and at the
same time basis for their competitive advantage [1]. However,
nowadays it becomes increasingly important for firms to
quickly adapt to emerging trends within their area of business
in order to avoid losing market shares and to remain
competitive in the long-run. Furthermore, being considered an
innovative company has a positive impact on the image of a
corporation [2]. By facing these new challenges, corporate
incubators have recently emerged as a modern instrument of
R&D management [3]. The trend of incubation has its origin in
the United States, where the first incubator was established in
1959 [4]. Several authors describe corporate incubators as

“specialized corporate units that hatch new businesses by
providing physical resources and support” [5]; [6]; [7]. As this
phenomenon is still young and many corporations are facing the
challenge of designing and implementing corporate incubators,
this study has the aim to suggest a corporate incubator operator
model by following a holistic approach. Even though prior
research addresses several attempts of incubator models, it has
been detected that these approaches are rarely applicable and
individual solutions need to be identified [4]. In the context of
this study, the following research question is analyzed:
What dimensions need to be included into a corporate
incubator operator model for a successful
implementation?
After a comprehensive screening of existing theoretical
approaches of incubator models, this study relies on a number
of expert interviews for defining required categories and
criteria. A comparison of practical corporate incubator models
results in the determination of critical success factors and the
proposal of a generally applicable corporate incubator operator
model.
II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF CORPORATE INCUBATORS
In order to get an understanding of the research topic of this
paper, the following passages explain the concept of incubation
and the classification of corporate incubators, which will be
further analyzed in the empirical part of this study.
A. Definition of incubation
The term incubator has its origin in the Latin word
“incubare”, which refers to the hatching of birds’ eggs
according to natural sciences. Initially, the name incubator was
used in the context of human medicine and describes a place for

newborns that ensures their growth and development in a
protected environment [4]. Economic sciences suggest several
definitions of incubators, which differ with respect to their
orientation and focus of the program and describe them as:
“an entity that “hatches” new ideas by providing
physical resources and support to nurture the growth
of new business ventures, which can either be an
independent start-up, or an internal corporate venture”
[9]; [5].
“property based initiatives [11] providing their
tenants with a mix of services encompassing
infrastructure, business support services and
networking” [12]; [5]; [13]; [14].
„useful facilities where fledgling enterprises can
survive and grow in a supportive environment” [15].
Due to the large number of incubator definitions that in some
part contain a different understanding of the concept, this paper
applies the following working definition:
An incubator represents an institution where founders
or start-ups receive the required environment for
making their idea or product market-ready.
B. Historical context of the incubator concept
The concept of incubation dates back to 1959 when the first
incubator was established at Batavia, New York [16]. Back
then, a building of 79,000 square meters was located on the
premises of a shutdown corporation and office space was rented
to several businesses, who could not afford to lease the entire
facility [17]. In addition, the incubator also provided office
services, the procurement of funding possibilities and business
advice to its tenants for a small fee [4]. Besides the development
of return-oriented forms of incubators, the concept was also
initiated close to leading universities and research institutes in
the 1960s and 1970s with the aim to commercialize new
technologies and innovation [18]. During the 1980s and the
1990s, the diffusion of incubator programs increased
significantly and it became a trend to develop business
incubators around certain industrial and technological clusters
[19]. By the end of 1990, a total of 600 incubators were
established, which accelerated to 4,000 incubators in 2011 [20].

[25]; [18]; [24]). As depicted in table 1, suggested incubator
types include public, research-oriented, return-oriented and
hybrid incubators. Non-profit incubators are sponsored either
by federal institutions or universities as well as research
facilities. The objectives of these public and research-oriented
incubators basically target economic development of a region
and funding is provided by the government and service
revenues. In contrast, for-profit incubators are sponsored by
investment groups or corporations in order to maximize the
return of capital and other profit-related objectives. Hybrid
incubator archetypes mainly represent joint ventures or a
combination of several interest groups. In this case, objectives
and funding of the incubator depend on the parties involved
(e.g. [25]; [18]; [24]).
TABLE I.

