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(2)Abstract 


The  rising  emergence  of  corporate  accelerators  that  involve  partnerships  between  well-
 established corporations and entrepreneurial ventures have become a prominent trend across 
 businesses  throughout  the  world.  As  executives  of  well-established  organizations  have 
 recognized  that  access  to  knowledge  outside  of  the  companies’  realm  is  necessary  to  foster 
 innovation,  corporate  accelerators  are  regarded  to  constitute  a  promising  source  of  external 
 knowledge and, in turn, innovation. Nevertheless, many organizations are still experimenting 
 with capturing value from these new business models as only few research has been carried 
 out  on  this  new  business  model.  Therefore,  the  present  thesis  closes  this  research  gap  by 
 analyzing  how  corporate  accelerators  can  create  value  for  their  mother  organizations  and 
 foster innovation through organizational learning. More concretely, the authors aim at finding 
 which  internal  and  external  components  provide  the  basis  for  enhancing  organizational 
 learning within organizations with specific attention given to the knowledge transfer process 
 between the corporate accelerator and organization. 


In  order  to  arrive  at  these  underlying  components,  the  study  employs  a  case  study  with  the 
 Airbus BizLab. The corporate accelerator of the international aircraft manufacturer Airbus. In 
 doing  so,  the  authors  conducted  eight  in-depth  interviews  with  multiple  stakeholders 
 including  employees  from  Airbus,  the  corporate  accelerator  and  the  start-ups  hosted  in  the 
 BizLab. Drawing on the analysis of the findings based on the Gioia method, the authors arrive 
 at  a  conceptual  framework  with  three  aggregate  dimensions  of  organizational  components, 
 which include (1) human factors referring to the employees’ mindset, their learning attitude 
 and  willingness  to  change,  (2)  contextual  factors  relating  to  organizational  structures, 
 organizational  culture  and  industry  environment,  and  (3)  methods  encompassing  novel 
 approaches,  communication  and  multiple  touchpoints.  One  of  the  research’s  main 
 implications  is  that  these  components  constitute  both,  enablers  as  well  as  barriers  to 
 organizational learning. While some of the components are considered to nurture knowledge 
 transfer, especially structures and systems can have a strong impact on hindering this process. 


Furthermore,  some  components  can  be  influenced  more  easily  while  others  can  only  be 
 impacted  partially.  Moreover,  some  components  require  a  rather  long-term  approach  to  be 
 changed while others can be impacted within a short time span. 


Overall,  the  thesis  contributes  to  the  academic  debate  on  corporate  accelerators  by  drawing 
attention  to  the  components  which  influence  organizational  learning  through  corporate 
accelerators.  Additionally,  it  provides  a  basis  for  strategic  decision-making  of  accelerator 
managers and other relevant stakeholders. 
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(7)1  Introduction 


1.1  Background of the Study 


In his moon shot speech in 1962, then incumbent US President J. F. Kenney claimed that, if 
 one  would  condense  the  past  50.000  years  of  human  history  into  the  time  span  of  half  a 
 century, human mankind would have learned how to write and use a cart with wheels only 
 five years ago (John F. Kennedy Moon Speech, 1962). He went on arguing that “maybe last 
 month the light bulb was invented and planes started to fly” (ibid). Almost fifty years later, 
 Tom  Enders,  Chief  Executive  Officer  (CEO)  of  one  of  the  world’s  largest  aircraft 
 manufacturer Airbus, referred back to Kennedy’s notion of the immense speed and progress 
 of innovation. He stated that computers, the internet, smartphones, big data and virtual reality 
 were  just  invented  in  the  last  days  and  hours  (AIAA  Keynote  Tom  Enders,  2015).  These 
 thoughts  express  the  common  impression  that  technological  progress  has  never  been  faster 
 and furthermore, is speeding up exponentially with each generation improving over the past 
 one (Berman & Dorrier, 2016). However, it has been observed that in the business context 
 large  organizations  often  fail  to  live  up  to  the  challenges  emerging  from  such  rapid 
 innovation  and  increasing  amount  of  technological  inventions.  Often  cited  reasons  for  this 
 failure range from lacking agility and the absence of a risk-taking attitude to a missing desire 
 to foster rapid growth and nurture new business ideas are among the most cited reasons for 
 this  failure  (Weiblen  &  Chesbrough,  2015).  Yet,  already  back  then  Kennedy  further 
 mentioned in his speech:  


 “We  choose  to  go  to  the  moon  in  this  decade  and  do  the  other  things,  not  because 
 they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and 
 measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are 
 willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win” 


(John F. Kennedy Moon Speech, 1962, l.34). 


Therefore,  not  only  individuals  but  also  organizations  will  remain  competitive  only  if  they 
 keep progressing and innovating and most importantly, taking on new challenges (Weiblen & 


Chesbrough,  2015).  Once  again  referring  back  to  Kennedy,  also  Airbus  CEO  Tom  Enders 
added that “it is no longer nations that are funding and leading the revolution. It is more and 
more  individuals.  Entrepreneurs.  Disruptors.“  (Kanbach  &  Stubner,  2016).  An  emerging 
trend among established organizations to keep up with the speed of technological innovation, 



(8)is to collaborate with emerging ventures, which are in the following referred to as start-ups. 


Such  partnerships  have  been  argued  to  be  a  fruitful  way  to  generate  new  value  through 
 reciprocal transfer of knowledge (Lubatkin, Florin, & Lane, 2001). While there are various 
 forms of engagement between corporate organizations and start-ups, especially the increasing 
 prominence  of  corporate  accelerators  has  sparked  the  researchers’  interests.  This  form  of 
 accelerator  programs  is  usually  integrated  as  a  separate  business  unit  within  corporations, 
 which  usually  provides  seed  capital  and  services  like  office  space,  mentoring,  technical 
 assistance and networking for start-ups. They typically run over a fixed time period with a 
 preselected cohort of ventures (Cohen, 2013; Hochberg, 2015). As many corporations around 
 the world have increasingly started to follow this trend and established their own corporate 
 accelerator programs, it is a topic with increasing relevance both for academic scholars and 
 managers alike. 


1.2  Problem Definition 


Despite the fact that corporate accelerators are commonly considered to offer strong potential 
 in fostering new business ideas and encouraging corporate innovation within well-established 
 organizations, until now, they still represent the most recent and also undiscovered kind of 
 start-up  collaboration.  To  date,  the  majority  of  research  on  collaborative  efforts  between 
 organizations and ventures centers around venture capital funds (Ernst, Witt, & Brachtendorf, 
 2005; Garvin & Levesque, 2006), incubators (Cohen, 2013), general accelerators (Hochberg, 
 2015;  Dempwolf,  Auer,  &  D'Ippolito,  2014;  Hathaway,  2016)  and  hybrid  forms  of 
 partnerships  (Cohen,  2013).  Only  a  few  researchers  have  started  to  address  the  rising 
 phenomena of corporate accelerators. As acknowledged by Kanbach and Stubner (2016) only 
 three  studies  in-peer  reviewed  journals  specifically  refer  to corporate  accelerators.  Most 
 studies  address  accelerator  programs  in  the  non-corporate  context  including  independent 
 accelerator programs or public accelerator programs. 


The few existing scholars assessing corporate accelerators have opted to conduct explorative 
studies including the definition of the phenomenon, the identification of the most important 
factors to design accelerators and the elaboration on outcomes such as venture survival and 
post-accelerator investment (Levinsohn, 2015). For example, scholars such as Kohler (2015) 
addressed  the  general  design  characteristics  and  features  of  such  programs  (Bauer, 
Obwegeser, & Avdagic, 2016). Others such as Bauer, Obwegeser and Avdagic (2016) have 
turned  their  attention  to  comparing  overall  goals  and  objectives  of  corporate  accelerator 
programs.  Yet,  scholars  agree  that  only  little  is  known  about  the  processes  by  which 



(9)corporate  accelerators  create  value  for  their  mother  organizations  (Levinsohn,  2015). 


Therefore, there is only very limited research on the concrete mechanisms and components 
 that  need  to  be  in  place  so  that  corporate  accelerators  can  effectively  contribute  to  the 
 innovativeness and business performance of their mother corporations.  


1.3  Objective of the Study and Research Question 


However,  as  corporate  accelerators  are  assumed  to  offer  a  strong  value-adding  potential  to 
 foster  innovation  from  entrepreneurial  ventures  and  due  to  their  continuously  increasing 
 presence, it is from utter importance to close this wide research gap. Therefore, the present 
 thesis seeks to address this gap by analyzing how corporate accelerator programs create value 
 and innovation benefits for their mother organization. More specifically, it aims at addressing 
 the  specific  mechanisms  that  encourage  corporate  innovation  fostered  in  and  by  corporate 
 accelerators.  Thereby,  as  especially  the  concept  of  organizational  learning  is  assumed  to 
 promote innovation within an organization (Ahuja & Lampert, 2001; Mezias & Glynn, 1993), 
 the present thesis focuses on the components that allow corporate accelerators to encourage 
 organizational learning and, in turn, nurture innovation. In doing so, it aims at addressing the 
 following research question:   


Which components influence organizational learning within corporations through corporate 
 accelerator programs? 


In this context, components are referred to as factors that consist of organizational systems, 
 which amongst others include people, processes, rules and procedures, as well as decision-
 making  activities  (Griffin,  Phillips,  &  Gully,  2014).  These  components,  or  organizational 
 building blocks, provide an intermediate yet comprehensive level of analysis as they consist 
 of various interlinked and integrated factors. Most importantly, this component lens allows to 
 provide  new  insights  of  organizational  behavior  as  it  sheds  light  on  underlying  and  less 
 tangible aspects that influence the functioning of organizations. Furthermore, it emphasizes 
 the links among these components, demonstrating that seemingly isolated factors are part of 
 an  interrelated  system  of  a  company’s  reality.  Thus,  choosing  to  focus  on  underlying 
 components allows to open the black box of a company without exposing the researcher to 
 the problem of overestimating one distinct component while neglecting others and therefore, 
 allows to provide a more holistic picture. 


In  this  regard,  Argote  (2011)  identified  three  sub-processes  of  organizational  learning:  (a) 
knowledge  creation,  (b)  knowledge  transfer  and  (c)  knowledge  retention.  While  corporate 



(10)accelerators  are  deemed  to  affect  all  three  processes,  the  thesis  further  focuses  on  the 
 knowledge  transfer  from  the  entrepreneurial  ventures  to  the  corporate  employees.  This  is 
 based  on  the  assumption  that  the  stage  of  knowledge  creation  is  already  fulfilled  with  the 
 presence  of  various  external  start-ups,  which  bring  plentiful  external  knowledge  into  the 
 corporate accelerator. Hence, as this criterion is fulfilled, the authors seek to limit the scope 
 of  their  research  by  focusing  on  knowledge  transfer  from  the  corporate  accelerator  to  the 
 mother  organization,  which  is  arguably  the  most  relevant  stage  in  fostering  organizational 
 learning facilitated by entrepreneurial ventures through corporate accelerator programs. 


1.4  Significance of the Study 


Addressing  the  mechanisms  that  encourage  knowledge  transfer  and  thus,  organizational 
 learning  is  from  particular  significance  in  several  ways.  Firstly,  it  contributes  to  filling  the 
 existing research gap by doing pioneer research in the field. In doing so, it develops several 
 interesting  discussion  points  for  future  research  including  the  importance  of  corporate 
 accelerators on fostering corporate innovation as well as underlying mechanisms. Secondly, 
 the  study’s  chosen  research  method  highlights  that  the  explorative  way  of  combining 
 academic research and direct observations is a very suitable way of conducting research on an 
 undiscovered phenomenon such as corporate accelerators. This supports the view that similar 
 field  research  is  required  to  further  understanding  in  this  scholarly  discipline.  Thirdly, 
 depicting the required mechanisms and conditions for knowledge transfer allows to address 
 and highlight the strong potential of corporate accelerator programs in fostering innovation 
 through organizational learning in established organizations. Thereby, the study arrives at a 
 broad  range  of  components  that  encompass  employees,  structures  and  processes  of  an 
 organization.  Furthermore,  by  developing  a  framework  of  these  components,  the  study 
 highlights that they are strongly interrelated and mutually influential. In turn, the absence of 
 these  mechanisms  has  the  potential  to  harm  the  organizational  learning  processes  and  can 
 constitute a barrier to corporate innovation.  


This  does  not  only  offer  interesting  discussion  points  for  further  academic  research  but 
moreover,  has  important  implications  for  corporate  managers  and  executives  of  corporate 
accelerator  programs.  As  many  organizations  are  still  experimenting  and  often  struggling 
with  different  designs  and  features  of  their  accelerators,  the  authors  offer  a  comprehensive 
basis for understanding the underlying mechanisms that are necessary for effective corporate 
accelerators. The findings of the study thus allow corporate managers to increase awareness 
about different underlying design dimensions to nurture organizational learning and provide 



(11)them  with  recommendations  of  how  they  can  seize  the  full  potential  for  collaborative 
 partnerships with entrepreneurial ventures.  


1.5  Thesis Structure 


In  the  following  paragraph  an  outline  of  this  thesis’  structure  and  content  is  presented.  It 
 serves the purpose to provide a brief overview of the covered topics and helps the reader to 
 navigate through the study. 


The  first  chapter  introduces  the  topic  of  organizational  learning  through  corporate 
 accelerators and specifically how corporates implement entrepreneurial knowledge. After the 
 importance and relevance of this topic is presented the research gap within the subject matter 
 is defined. Finally, the purpose of this study and the methodic approach are outlined. 


The  second  chapter  gives  an  overview  of  the  existing  literature  and  sets  the  theoretical 
 framework  to  support  the  analysis  and  discussion  of  this  paper.  On  this  basis  three 
 propositions which will guide the following research were defined  


The  third  chapter  presents  the  methodological  approach  taken  to  conduct  research  in  this 
 paper. It will present the researches psychological approach, research strategy and the type of 
 data collection before assessing its quality. 


In the fourth chapter, the subject of the case study is introduced and elaborated on. It provides 
 the necessary practical insights to conduct this research study. 


Following, in the fifth chapter the data from the empirical research is analyzed and discussed 
 based on the previously presented literature. Additionally, the propositions are examined and 
 related to the collected data leading to a presentation of the gathered insights. 


To conclude, the sixth chapter highlights the research findings and gives a detailed overview 
of the proposition results. In order to put the study into context and specify its relevance the 
authors  articulate  its  limitations.  Ultimately,  suggestions  for  further  research  are  given  and 
implications drawn from the studies analysis are elaborated. 