OVERVIEW ABOUT DIFFERENT TYPES OF INCUBATORS
Public
incubator

Returnoriented
incubator
Investment
groups,
private
persons,
corporates

Sponsorship

State, federal
states,
municipalities
, charitable
institutions

Profit

Non-profit

Non-profit

For-profit

Objective

Economic
development
(diversificatio
n of regions),
increase of
government
tax revenues,
job creation

Generation of
innovation,
economic
development,
commercializ
ation of
research
results,
involvement
of faculty
staff and
students,
providing
research
opportunities

Funding

Government
subsidies,
service
revenues

Government
subsidies,
service
revenues

Maximizati
on of return
of capital,
promotion
of
corporate
spin-offs,
faster
developme
nt of future
markets,
winning the
customers
of
tomorrow,
image as an
innovative
company
Service
revenues,
company
shares in
start-ups,
financing
by
corporates/
private
persons

C. Types of incubators
Over time, several different archetypes of incubators have
evolved (e.g. [21]). These types include for-profit and nonprofit incubators [22]. Furthermore, five basic archetypes
depend on various degrees of competitive focus: independent
commercial incubators, regional business incubators, university
incubators, company-internal incubators and virtual incubators
[23]. It has been suggested that common characteristics of
incubators refer to sponsorship, financing and objective of the
program [24]. In order to sum up the vast amount of existing
incubator definitions and classifications, the following table
provides an overview about four main archetypes (following

Researchoriented
incubator
Universities,
higher
education
institutions,
research
institutions

Hybrid and
other
incubators
Joint
ventures
(state/charit
able
institutions
and/or
private
holders), art
associations,
chambers of
commerce
Depending
on the
combination
of incubator
holders
Depending
on the
combination
of incubator
holders

Depending
on the
combination
of incubator
holders

D. Corporate Incubator
This paper has a focus on corporate incubators, which
represent a return-oriented form of incubation. These
incubators are “managed as professional service firms, acting in
the larger interest of their parent corporation while leveraging
their knowledge networks” [26]. Furthermore, several authors
define corporate incubators as “specialized corporate units that
hatch new businesses by providing physical resources and
support” ([5]; [6]; [7]). The diffusion of corporate incubators
can be described as a relatively recent phenomenon [19].
Corporations make use of this concept in order to enable the
development of small teams that are able to operate within a
more flexible and non-bureaucratic environment, which
certainly increases the speed of their actions. In addition,
tenants of corporate incubators are encouraged to apply new
perspectives that are independent from usual ways of thinking
and organizational patterns [20]. By establishing corporate
incubators, corporations for instance target the dissemination of
intellectual capital within their organization [19]. On the other
hand, the benefit for new ventures involves the access to the
corporation’s brand image, production facilities and resources,
which are all beneficial factors for the successful establishment
of a product on the market [20]. Besides the mentioned
advantages of corporate incubators, long lead-times have been
addressed, ranging from 5-7 years, until operating firms of
corporate incubators receive tangible and intangible returns
[26]. This required “long-term persistence” [27] proves to be a
challenge for many corporations, which leads to changes or
even the elimination of such programs [26].
III. DEVELOPMENT OF A CORPORATE INCUBATOR OPERATOR
MODEL

Existing literature provides numerous approaches for
corporate incubator best-practices (e.g. [28]; [29]; [30]; [15];
[31]; [32]). However, only limited attention is paid to the
development of a holistic operator model of corporate incubators
and existing approaches require further alignment with current
empirical data. In order to provide a basis to conduct empirical
research, several established incubator models have been
integrated, each capturing a different perspective of the concept.
The first analyzed model focuses on the following dimensions:
selection of incubator tenants, business support and mediation
[12]. Selection of incubator tenants refers to decisions
concerning which new ventures to accept for entry into the
incubator and which of them to reject. Several authors support
the high relevance of this dimension (e.g. [33]; [7]; [34]), since
effective resource allocation relies on a wise selection. While
existing studies propose a wide variety of selection criteria, two
main approaches have been described: Incubator tenant
selection by focusing on their idea or by concentrating on the
individual or team [12]. Furthermore, two approaches
concerning the flexibility of applying certain selection criteria
are revealed: “picking-the-winners” or “survival-of-the-fittest”
[35]. In general, incubator managers need to possess the
required knowledge in relevant technological fields, know-how

with respect to necessary business development requirements,
as well as the ability to judge personality in order to select the
right incubator tenants [12]. The relevance of the second
dimension business support is also encouraged by previous
studies (e.g [36]; [37]; [38]). Examples include entrepreneurial
training or services concerning general business matters ([13];
[39]). In this context, different types of counselling have been
distinguished that might be reactive or proactive [40].
Mediation, the third suggested dimension, relates to the
incubator’s role of connecting the incubator tenants among each
other and with the external environment ([33]; [41]; [42]). The
aim of network mediation incorporates leveraging
entrepreneurial talent and resources [43]. These networks
enable the provision of information, knowledge and expertise
that are all critical for the survival of new ventures [44].
Another form of mediation incorporates institutional mediation,
which has the aim to support incubator tenants in the context of
institutional demands such as laws or values [45].
A four-phase model of the incubation process [26] has been
transferred from the venture capital literature [46]. Thereby, the
following dimensions are distinguished: Selection, Structuring,
Involvement and Exit that are depicted in form of a circuit. The
flow of knowledge is heterogeneous among the four
dimensions. The selection phase relates to the kind of
technology ventures the incubator intends to attract such as
innovative start-ups with a business plan and high growth
potential. In connection with this, the new venture needs to fit
with the corporate technology strategy. After the selection of a
technology venture follows the structuring phase, which
specifies the type of payment of the incubator tenant for the
received services, as for example medium equity stakes.
According to existing findings [26], the involvement of the
incubator manager with the incubated technology ventures
represents one of the most decisive and at the same time longest
phases in their model, since it defines the quality of value added
to the start-ups. Finally, the exit dimension describes certain
exit criteria and measures for successful performance. In this
context, financial criteria play a minor role in contrast to
number of graduates or occupancy rate [26].
Another proposed incubator model [46] addresses four main
areas where incubators create value: 1. the diagnosis of business
needs, 2. the selection and monitoring of the services provided
to the new ventures, 3. the investment of capital, and 4. the
access to the network of the incubator. The depicted process of
incubation attempts to explain how different components and
activities of an incubator enable the transformation of a new
business proposal into a viable new firm. It has been highlighted
that the model fails when considering that all new businesses
are potentially viable and by neglecting to be explicit about the
selection criteria of incubators tenants [47].
Furthermore, the last analyzed study [28] addresses the external
perspective of incubation by describing incubators as a
transformation mechanism in which industry, government and
university are interrelated. Support systems for new ventures
include secretarial and administrative services, business
expertise and facilities. Furthermore, this incubator model
incorporates the benefits for incubator tenants that refer to the

following dimensions: credibility development, shortening the
learning curve, faster troubleshooting and access to the network
of entrepreneurs [28].
A. Methodological approach
In order to analyze the stated research question in greater
detail, the empirical analysis of this paper relies on a number of
conducted expert interviews. Experts define an appropriate role
of interview partners as a source of specialist knowledge
regarding the circumstances to be investigated [47]. The data of
this study include the experts’ experience and lessons learned
from corporate incubators and at the same time detected findings
with respect to required elements for a corporate incubator
operator model were captured.
In the period from December 2016 until February 2017, eight
interviews were conducted with representative experts from
different multinational corporations that established a corporate
incubator. The duration of the interviews accounts for 42-77
minutes and the anonymity of each expert was guaranteed.
Furthermore, the interviews were conducted in English and
German language, as the considered corporate incubators are
located in various corporations, sectors and regions such as
Europe, United States or Asia.
The main questions of the expert interviews refer to the
following:
1.
2.
3.

How can incubator tenants get into the incubator
program?
How is the incubation process designed?
What follows after the incubation?

and criteria rely on prior research of mentioned authors (e.g.
[33]; [47]; [30]; [26]; [12]).
Besides the illustration of a holistic corporate incubator
operator model, the aim of this analysis includes detecting
suitable additional criteria that have not been mentioned by
existing studies so far. Table 2 provides an overview about the
analyzed categories and criteria of incubation.
TABLE II.

Category

Dimensions of a corporate incubator operator model.