(12)2  Literature Review  


2.1  Definitions 


In order to entirely understand the emergence and concept of corporate accelerators and their 
 relation to organizational learning, it is necessary to introduce a common vocabulary for the 
 upcoming  chapters.  Naturally,  the  review  starts  with  the  initial  concept  of  corporations 
 engaging  with  start-ups,  namely  corporate  venture  capital  funds.  Second,  an  already 
 established  program  called  non-corporate  seed  accelerators  will  be  defined  because  they 
 follow the same elemental principles as corporation based accelerator programs (Heinemann, 
 2015).  This  will  also  underlie  the  presentations  of  similarities  and  differences  between  all 
 three kinds of programs. Ultimately, defining their attributes will later allow us to compare 
 academic results with recent practical insights generated within this study.  


2.1.1  Corporate Venture Capital Funds  


The  idea  of  corporations  to  invest  their  capital  into  young  and  innovative  firms  originated 
 from traditional venture capital funds (Heinemann, 2015). Due to the corporate back up, the 
 term ‘corporate venture capital funds’ (CVCF) was introduced. By definition, the term CVCF 
 refers  to  the  process  of  financing  external,  young  firms  through  established,  larger 
 corporations in all industries among the industrial, financial or service sector (Knyphausen-
 Aufseß, 2005). This definition excludes transactions or purchases, which can be corresponded 
 to  a  more  universal  practice,  called  ‘corporate  venturing’.  Corporate  venturing  can  include 
 internal  ventures  that  legally  remain  part  of  the  corporations,  whereby  CVCFs  focus  on 
 supporting independent businesses (Chesbrough, 2002).  


The permanent changing environment challenges companies not only to stay competitive, but 
 also to look for product as well as process innovations (Ernst, Witt, & Brachtendorf, 2005). 


In fact, corporations consider the sourcing of external innovation as a strategy for overcoming 
 this  challenge.  External  innovation  can  be  generated  through  buy-in  or  licenses  for  new 
 technology  or  the  purchase  of  firms  including  their  R&D  resources.  Additionally,  one 
 possible  and  already  established  program  is  represented  by  venture  capital  funds  where 
 corporations  invest  their  capital  into  innovative,  upcoming  companies  (Ernst,  Witt,  & 


Brachtendorf, 2005). These corporations mostly act as mother firms that establish a legally 
separated  corporation  with  the  focus  on  investing  into  portfolio  companies.  Financially 
sponsored  by  their  mother  firm,  these  corporate  venture  capital  corporations  then  focus  on 
individual strategic and financial goals.  



(13)The reciprocal and common process of a CVCF is derived by Ernst, Witt and Brachtendorf 
 (2005) and slightly adjusted to meet the purpose of this paper in Figure 1. From a strategic 
 point of view, corporations pursue on exploiting synergies among a potential start-up as well 
 as themselves and indeed seek for new generation of growth, sales and profit. Of course, this 
 highly depends on the degree of collaboration in which the corporation is interested in, as in 
 the  resources  and  processes  of  the  venture.  The  collaboration  degree  is  mostly  linked  to 
 similar patterns of the investing company such as operating in the same industry (1), similar 
 technology  (2),  equal  distribution  channels  (3)  or  related  customer  segments  (4).  The 
 financial  goal  clearly  indicates  a  certain  growth  and  financial  return  of  the  venture  to 
 diversify  its  income  channels  (Chesbrough,  2002).  This  is  particularly  interesting  once  an 
 established  industry  matured  because  of  environmental  changes.  For  example,  the  German 
 Media  Group  ProSiebenSat.1  meanwhile  generates  more  than  20  percent  of  its  revenue 
 through corporate venturing with a growth rate of 65 percent whereas classic television and 
 commercials are almost saturated with an increase in growth of three percent (Losch, 2017). 


Temporally regarded, the investment generally takes place in a relatively early stage of the 
 purchased firm, which distinguishes its purpose from merger and acquisitions (Ernst, Witt, & 


Brachtendorf, 2005). On the other side, the start-up is looking for financial support, as well as 
 mentorship when becoming a portfolio firm of the corporation (Heinemann, 2015). Although 
 literature suggests synergies like expertise (1), IT infrastructure (2), acquiring customers from 
 the existing corporation (3) and earning reputation for further investment rounds (4), these are 
 still considered to be secondary goals. The primary reason still represents financial support 
 for long-term stability (Dushnitsky & Shaver, 2009).  


Figure  1 - Common CVCF process 


Source: (Ernst, Witt, & Brachtendorf, 2005) 



(14)Historically, the first CVCF with a strategic objective as it is known today emerged during 
 the  1960s,  solely  in  the  United  Sates  (U.S.).  Inspired  by  independent  venture  capital  firms 
 that first emerged in 1948, most of the early U.S. based CVCFs failed during their first years 
 of  establishment.  As  the  concept  was  not  widely  accepted,  corporations  struggled  with  a 
 proper transfer of technology and process. On top of that, the rate of successfully contracted 
 start-ups  was  desperately  low  (Rind,  1981).  However,  during  the  dot-com  bubble1,  CVCFs 
 also started to flourish in Europe during the growth of the Internet sector and other related 
 fields. With the burst of the dot-com bubble in 2001, investors and corporations returned to 
 the  solid  ground  of  economic  reality  sooner  than  expected.  After  the  stabilization  of 
 economic prospects, CVCFs as well as independent venture capital organizations have been 
 growing  continuously  for  the  last  15  years:  In  2015,  the  venture  capital  ecosystem 
 incorporated more than $74 billion in the United States of America. In here, CVCFs took part 
 in 17 percent of all venture capital deals reporting almost 24 percent of the overall venture 
 investments used to venture capital (VC) backed start-ups (Waite, 2016).  


In a nutshell, corporations have realized that investing into young and innovative firms can be 
 unquestionable attractive and create competitive advantages that are manifold. Nevertheless, 
 history  has  shown  that  solely  providing  capital  without  a  profound  collaboration  basis  can 
 lead to predictive failure. In the next chapter, a relatively new collaboration concept of start-
 ups among each other as well as start-ups and corporations is introduced.  


2.1.2  Seed Accelerators  


The following section will briefly outline the concept of independent seed accelerators that 
 covers the original idea of the establishment of corporate accelerators.  


Boston,  Massachusetts  in  March  2005:  The  first  seed  accelerator  or  start-up  accelerator 
 program,  called  Y  Combinator,  was  launched  by  Paul  Graham,  Jessica  Livingston,  Robert 
 Morris and Trevor Blackwell. The idea was straightforward: Supporting and mentoring early-
 stage,  growth-driven  firms  through  financing  as  well  as  expertise  and  assessments  from 
 entrepreneurs.  Ian  Hathaway  described  its  process  as  the  following:  “[…]  start-ups  enter 
 accelerators  for  a  fixed-period  of  time,  as  a  part  of  a  cohort  of  companies.  The  accelerator 
 experience is a process of intense, rapid, and immersive education aimed at accelerating the 
 life  cycle  of  young  innovative  companies,  compressing  years’  worth  of  learning-by-doing 
 ____________ 


1 Historic speculative bubble that emerged during 1995-2001. It was caused by a rapid growth in the 
internet sector in which stock markets could see their equity value massively increase and then collapse between 
1999-2001. (Galbraith & Hale, 2004) 



(15)into just a few months” (Hathaway, 2016, p. 2). After the intense acceleration phase, start-ups 
 prepare  for  a  demo  day  in  which  all  start-ups  present  their  ideas  and  progress  to  potential 
 investors hoping to get a positive response. That is why accelerators are often considered to 
 be an intermediate stage before going to the market (Dempwolf, Auer, & D'Ippolito, 2014). 


Nevertheless, there is no commonly accepted and consistent definition or defined process, as 
 the topic is academically not fully discovered yet. 


As the term suggests, start-ups are accelerated in terms of their growth rates, capital provided, 
 and  strategy.  In  the  past,  it  seemed  difficult  to  properly  distinguish  the  accelerator  model 
 from its counterparts such as incubators, angel investors or other hybrid models that support 
 early-stage  firms,  each  with  a  different  focus.  That  is  why  Susan  Cohen,  a  lecturer  of  the 
 University of Richmond identified four unique factors within accelerators which distinguish 
 their  nature  from  other  programs  and  help  to  realize  their  purpose  (Cohen,  2013).  The 
 defining characteristics of start-up supportive institutions are displayed in Table 1.  


Table 1 - Key differences for start-up supportive institutions 


Source: (Cohen, 2013) 


The  basic  idea  of  the  chart  is  derived  from  Susan  Cohen  and  was  filled  with  additional 
information  gathered  from  existing  literature  on  start-up  supportive  institutions.  First, 
duration is what distinguishes accelerators the most from incubators and other programs. The 
time period in accelerators is rather short, three to six months, while other programs suggest 
either ongoing mentorship of more than one year (1). Second, the program is characterized by 



(16)a  cohort-based  process,  in  which  start-ups  support,  help  and  motivate  each  other.  The 
 collaboration between start-ups is higher than in any of the other supportive institutions (2). 


Third, the entire business model is designed to mentor and fundamentally support start-ups. 


Rather than being run by an external manager who has no active financial participation such 
 as  incubators,  accelerator  managers  mostly  act  as  operating  angel  investors  with  a  settled 
 financial  investment  (3).  Lastly,  accelerators  select  and  accept  ventures  in  batches  within  a 
 regular  interval  once  or  twice  a  year  whereas  other  institutions  follow  their  selection 
 principles on an ongoing basis (4) (Cohen, 2013). The accelerator’s capital is mostly sourced 
 from  internal  investors,  donations  or  subsidies.  This  money  is  used  to  cover  costs  like 
 facilities, salary for accelerator employees or running overheads. Moreover, start-ups that got 
 accepted  receive  an  amount  that  typically  ranges  up  to  $50  thousand  (K)  of  this  capital 
 (Heinemann, 2015). Besides the monetary asset, non-monetary services such as mentorship, 
 as  well  as  lectures  and  speeches  by  entrepreneurs  are  provided.  In  average,  the  accelerator 
 receives between five to eight percent of equity with a purpose of keeping it below a potential 
 controlling stake (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014).  


Considered from the historical point of view, this type of institution exists for twelve years. 


As it can be seen in Figure 2, the number of accelerators has grown dramatically over the past 
 ten years. Between 2008 and 2014, the number of accelerators based in the U.S. had risen by 
 an  average  of  almost  50  percent  in  every  single  year  (Hathaway,  2016).  According  to 
 Hathaway and her primary research in collaboration with PitchBook Data, all 172 U.S. based 
 accelerators  have  received  a  total  of  $19.5  billion  in  funding  in  more  than  5.000  start-ups 
 between  2005  until  2015.  One  possible  reasoning  for  the  emergence  of  accelerators  is  the 
 risk-averse  attitude  established  through  the  burst  of  the  dot-com  bubble.  Instead  of  only 


Figure 2 - Number of U.S. 


based accelerators (2015) 


Source:  Hathway,  PitchBook  Data, 
Harvard Business Review, 2016 



(17)providing  money,  companies  were  in  control  of  their  invested  capital,  which  made  the 
 accelerator concept much more attractive.   


Figure  3  outlines  an  overview  of  the  best  performing  accelerators  based  on  a  tier  ranking 
 system2. Both Y Combinator, founded in 2005 and Techstars, founded in 2008 were the first 
 official  accelerators  on  the  market  and  find  themselves  among  the  first-tier  level.  The 
 following industries are supported by the accelerators found in Figure 3: 


§  Eleven are focused on distinctive technology, software and design start-ups 


§  Six are focused on all industries like fin tech, education, media, travel and hospitality, 
 food and beverage or mobility  


§  Five  are  focused  on  health  care  industries  like  medical  devices,  digital  health  or 
 biotech and clean tech 


§  One is focused on branding and marketing 


Dempwolf,  Auer  and  D’Ippolito  (2014)  outline  six  primary  types  of  organizations  that 
 support accelerator-like mentoring and services. For the purpose of this paper, the researchers 
 only  concentrate  on  three  of  these  organizations:  First,  university  accelerators  (1)  are 
 primarily focused on students and their entrepreneurial and innovative activity. They do not 
 focus on equity stakes or controlling rights in student-founded companies but provide them 
 with necessary seed capital for fostering and enhancing students’ ideas. Although following 
 the basic principle of mentorship driven accelerators, most of the service provided is internal, 
 like  alumni  or  faculty  support.  Second,  private  innovation  accelerators  (2)  represent  the 
 ____________ 


2 A ranking system with three distinct levels 
 Figure 3 - 2016 top accelerator programs 


Source: (Forbes, 2016) 



(18)typical  acceleration  institute  as  discussed  above.  They  are  independent,  profit-driven 
 businesses with the long-term interest of cashing out their start-ups, which they hope to get 
 acquired  during  the  demo  day  or  have  a  successful  initial  public  offering  (IPO).  Third,  a 
 recently emerged program with a similar subset of services called ‘corporate accelerators’ (3) 
 illustrates another primary type of organizations that support accelerator-like mentoring and 
 services. In this case, the accelerator is founded and sponsored by its corporate mother firm 
 (Kohler,  2016).  The  next  chapter  will  provide  an  overview  about  its  formal  definition  and 
 general characteristics.  


2.1.3  Corporate Accelerators 


The following section presents an introduction to the concept of corporate accelerators. This 
 constitutes the basis for this thesis’ upcoming topic specification. 


Corporations that focus on an open innovation strategy started to search for suitable start-ups 
 sourcing  considering  it  a  source  for  external  innovation.  Corporate  accelerators  offer  a 
 possible  solution  to  create,  as  well  as  foster  innovations  from  entrepreneurial  ventures. 


(Kohler, 2016). What Thomas Kohler refers to is a relatively new phenomenon that appears 
 to have arisen from the ambition of many corporations to converge with innovation and new 
 technology.  


Corporate  accelerators  are  defined  as  the  following:  “These  accelerators  engage  in  the 
 provision  of  seed  capital  and  various  combinations  of  mentoring,  technical  assistance, 
 networking, and facilities to entrepreneurs, inventors, and start-up teams to advance certain 
 goals of the corporate or institutional parent” (Dempwolf, Auer, & D'Ippolito, 2014, p. 22). 


Despite  its  formal  definition,  the  basic  principle  of  corporate  accelerators  builds  upon  the 
 same as privately owned accelerators: they follow a cohort based approach and accept start-
 ups  in  batches,  usually  two  to  four  times  a  year  depending  on  its  individual  duration.  In 
 addition, they offer mentorship and full-time support during the acceleration phase. Finally, 
 corporations  seek  for  start-ups  to  succeed,  both  on  the  financial  as  well  as  the  strategic 
 perspective (Hochberg, 2015). Therefore, the actual objective of the program outlines the key 
 distinction for accelerators with a corporate nature. 