Sub-category

Focus of the incubator
Diagnosis of needs
Type of innovation
External start-ups
Pre-Incubation Origin of ideas
Internal ideas
Decision-making committee
Selection of tenants
Selection criteria
Duration of the program
Incubator program
Content of the program
Coaching

Incubation

Network
Resource allocation

The expert interviews are characterized by an explorative
approach where open questions are addressed to the
participants. After the interviews were conducted, each audio
file was transcribed in order to capture the content for further
analysis.
Qualitative content analysis represents the selected
methodology for evaluating and interpreting the executed
expert interviews, which is based on the suggested approach of
Mayring [48]. In this context, three distinct forms of
interpretation are considered: summary, explication and
structuring. A summary has the aim to reduce the existing
material of data in order to obtain the essential content. For
explication, text passages in question are supplemented by
additional material in order to explain the respective passage in
the text. Structuring refers to fixed ordering criteria that enable
a cross sectional analysis of the material [48].
IV. FINDINGS FROM CORPORATE INCUBATOR LESSONS LEARNED
Based on the theoretical framework from prior studies (e.g.
[26]; [12]), three main categories of incubation are described and
examined by empirical data: 1) pre-incubation, 2) incubation,
and 3) exit. In order to reveal critical success factors for each
phase, sub-categories and corresponding criteria are explained
and associated with anchor examples and citations from the
experts’ statements. Basic principles of the suggested categories

Criteria

Business support
Financing
Spin-off

Internal Ideas

Integration into the corporation

Sale of an idea

Exit

Acquisition

External start-ups

Purchase of shares

Supplier contract

A. Pre-Incubation
The first category of a corporate incubator operator model
refers to pre-incubation, which describes the phase before the
actual incubator program starts. It is suggested to divide this
category into three sub-categories: diagnosis of needs, origin of
ideas, and selection of incubator tenants. According to the
interviewed experts, the diagnosis of needs differs with respect
to several corporate incubators: “Our goal is mainly cultural
transformation” (Expert E); “Our main target is actually to
source new products” (Expert G). In this context, the type of
innovation as well as the focus of the incubator seem to play a
decisive role. Furthermore, the focus of the incubator is
supported as an important criterion by several experts: “We
choose these start-ups with fit into the strategic idea of our
company” (Expert A). Another expert from the automotive
sector highlights that the focus of the corporate incubator
should match the company’s business area: “It always has to do
something with mobility” (Expert E).
The second sub-category of pre-incubation refers to the origin
of ideas: “This is the grail of innovation management, where do
great ideas come from […] very rarely an individual comes up
with a the next big thing, but in most cases great ideas result
from the interplay of several people […] At the end it is decisive
that we have the most diverse ideas in-house from totally
different people” (Expert D). The following two categories
enable a distinct consideration of this sub-category: ideas from
external start-ups and ideas from internal employees, which is
supported by the data: “You have to say that […] ideas emerge
from internal or external” (Expert A); “… we say that our parent
company should profit from start-ups” (Expert G); “…the
[incubator program] is designed for internal staff” (Expert E);
“We will only allow topics into our incubator that can be
handled by ourselves. Currently our incubator does not support
external start-ups” (Expert D).
The last sub-category of pre-incubation describes the selection
of incubator tenants. Interviewed experts highlight this critical
success factor: “The most important factor refers to the team
itself, the team is more important than the idea” (Expert G); “…
but one important aspect is the team. The team is essential for
the incubator decision.” (Expert H). Several criteria of this subcategory are identified as important for successful incubation:
decision-making committee and selection criteria. The role of
the decision-making committee has been confirmed by practice:
“[…], this means we build a shark tank, a new committee for
deciding what ideas may enter the incubator, which will be
strongly represented by the board” (Expert D); “At the end there
will be a pitch jury where professional experts take a look at the
ideas that have to be presented in person” (Expert E); “We have
a financial committee in case of financial investments that
makes the final decision” (Expert A). In general, a jury of
experts decides whether ideas are accepted into the incubator
program or not. These experts mostly represent high-ranking
executives who have a deep knowledge about innovation and
the context of the idea. The selection of incubator tenants also
plays a decisive role and corporations define individual
selection criteria for their corporate incubators: “We have a set
of 13 criteria - you can also call them KPI - after which we