In  general,  a  corporate  accelerator  looks  for  products,  services  or  technologies  within  its 
corporate  mother’s  industry  or  at  least  can  be  applied  to  a  certain  industry  branch.  As  the 
corporation  is  likely  to  be  an  expert  in  a  certain  industry,  it  can  fundamentally  support  the 
start-up  with  entering  the  market  and  commercializing  the  product,  service  or  technology 



(19)(Kohler,  2016).  On  top  of  that,  it  aims  to  foster  its  own  ecosystem  with  creating  a  parallel 
 start-up ecosystem where it can source and drive innovation much faster than it could be done 
 internally.  Further,  expanding  existing  market  shares  can  lead  to  growth  options  not  only 
 internally,  but  also  participating  in  the  success  of  their  start-up  portfolio.  Uniquely,  a 
 corporate  accelerator  tries  to  alter  the  organization’s  mindset.  Rueda  states  the  following: 


“An in-house corporate accelerator is more a way of thinking than a physical space: it is a 
 mechanism  to  expose  a  mature  company  to  the  speed  and  flexibility  of  start-ups  and  can 
 positively  impact  internal  processes  in  the  corporate,  as  well  as  optimize  innovation  and 
 talent” (Rueda, 2016, p.11). Finally, entirely new business models, access to resources like 
 talent  pools,  distribution  or  customer  segments  can  create  a  profitable  leverage  for 
 corporations (Dempwolf, Auer, & D'Ippolito, 2014).  


To summarize, corporate accelerators have similar characteristics in comparison to privately 
 owned accelerators that are defined in section 2.1.2. However, important distinctions are on 
 the one hand the ownership structure (1). The corporate accelerator is owned to more than 50 
 percent by its legal mother firm or by several corporations. On the other hand, the program’s 
 objectives  slightly  differ  (2)  and  are  mostly  derived  by  its  corporate  mother’s  objectives 
 (Heinemann, 2015). 


2.2  The Reasoning Behind Corporate Accelerators 


In order to understand the concept of corporate accelerators entirely, it is necessary to take a 
 step  back  and  look  beyond  its  definition  and  characteristics.  As  the  previous  sections 
 outlined,  corporate  venturing  has  found  its  origin  in  venture  capital  funds.  The  idea  of 
 investing  into  young,  innovative  firms  engaged  corporations  to  invest  their  capital  or  cash 
 reserves  in  a  novel  way.  Approximately  the  same  phenomena  emerged  with  accelerators: 


Corporations  identified  the  potential  of  developing  their  own  start-up  ecosystem  while 
 extracting essential resources like information, processes, know-how or talents. In addition to 
 that,  the  possible  financial  return  and  strategic  benefits  attracts  corporations  in  such  a  way 
 that they are willing to invest a considerable amount of capital into their start-up portfolio.  


With  the  core  definitions  introduced,  this  section  outlines  the  historical  origin  of  corporate 
accelerators  while  reviewing  existing  literature  of  environmental  circumstances  and 
externalities.  This  is  especially  interesting  when  considering  the  complex  challenges  and 
obstacles that multinational enterprises (MNE) must cope with nowadays. Giving attention to 
their  development,  the  following  sections  summarize  available  research  about  past  and 



(20)recently  established  programs.  Following,  it  provides  an  overview  of  corporation’s 
 psychological motivation for founding an accelerator internally and illustrate statistical data 
 about  current  growth  rates,  industry  sectors  and  international  distribution  of  corporate 
 accelerators.  


2.2.1  Historical Emergence  


Kohler  (2016)  argues  that  the  hope  of  both  organizations  and  start-ups  within  such  an 
 accelerator  program  is  to  mutually  benefit  from  each  other.  In  concrete,  he  states:  “The 
 promise of corporate accelerators lies in bridging the gap between corporations and start-ups. 


Large  corporations  and  start-ups  are  decidedly  different  organizations.  One  has  what  the 
 other lacks” (Kohler, 2016, p. 348).  


Although  academic  literature  on  corporate  accelerators  is  rather  limited,  most  of  the 
 suggested research indicated that the arrival and ongoing popularity was likely triggered by 
 the awareness of either one or multiple corporations. The process involved the collaboration 
 with entrepreneurs who are known for fostering innovation potential, being surrounded by a 
 highly  talented  workforce  and  apply  as  well  as  adapt  newly  emerging  technologies  while 
 absorbing novel ways of working and thinking (Rueda, 2016; Heinemann, 2015; Hochberg, 
 2015).  In  fact,  corporations  seek  to  innovate  and  explore  new  methods,  ideas  and 
 technologies  from  inside  but  often  lack  the  internal  resources  to  accomplish  such  a 
 transformation. 


Another  key  point  for  the  historical  emergence  of  corporate  accelerators  can  be  found  in 
several studies about the rising merger and acquisition (M&A) activity, corporate venturing 
or recently seed accelerating of corporations. This research considers two independent studies 
on  this  topic.  The  first  one  was  published  by  the  Federal  Reserve  Bank  and  conducted  by 
Juan M. Sánchez and Emircan Yurdagül in 2013 and considers cash reserves of U.S. located 
firms. The other one was published by the auditing, tax, management and financial advisory 
Deloitte  Touche  Tohmatsu  Limited  in  2013.  It  investigates  the  cash  paradox  and  analyses 
how it affects corporate behavior. Both studies outline that U.S. firms currently hold record-
level  amounts  of  cash  (Sánchez  &  Yurdagül,  2013).  Specifically,  large  corporations  nearly 
doubled their cash reserves between 2008 and 2013 (Deloitte, 2014). Indeed, this led to an 
increase  in  resources  for  investment  activities  such  as  seed  money  for  accelerators 
(Heinemann,  2015).  Keeping  that  in  mind,  Cristina  Rueda  identified  the  following:  “With 
start-ups essentially disrupting every industry, large companies have come to the realization 



(21)that creating structured channels to capture innovation and talent and get closer to the start-
 up-mindset is critical” (Rueda, 2016, p. 8). By structured channels, Rueda refers to the roots 
 of  an  entrepreneurial  ecosystem  being  created  within  an  accelerator.  In  contrast  to 
 corporations fully developed and grown roots, which are difficult to alter, start-ups can easily 
 adapt or even regrow their roots. Hence, corporations seek for the best of both worlds.  


Lastly,  another  potential  trigger  might  be  the  correlation  of  the  emergence  of  the  financial 
 crisis associated with a decrease in the number of initial funding rounds within the venture 
 capital industry (Block, De Vries, & Sandner, 2012). As much as venture capital funds have 
 succeeded,  the  time  for  a  structural  change  within  these  programs  has  come.  Given  these 
 facts, it might not be surprising that corporations started to pull back their capital from their 
 once  profitable  CVCFs  (Heinemann,  2015).  Under  those  circumstances  the  newly  emerged 
 concept of corporate accelerators was greeted with considerable support and enthusiasm by 
 those who supported the idea of interacting with and supporting the start-up industry.  


To summarize, there is more than one potential trigger for the emergence and ongoing rise of 
 corporate accelerators. As the concept is rather new, academic literature on this phenomenon 
 is  still  limited.  Nevertheless,  the  above-mentioned  facts  are  likely  to  correlate  with  their 
 existence.  The  next  chapter  outlines  the  meanwhile  increased  prevalence  of  corporate 
 accelerators and the associated development since their establishment.  


2.2.2  Early Development and Prevalence 


The phenomenon of corporate accelerators first emerged in 2010, which explains the novelty 
 and  limited  research  on  this  kind  of  program.  The  first  corporations  that  were  among  the 
 pioneers are ImmobilienScout24 (YouIsNow – Germany), Microsoft (Microsoft Ventures – 
 USA) or Telefónica S.A. (Wayra – Spain). Currently, the data landscape for public access is 
 still limited as the first program was launched seven years ago. Moreover, the survival rate of 
 start-ups  and  their  success  is  considerable  volatile,  which  results  in  rapidly  outdated  and 
 limited databases (Dempwolf, Auer, & D'Ippolito, 2014).  


Seed-DB  however  is  a  constantly  updated  seed  accelerator  database  as  of  summer  2009. 


Since then, 188 worldwide operating programs can be found today (Christiansen, 2016). In 
contrast,  Florian  Heinemann  who  graduated  from  Massachusetts  Institute  of  Technology  in 
2015,  dedicated  his  master  thesis  to  the  phenomenon  of  corporate  accelerators.  In  this 
context,  he  launched  a  database  including  a  full  list  of  all  corporate  accelerator  programs 
(Heinemann, Corporate Accelerator DB, 2016). Since his last update on the 20th of December 



(22)in 2016, 79 corporate accelerators were launched. According to Heinemann, 71 programs are 
 still actively operating. 


In  the  previous  sections,  research  and  data  of  U.S.  based  start-ups,  corporations  or 
 accelerators  often  played  a  significant  role.  This  observation  is  based  on  two  reasons  on 
 which the latter focuses on the European environment: First, quality and density of academic 
 and  statistical  research  is  still  low.  Second,  the  prevalence  of  corporate  sponsorship  in 
 accelerators  correlates  with  the  sustainability  of  accelerator  business  models  in  Europe. 


Despite  the  fact  that  European  VC  have  current  growth  rate  of  ten  percent,  the  total 
 investment in the U.S. is still more than five times higher (Levin, 2016). 


Gust,  a  global  platform  for  entrepreneurs  that  collaborates  with  potential  investors  to  fund 
 new ventures conducted a global accelerator report for 2015. It reports, Europe accounted for 
 113  private  and  corporate  seed  accelerators  in  2015,  whereas  the  U.S.  accounted  for  111 
 during that time. However, the total investment in the U.S. region accounted for more than 
 twice the amount compared to Europe. Figure 4 displays the saturation of the U.S. including 
 its respective investments, whereas Figure 5 shows the same for the European area. 


Figure 4 - Total investments in Northern America 


Source: (Gust, 2015) 



(23)Despite  the  regional  differences  in  the  investment  amounts,  three  out  of  the  ten  most 
 successful  accelerators  in  Europe  have  corporate  roots.  In  the  U.S.,  there  is  only  one 
 accelerator under the top ten backed by its corporate mother.  


Overall,  the  similarity  of  private  seed  accelerators  and  corporate  accelerators  makes  it 
 difficult to solely focus on the latter. As outlined in the previous sections, early development 
 and  research  states  that  corporate  accelerators  can  be  considered  as  a  ‘derivation’  from  the 
 original idea. Florian Heinemann launched the first database for corporate accelerators with 
 currently 71 programs listed. Research and worldwide prevalence has shown that due to the 
 volatility of the program, such a database needs ongoing updates to stay representative. The 
 next  chapter  outlines  and  categorize  major  industry  sectors  and  their  respective  portfolio 
 firms. 


Figure 5 - Total investments in Europe 


Source: (Gust, 2015) 



(24)2.2.3  Industrial Sectors and Portfolio Firms  


Most  private  seed  accelerators  as  well  as  corporate  accelerators  describe  the  condition  for 
 accepting applications of start-ups similarly to Y Combinator: “We’ll consider start-ups from 
 any field. We’ve funded companies that make everything from microbes to fusion reactors to 
 coffee carts” (Y Combinator, 2016). From a corporate perspective, Axel Springers Plug and 
 Play  highlights  the  following  focus  areas:  Internet  of  Things,  Fintech,  Retail,  Health  & 


Wellness,  Mobility,  Insurtech,  Food  &  Beverage,  Supply  Chain  &  Logistics,  Travel  & 


Hospitality,  New  Materials  &  Packaging  and  Media  (PlugandPlay,  2017).  Despite  their 
 openness towards a variety of industries, the technology sector including mobile applications 
 or software is still preferred by corporations (Hochberg, 2015).  


The  previously  mentioned  annual  accelerator  report  of Gust  conducted  a  survey  by  asking 
 accelerators which markets are interesting with regard to investments. Figure 6 depicts ‘hot 
 markets’  for  2016  based  on  accelerator’s  interest  to  invest.  Although  the  assumptions  by 
 Hochberg that accelerators are primarily engaged to accept start-ups in the technology sector, 
 accelerators such as Healthbox for healthcare or Dreamit Ventures for education technology 
 reveal the diversity and potential upcoming opportunities for start-up supportive institutions.  


Figure 6 - Hot markets 
 worldwide for 2016 


Source: (Gust, 2015) 



(25)Table  2  represents  worldwide  examples  of  corporate  accelerators  and  their  respective 
 industry  sector.  Important  to  realize  is  the  industry  relationship  of  corporations  to  their 
 accelerators and in connection to their supported start-ups. Driven by the corporate mother, 
 corporate  accelerators  tend  to  select  start-ups  according  to  their  industry.  This  not  only 
 supports corporations by capturing innovation within their industry, it also enables start-ups 
 to  collaborate  with  industry  experts  for  understanding  the  specific  market.  For  example, 
 Nike’s  accelerator  ‘Nike+  Accelerator’  invited  ten  start-up  companies  for  a  three-month 
 collaboration  including  a  subsequent  demo  day  event  for  presenting  ideas  using  emerging 
 technologies  to  create  better  solutions  for  athletes  (Nike,  2017).  Another  example  for 
 corporation’s  strategic  consideration  of  selecting  in-house  portfolio  is  Bayer’s  accelerator 
 called  ‘Bayer  Grants4App’.  Their  accelerator  supports  innovative  healthcare  start-ups  and 
 developers. On their website, they state the following: “We are looking for novel software, 
 hardware,  technologies,  or  processes  that  can  be  applied  on  areas  contributing  to  improve 
 health outcomes or pharmaceutical processes” (Grants4apps, 2017).  


It  is  crucial  for  corporations  within  a  specific  industry  to  understand  the  fundamentals  and 
 basics  about  their  sector  and  the  connection  across  that  industry  vertically  (Rueda,  2016). 


Corporate  accelerators,  once  established  successfully,  can  represent  the  key  of  the 
 verticalization  activity.  For  that  reason,  it  is  important  for  corporations  not  to  see  start-ups 
 within their ecosystem as classic suppliers but as journey partners. Although the concept of 


Table 2 - 
 Worldwide 
 examples of 
 corporate 
 accelerators 


Source:  (Rueda,  2016; 


Heinemann, 2015) 



(26)integrating such an accelerator within a corporation seems attractive, it is important to note 
 that change alone does not necessarily imply learning (Fiol & Lyles, 1985). Hence, the next 
 chapter  introduces  fundamental  organizational  learning  theories  that  will  later  represent  the 
 basis for the analysis regarding components of corporate accelerators to support and enhance 
 organizational learning within corporations.  