evaluate such ideas that will be incubated. This includes topics
such as: how big is the market potential, how does the idea fit
into our corporation, what assets of our corporation are
available to approach this business, how can we use our brand
to support the idea, how is the scalability of the idea, does the
idea have the potential to reach hundreds of millions? We need
to have the knowledge about them in order to make a decision”
(Expert D); “That is what we look at: team, market and the
connection with the parent company. Without the collaboration
with our parent company, the start-ups do not have to start [our
incubator program]” (Expert G); “The jury’s decision is based
on three criteria: the idea of course, the team and the pitch”
(Expert E); “The most important [criterion] is the team behind
the idea” (Expert C). In the context of idea selection, the
collaboration between the incubator and the parent company
seems to be significant. Furthermore, most interviewed experts
regard the team of potential incubator tenants as a decisive
success factor. The idea’s market potential and its fit with the
corporate business area is also heavily weighted, even though
the idea does not necessarily have to match the business focus
of the corporation: “More or less than 20% of start-ups that we
support do not have to conform with the strategic goals of our
parent company. They should but they do not have to” (Expert
G).
B. Incubation
The second proposed category refers to incubation, which is
divided into the sub-categories incubator program and resource
allocation. The incubator program contains the duration and the
content provided to the tenants. The duration is further
explained by the experts: “Basically we apply a stage-gateprocess within the incubator, which contains three main steps.
The first one refers to building a “minimum viable product”, the
second is the alpha launch and the third would be the beta
launch before the commercialization of the idea. This process
should take between six to nine months on average. This does
not mean that the venture has to leave the incubator
immediately, it can for sure remain within the incubator and
conduct first steps of commercialization through the incubator”
(Expert D). In general, the duration of the incubator program
varies with respect to the corporate incubator and can be
extended by the tenants in some cases: “Some of them [tenants
of the program] stay quite long some have been there for over
two years.” (Expert B); “The actual phase of incubation should
be finished between six and nine months” (Expert D); “[…] we
thought that there will be an ideation phase of 1-2 months,
where they can invest their own time also on the weekend. And
afterwards a fixed program of three months [follows]” (Expert
D). The content of the incubator program is also mentioned as
a critical factor: “It is quite flexible and it really depends on the
start-up company. Each company is at a different stage, each is
developing different technologies” (Expert B). Accordingly,
the process and the content of a corporate incubator should be
very flexible with respect to the individual incubator tenants, as
they find themselves in different development stages.
Furthermore, an incubator program contains several milestones,
as mentioned by one of the experts: “Basically we apply a stage-

gate-process within the incubator, which contains three main
steps” (Expert D).
The second sub-category of incubation incorporates resource
allocation, which is supported by empirical data: “Important is
that the start-ups define what they need and that we provide this
in good quality” (Expert G); “Our incubator offers all services
that are required for the development of digital business
models. And this is in the first place expert know-how of people
who can implement business ideas in the modern world.
Hereby, we talk about venture architects who say: Ok, this idea
fits to that and needs to be commercialized and has strategic
potential. Also strategic designers who frame the product or the
service together with the target group that it is accepted by the
market and that it is customer-centric. Up to the people who are
necessary for software programming and combine the
connection with the hardware or a back-end. And people who
are able to develop or code this software” (Expert D).
In connection with the required resources for incubation, the
detected expert statements highlight essential criteria of this
sub-category: coaching, network, business support and
financing. The criterion coaching is confirmed through the
following anchor examples: “We offer them help to develop
their projects faster and this includes a new, nicer and more
interesting work environment, which implies coaching as well
“(Expert F); “[…] we are looking for internal and external
service providers who support these sprint formats” (Expert H);
“In addition, mentoring which means each of our start-ups
receives an external and an internal (internal means parent
company) successful founder from the start-up ecosystem for
support and coaching […]” (Expert G). Resulting from these
statements, it is suggested that coaching is conducted by
external and/or internal experts in order to support the incubator
tenants individually throughout the program. Furthermore,
start-up methodology is imparted for further developing the
tenants’ business model: “Design thinking workshops, business
model canvas, prototyping and so forth […]” (Expert H); “Each
team receives a trainer who teaches the respective start-up
methods, such as design thinking, business model canvas, etc.”
(Expert E). Another criterion of resource allocation refers to the
network: “I mean one of the attractive features that the
companies like about the incubator is the opportunity to get
experts’ advice […] If we know what type of expertise they are
looking for, we can identify scientists internally and put them
in contact with them” (Expert B). The incubator tenants can
benefit from the internal and external network of the corporate
incubator, as they are connected with experts or customers of
the parent company: “[…] this is one of the most important
benefits that we provide to start-ups; to connect with internal
and external customers of our firm […]” (Expert F). In addition,
another important resource refers to business support: “[…] this
includes business support for these nine months where they get
office space downtown provided by us” (Expert G); “[…] that
he can provide the right materials. We call this a support
function or enabling function – all functions that you need to
further develop your project free from cares” (Expert D). In
some cases, incubator tenants need to pay a small fee in order
to receive business support, such as office space: “and they just