2.3  Organizational Learning 


Different levels of learning have a contrasting influence on the strategic objective as well as 
 on  the  management  of  the  firm  (Fiol  &  Lyles,  1985).  In  other  words,  depending  on  a 
 corporations’ strategic alignment, it is necessary to evaluate as well as estimate the desired 
 outcome  for  defining  the  capacity  of  corporations  to  learn  over  time.  In  the  following 
 sections, a basic vocabulary of organizational learning as well as knowledge acquisition and 
 transfer  is  introduced.  Based  on  historical  and  widespread  accepted  concepts  on 
 organizational  learning,  a  renewed  connection  of  learning  and  knowledge  management  is 
 introduced. The most compelling evidence for that is the identified potential for organizations 
 to  establish  programs  like  accelerators  to  generate  and  keep  a  competitive  advantage  on 
 account  of  knowledge  resources  (Pemberton  &  Stonehouse,  2000).  As  start-up  supportive 
 institutes,  their  impact  and  consequences  on  organizations  are  recent  phenomena.  This 
 connection also outlines a shift in an organizations’ culture and management structure.  


2.3.1  Basic Concept  


For a clear distinction of what has changed and what should be considered in organizational 
 learning, a definition which stems from almost 50 years ago is provided: “[…] Organizational 
 learning  is  defined  as  the  growing  insights  and  successful  restructurings  of  organizational 
 problems by individuals reflected in the structural elements and outcomes of the organization 
 itself” (Fiol & Lyles, 1985, p. 803, as cited in Simon, 1969). Here, Simon refers learning to 
 the  process  of  cultivating  and  prospering  insights  within  an  organization  identify  its 
 composition  in  order  to  deconstruct  and  reinterpret  the  actual  problem  by  interacting 
 individuals. For a potential reinterpretation and learning outcome, ‘structural elements’ and 
 action outcomes have to be considered and transformed. However, this definition assumes a 
 concurrent occurrence of two phenomena, which is unlikely in practice (Fiol & Lyles, 1985). 


Equally important is the comparison of the society as well as industry nowadays and 50 years 
ago.  As  the  world  becomes  much  more  flexible  and  complex,  society  is  becoming  faster-
paced, products are becoming obsolete faster, and, consequently, trends are emerging due to 



(27)the  appearance  of  innovative  and  radical  new  business  models.  Part  of  this  change  within 
 organizational learning is the establishment of information technology (IT), which is still a 
 relatively recent and dynamic area of research. Many organizations experience a change in 
 organizing  their  resources  and  processes  as  a  direct  response  to  the  emergence  of 
 communication and information supportive technologies (Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011). In 
 fact, IT resources such as in- and external connectivity, data storage and derived patterns or 
 tools  such  as  quality  management  all  lead  to  one  crucial  resource  for  an  organization: 


Knowledge.  That  is  why  information  technologies  are  often  related  to  the  progression  of 
 knowledge management (Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011). Keeping that in mind, Pumberton 
 and  Stonehouse  (2000)  claim  that  organizations  can  generate  a  competitive  advantage  if 
 essential  components  of  information  and  knowledge  are  used  for  continuous  long-term 
 organizational learning. Pemberton and Stonehouse state the following: “[…] the recognition 
 of  knowledge  as  the  single  most  important  source  of  competitive  advantage  […],  has 
 developed  alternative  avenues  through  which  firms  can  build  and  sustain  superior 
 performance.  It  is  now  possible  for  organizations  to  achieve  greater  flexibility  and 
 adaptability through continuous learning and the improved management of their knowledge 
 assets on which their core competences are build” (Pemberton & Stonehouse, 2000, p.184).  


Besides  the  development  of  information  technology  and  its  correlation  to  knowledge 
 management,  there  is  another  mentionable  source  occurring  to  this  phenomenon,  namely 
 knowledge  transfer.  In  the  previous  sections,  we  outlined  the  newly  emerging  trend  for 
 corporations to interact with entrepreneurial driven start-ups. Certainly, organizations regard 
 this  as  an  essential  source  for  expanding  and  reinforcing  their  knowledge  assets,  which 
 ultimately  leads  to  organizational  learning.  In  other  words,  organizational  learning  can  be 
 perceived  as  being  composed  of  three  sub-processes:  Creating  (1),  retaining  (2)  and 
 transferring knowledge (3) (Argote, 2011). Once the organization processes and learns from 
 their  experience,  entirely  new  knowledge  can  be  created.  Retaining  the  knowledge  is 
 important  for  sustainable  persistence.  The  transfer  of  knowledge  can  then  occur  either 
 between  individuals  or  units.  Transfer  of  knowledge  is  explicitly  discussed  in  the  next 
 section. 


In  general,  there  are  different  methods  of  approaching  the  topic  of  organizational  learning 
(Easterby-Smith  &  Lyles,  2011).  Regarding  the  interaction  and  impact  of  corporate 
accelerators with its corporate mother, it is crucial to narrow down the manifold elements of 
organizational  learning  to  its  fundamental  perspective:  Understanding  the  learning 



(28)capabilities  of  individuals  (1)  and  more  importantly,  of  corporations  (2).  This  is  especially 
 interesting because corporate accelerators strive for both, the holistic approach in improving 
 the whole organization’s way of thinking, as well as acquiring talents and change or improve 
 their  employee’s  current  mindset.  As  already  mentioned,  corporate  accelerators  do  not 
 represent  a  physical  playground  for  testing  new  ideas;  they  strive  for  altering  their  way  of 
 thinking (Rueda, 2016).  


Coming back to the perspectives of organizational learning, it is fundamental to first take a 
 look at the organizational point of view. Literature suggests a profound connection between 
 organizational learning and organizational adaptation (Fiol & Lyles, 1985; Easterby-Smith & 


Lyles, 2011; Lau, 2009; Levitt & March, 1988). Nowadays, it is necessary for organizations 
 to adapt within volatile environments in which evolving technologies or product disruption 
 can  change  a  whole  industry.  Unlike  relatively  stable  industries,  including  well-established 
 goods or services, such as raw materials or transportation, organizations that establish their 
 own  corporate  accelerator  are  likely  to  be  found  in  a  rather  volatile  industry  (Heinemann, 
 2015).  As  it  can  be  gathered  from  the  literature,  each  individual  ‘organizational  learning 
 style’ indicates what is actually learned and how this learning meets organization’s approval. 


Combined all learning styles of an organization, including its practices, styles and methods, 
 can  be  meaningful  for  specific  demands  or  needs  within  an  industry  (Easterby-Smith  & 


Lyles, 2011). In fact, the learning styles demonstrate organizational resources and capabilities 
 to generate competitive advantage.  


An  increase  in  organizational  learning  can  be  achieved  in  two  ways:  Either  considerably 
 strengthening and expanding already existing capabilities or entirely developing entirely new 
 ones.  Unlike  building  on  already  existing  capabilities,  developing  new  ones  requires  a 
 fundamental  change  in  the  corporate  culture  (DiBella,  Nevis,  &  Gould,  1996).  Practices  or 
 learning  styles,  taken  or  copied  from  corporate  accelerators,  can  constitute  to  the  above-
 mentioned organizational capabilities. In fact, DiBella, Nevis and Gould state that knowledge 
 source is “defined as the extent to which an organization prefers to develop new knowledge” 


it is generally higher when ideas or inspirations are developed externally (DiBella, Nevis, & 


Gould, 1996, p. 361).  


Indeed, ideas, processes or new ways of thinking can be generated by corporate accelerators 
and later sourced from their corporate mother. This can surely happen by building on existing 
capabilities  and  resources.  Whether  a  corporate  accelerator  can  trigger  a  change  in  culture 



(29)depends  on  its  impact  on  the  organization.  Chapter  five  reveals  practical  insights  that  help 
 understand  which  mechanisms  of  corporate  accelerators  can  bring  positive  impact  on  the 
 organization.  


As much as the importance of organizational learning can be accounted for the organization 
 as  a  learning  institute  itself,  individual-oriented  learning  still  represents  the  origin  of  an 
 organization’s  way  of  thinking.  Individuals,  unlike  organizations,  are  responsible  for 
 decision-making, processing information or establishing an organizational culture (Easterby-
 Smith & Lyles, 2011). On behalf of the organization, individuals then orientate themselves on 
 routine-based, history-dependent, and target-oriented behavior which automatically becomes 
 organizational learning (Levitt & March, 1988). The fundamental concept behind this guiding 
 behavior leads to cognitive behavioral structures. Individuals start building a ‘mental model’ 


within their mindsets which symbolizes their actions. This mental model of individuals can 
 be  adapted  or  revised,  which,  depending  on  its  purpose,  can  lead  to  improved  cognitive 
 behavioral structures (Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011; Lave, 1988; Argyris & Schon, 1978). 


On  that  basis,  the  assumption  that  organizational  learning  is  strongly  interrelated  to 
 organizational  adaptation  is  not  only  valid,  it  also  links  its  interdependence  to  individual-
 oriented learning. Easterby-Smith and Lyles (2011) come to the conclusion, that according to 
 individual  learning  theory,  learning  takes  place  once  individuals  obtain  information  and 
 knowledge, subsequently enhancing their mental model. This can guide their individual and 
 ultimately  the  organizational  behavior.  Therefore,  mental  modeling  is  the  essential 
 phenomenon within individual learning theories that refers directly to what actually happens 
 in the minds of people.  


Despite  the  focus  on  individual  and  cognitive  learning  theories,  organizational  learning  is 
 always a subsequent action-taking place to individual learning. The ‘organizational learning 
 styles’ are represented by the organization itself and are of course influenced by its members. 


They  are  also  transmitted  to  upcoming  members,  which  are  then  influenced  by  the 
organizational  norms,  culture  and  history.  Keeping  that  in  mind,  Hedberg  states  the 
following:  “Although  organizational  learning  occurs  through  individuals,  it  would  be  a 
mistake to conclude that organizational learning is nothing but the cumulative result of their 
member’s  learning.  Organizations  do  not  have  brains,  but  they  have  cognitive  systems  and 
memories. As individuals develop their personalities, personal habits, and beliefs over time, 
organizations  develop  worldviews  and  ideologies.  Members  come  and  go,  and  leadership 
changes,  but  organizations’  memories  preserve  certain  behaviors,  mental  maps,  norms  and 



(30)values over time” (Hedberg, 1981, p.6). Besides the organization as a learning institute itself, 
 the  researchers  assume  that  corporate  accelerators  are  able  to  transform  and  develop 
 organization’s memories with a considerable impact on members and individuals.   


Next to the relationship of the subjects, organizations and their members, to their immediate 
 surroundings, we still need to clarify specific preconditions under which learning is likely to 
 occur.  The  literature  refers  to  a  different  set  of  premises  in  relation  to  learning  that 
 simultaneously  cause  two  phenomena:  First,  they  establish,  create  and  reinforce  a  learning 
 environment and subsequently are automatically generated once learning takes place (Fiol & 


Lyles, 1985).  


Corporate  or  organizational  culture  (1)  represents  the  already  mentioned  norms,  ideologies 
 and routine-based behavioral patterns. This includes the allocation of individual procedures to 
 situations rather than predicting or calculating choices for actions (Levitt & March, 1988). By 
 implication, a corporate culture can, if analyzed in a correct manner, be used for predicting 
 choices and subsequently actions taken by organizations and their members. As a result, the 
 culture should be permanently challenged, revised, and if necessary, corrected for matching 
 established  behavioral  patterns  to  consistently  changing  internal  as  well  as  external 
 circumstances (Fiol & Lyles, 1985; Argyris & Schon, 1978; Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2011).  


Equally important is the corporate strategy (2) determined by the overall scope and direction 
 to achieve particular objectives and goals. With regard to learning, the strategy supports an 
 organization by setting up boundaries for decision-making and by aligning the organizational 
 objectives  to  its  surroundings  (Chandler,  1962).  Moreover,  learning  capacity  is  often 
 associated  with  strategic  options.  Only  if  the  strategy  envisions  a  holistic  balance  between 
 defined  objectives  and  leeway  for  interpretation  as  well  as  adjustment,  organizations  will 
 have spare capacity for learning.  


Organizational structure (3) is a determining factor for the measurable outcome of learning. 


How  extensive  the  impact  on  a  predefined  structure  can  be  is  stated  in  the  following:  “A 
centralized, mechanistic structure tends to reinforce past behaviors, whereas an organic, more 
decentralized  structure  trends  to  allow  shifts  of  beliefs  and  actions”  (Fiol  &  Lyles,  1985, 
p.805,  as  cited  in  Duncan,  1974).  In  other  words,  functional  and  experience-based 
organizations  are  efficient  but  lack  in  dynamic  and  potential  adjustments.  In  contrast, 
organizations that avoid a routine-based, functional behavior need to constantly improve their 
efficiency but are more likely to adapt. Ultimately, the internal and external environment (4) 



(31)of an organization influences the level of learning. In here, the equilibrium of stability and 
 change, predictable and unpredictable actions, as well as the impact of internal and external 
 influences between members who are willing to learn within the organizational environment 
 should  be  maintained  (Hedberg,  1981;  Fiol  &  Lyles,  1985).  To  put  it  differently,  learning 
 always  requires  an  appropriate  tension,  namely  an  impulse  or  stimulus.  Whenever  such  an 
 environment  is  created,  self-awareness  and  perception  create  a  suitable  basis  for 
 organizational learning.  


Altogether,  the  section  revealed  the  definition  of  organizational  learning  from  almost  50 
 years  ago  and  analyzed  under  which  circumstances  this  approach  has  changed.  The 
 emergence  of  information  technology  and  its  availability  to  massive  amounts  of  data  has 
 centered the input for an efficient learning process to knowledge management. Even though 
 learning  was  early  associated  with  adaptation,  knowledge  provides  the  essential  element  of 
 anticipating, recognizing and achieving the desired change. The section approached the topic 
 of organizational learning by considering the organizational as well as the individual point of 
 view. The organizational or institutional side is characterized by learning capabilities, either 
 newly  developed  or  further  advanced.  In  sum,  these  capabilities  measure  an  organizations’ 


individual learning style or system used for generating competitive advantage. Consequently, 
 members  of  the  organization  must  recognize  the  capability’s  origin  that  could  provide  a 
 starting  point  for  strategic  action  (Easterby-Smith  &  Lyles,  2011).  On  the  other  hand, 
 members of the organization are still involved in decision-making or information processing 
 and together create a corporate culture.  


In individual-oriented learning, the literature suggests that behavioral patterns or what guides 
 individual’s behavior are mental models which are an abstract representation of their actions. 


This explanation leads to the assumption of cognitive structures, represented by this mental 
model, which can be adjusted and enhanced. In either case, individuals are able to improve 
decision-making or process information in greater detail that ultimately lead to an increase in 
organizational learning. With this intention, the section has also introduced four factors for 
creating  a  learning  environment  and  synergize  once  they  are  established.  Corporate  culture 
proves  beneficial  towards  learning,  a  strategy  allows  adaptability,  dynamic  structures 
guarantee capacity for learning and ultimately, internal and external environment impact the 
degree of learning.  
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