pay rent for laboratory space and office space and we provide
basic services” (Expert B). The final proposed criterion in
connection with resource allocation relates to financing. This
critical success factor is also highlighted by the experts, even
though not all consider financial factors as essential: “Money is
not really the point here. More important is availability or time
that is required for getting it running” (Expert E). Other experts
mention that their corporate incubators provide a financial
investment to their teams and financing in the start-up is
important: “At the beginning we think about the investment you
might need [...]” (Expert H); “[…] we are only investor”
(Expert A). Some corporate incubators make an investment at
the beginning of the incubation phase, which is either paid back
by the incubator tenants during the incubator program or
converted into shares at the end: “It is really more a bundle loan,
which means they get money that we invest in the first place.
And after two years, this debt is converted into company shares.
And these company shares have been pre-defined in advance.
In most cases this refers to 7-10 %” (Expert G). Altogether, the
conducted analysis reveals, that the criterion of financing
contains a wide variety of approaches depending on the
objective of the corporate incubator.
C. Exit
The third main category of the corporate incubator operator
model defines the exit phase. Thereby, it is suggested to
distinguish between internal ideas and external start-ups. The
empirical data offers an insight into the different exit options
applied: “There are many options for the exit after an internal
incubation” (Expert E). The first criterion for internal ideas
refers to a spin-off, which describes the transformation of an
internal idea into a new subsidiary of the parent company: “The
second [option] is that actually a new business model emerges
that we control by the parent company through a separate
independent Ltd.” (Expert D). The second exit option is
described as the integration into the parent company of the
corporate incubator: “The idea is then implemented into
existing business units. For example, if it refers to mobility, the
idea is docking our mobility services. If it relates to product
topics, it will be connected to research and development or
sales” (Expert D). Besides the first two mentioned options,
another proposed criterion refers to the sale of an incubated
idea: “Up to the total sale, where we do not want to be a part of
what has been developed through the incubation program”
(Expert D). In contrast, external start-ups reveal different exit
options after successful incubation including: acquisition of the
start-up, purchase of shares in the start-up or the establishment
of a supplier contract between the start-up and the corporation.
All presented criteria are confirmed and further explained by
empirical data. “And what can happen is that we say: Your idea
is so interesting that we invest in you. Or we like you that much
that we want to buy you” (Expert A). This citation highlights
that a financial investment, as mentioned in the category of
resource allocation, might result in an acquisition of the
incubated start-up. The purchase of shares in a new venture is
also supported by the experts’ experience: “[…] we also take
equity, which means we take company shares of the start-ups
that we support” (Expert D). Finally, the criterion of supplier

contracts between the corporation and the start-up is confirmed:
“Our major goal is to actually source the products. We do not
want to make them our own but rather consider the start-ups as
service providers for our parent company” (Expert G). This
statement reveals that some corporations become customers of
incubated start-ups after successful incubation. However,
corporate incubators might also keep their investment in these
start-ups: “[…] we are shareholders as well as customers at the
same time” (Expert G).
D. Additional criteria for a corporate incubator operator
model
In connection with the defined research question of this study,
additional criteria with high relevance for a corporate incubator
operator model represent a result of the conducted qualitative
content analysis. These additional criteria have been neglected
by existing incubator literature and include: 1) the integration
of the corporate incubator into the parent company, and 2) the
involvement of corporate employees.
According to the interviewed experts, the organizational
integration of the corporate incubator into the parent company
represents a decisive aspect. In this context, empirical data
reveal that corporate incubators should represent an
independent legal entity that is strongly connected with highlevel executives of the parent company: “On paper we are a
completely independent Ldt., which is a 100% subsidiary of the
parent company. We are directly placed in the organizational
chart of the parent company right under the executive board and
the CEO because we need to collaborate closely. The strategy
is mainly defined by our CEO and we are basically the ones
who need to follow this strategy and to determine how to fulfil
it. And it is a lot easier if we are placed directly under the board
instead of any small department” (Expert G). The decision of
implementing a corporate incubator as a separate legal entity is
supported by the benefit of shorter processes and faster
decision-making: “[…] there are just processes that take
forever, this is not a secret, it is the case for every large
corporation. So fast decisions and acting quickly are the main
benefits of founding a completely independent Ldt.” (Expert
G).
The second additional critical success factor refers to the
involvement of corporate employees into the incubation
process, which might occur by the aid of several instruments:
“By following the standard procedure, the ideas are collected
through or crowdsourcing platform where corporate employees
have been invited to. They can participate also as teams who
found each other on this platform around an idea. And then they
applied with this idea via a pitch” (Expert E). By using the
instrument of an idea platform, internal employees can be
involved in the process of idea generation and idea selection.
“Our platform contains three different steps and as an incentive
for our employees to make an effort, we provide corresponding
goodies” (Expert E). In order to reinforce employee
participation in such platforms, corporations make use of
certain incentives and competitions. Furthermore, corporate
employees might be involved in the corporate incubator as
coaches or experts and thereby support the incubator program
by their know-how: “One of the attractive features that the

companies like about our incubator is the opportunity to get
expert advice from our scientists” (Expert B); “[…] we have set
ourselves the goal to include as many of our employees as
possible. Either by collaboration with start-ups or by providing
workshops” (Expert B). Accordingly, these two additional
criteria play an important role in particular within the first two
phases of the corporate incubator operator model.
Resulting from the conducted literature review and findings
from the qualitative content analysis of the empirical data, the
following corporate incubator operator model is proposed (see
Fig. 1).
In alignment with the presented categories and criteria derived
from the conducted qualitative content analysis of the expert
interviews, the suggested model provides an overview about the
mentioned relevant sub-categories of the three incubation
phases pre-incubation, incubation and exit (see also table 2).
This holistic illustration has the aim to provide a framework for
designing and implementing a corporate incubator.
V. CONCLUSION
This article analyzed existing incubator models and theoretical
approaches derived from prior studies in order to develop
categories for a corporate incubator operator model. Due to a
limited consideration of a holistic framework including critical
success factors for corporate incubators, the presented analysis
incorporated a qualitative content analysis of eight semistructured expert interviews. Based on the findings, the authors
suggest a corporate incubator operator model that includes the
following three phases: pre-incubation, incubation, and exit.
Pre-incubation describes several sub-categories such as
diagnosis of needs, origin of ideas or selection of tenants.

Fig. 1. Corporate incubator operator model.

The incubation phase sums up the incubator program, as well
as resource allocation. Finally, the exit phase is divided into
internal and external factors. Internal ideas might be spun-off,
sold or integrated into the corporation, while the incubation of
externa start-ups might result in acquisition, purchase of shares
or a supplier contract between the two parties. In this context,
the additional criteria integration into the parent company and
involvement of corporate employees represent valuable findings
that require further research. The limited number of interview
partners might be supplemented by further testing the proposed
operator model in future studies with a higher number of

involved experts from different sectors. As the suggested model
was developed for corporate incubators in particular, an
assignment to other types of incubators might reveal further
critical success factors. Another future research approach might
refer to an analysis of regional differences of corporate incubator
operator models. In conclusion, it is suggested that corporations
make use of the corporate incubator operator model for a
successful implementation.
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