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OVERVIEW

MEANINGFUL COLLABORATION TO 
DRIVE INNOVATION AND BUSINESS 
CHANGE, OR A FASHIONABLE 
EXPERIMENT TO BOOST REPUTATION?

From a tactical start, the world of corporate 
and startup innovation is fast evolving into 
a strategic requisite. And as the pace of 
change continues to increase, corporations 
must continually look for the right innovation 
partners to meet changing consumer needs. 

Today, the importance of innovation and partnerships has 
grown to such a scale that it is impossible to ignore. Yet as 
the pace of change accelerates, corporations are becoming 
increasingly aware of the need to tackle innovation from 
a different angle. It’s widely recognised that startups 
can help drive inspiration within large corporations. As 
such, partnerships between corporates and startups are 
increasingly seen as the key to driving meaningful change, 
whilst keeping up with rapidly advancing technology and 
societal change.

Many corporations are already actively seeking links with 
agile startups which can help them interpret and respond to 
changing consumer trends. Startups meanwhile know that 
finding the right corporate partner can turbo-charge their 
success.

We believe innovation partnerships between corporates 
and startups have reached a tipping point due to the growth 
of this industry. As a result, collaboration can no longer 
be viewed as an optional extra or an experiment to boost 
reputation.

But we also believe there is an emerging sector issue.

As more models of collaboration appear, the spectrum 
has exploded to incorporate everything from casual 
opportunistic approaches designed to generate publicity, to 
schemes created to drive new revenue streams and solve 
problems at the core of the business with ideas that can 
scale.

As the relationships between corporations and startups 
continue to evolve, this report aims to uncover the current 
status of corporate and startup innovation and reveal 
Unilever Foundry’s future predictions about what will impact 
the state of play.



THE UNILEVER FOUNDRY   FULL WHITEPAPER

3

UNILEVER FOUNDRY

As one of the first corporates to create a startup 
collaboration initiative, the Unilever Foundry is Unilever’s 
global platform for startups and innovators to engage 
and collaborate, solving core business challenges across 
Unilever’s 400+ brands. Sitting at the forefront of corporate 
startup innovation as one of the most established 
programmes, the Unilever Foundry has had over three years 
of experience in this space and have worked on over 100 
pilot projects with pioneering startups.

Unilever Foundry is one of multiple Unilever platforms 
which tap into innovation serving as an entry point for 
startups into Unilever’s brands and functions. It works 
closely with other programmes within the organisation 
including Unilever Ventures, which invests in young, 
promising companies to accelerate growth, and Unilever’s 
leading Consumer Insights and R&D departments, which 
involve thousands of scientists, research specialists, 
engineers, data analysts, and technicians around the globe.

As one of the leading experts in corporate-startup 
collaboration, technology and innovation at scale, Unilever 
Foundry wants to reveal the State of Innovation at the 
crossroads of where global corporations and startups meet, 
and predict what’s next. 

The global research, combined with in-depth qualitative 
interviews with influencers in this space, provides an 
overview of the current climate and looks forward into the 
future of collaborations.

METHODOLOGY

Unilever Foundry’s State of Innovation report was conducted 
during Q1 and Q2 2017. Quantitative research was 
conducted with 204 Brand Managers and 114 startups. In-
depth interviews took place with 24 participants including 
13 Heads of Innovation at brands, agencies, VCs and scouts 
in India, Singapore, United Kingdom and United States. 11 
interviews were conducted with founders and directors at 
startups in the same markets.
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01
THE EVOLUTION 
OF STARTUP 
COLLABORATIONS
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As corporates increasingly seek out new 
collaborations with innovative startups, 
Unilever Foundry predicts a rise in corporate-
led partnerships with co-working spaces to 
bring corporates and startups closer together 
for more effective collaboration.

Current trends highlight an appetite for more collaboration 
in the future: 90% of Brand Managers who have already 
worked with a startup expect to work with them more 
frequently in the future. To allow for continued growth and 
progression, new models -including steps towards working 
side by side - must be implemented to overcome existing 
obstacles and achieve truly effective partnerships. One 
Head of Innovation highlights the current challenges saying:  
“There are inefficiencies on the corporate side that make it 
hard. Startups also don’t have the structure that corporates 
want.”

More enterprises than ever are seeking collaborations. 
However, challenges in the initial stages of a partnership 
can create teething problems. 

Brand Managers report company culture (60%) 
and business structure (66%) can be detrimental to 
partnerships. Startups share a similar perspective on this 
issue: 75% of startups confess difficulty navigating large 
organisations, while two out of three cite unfamiliarity with 

the process and bureaucracies of large corporations (66%) 
as a barrier.

One startup confesses, “The toughest aspect for a startup is 
finding the right decision maker.” and this is recognised by 
Brand Managers (71%) who understood the complexities of 
making initial contact. Dedicated programmes like Unilever 
Foundry help to address this, providing one front door for 
startups and a systematic point of entry.

Following on from initial contact, startups reference further 
cultural potholes including timeliness for decision-making 
(78%) and a lack of understanding business problems 
(qualitative interview) as factors which become a problem in 
the process. One startup summarised the limitations saying:

“A startup is operating very quickly, with huge amounts of 
uncertainty, haemorrhaging cash. Most of the people you 
get contact with are the opposite. They may be full of energy 
and into innovation (…) they might want to work with you but 
they don’t feel the same sense of urgency to get things done.” 
- Startup

Shared working spaces act as a physical manifestation 
of corporates’ commitment to investing in new methods 
to disrupt, explore and co-create. This environment gives 
startups a direct connection to the corporate, providing 
contact with decision makers and offering the opportunity 
to stir entrepreneurial culture into the corporate structure. 
Brand Managers (81%) agree that working with startups 
provides inspiration to be more innovative on processes, 
practices and outputs and entering into a co-working 
environment amplifies this positive effect. One Head of 
Innovation summarises the impact of this close working 
relationship saying:

HOW WILL CORPORATE AND STARTUP 
COLLABORATIONS EVOLVE IN THE 
FUTURE? WE PREDICT STARTUPS 
AND CORPORATES WILL BE WORKING 
SIDE BY SIDE IN THE SAME OFFICE BY 
2025.

of Brand Managers who 
have already worked with a 
startup expect to work with 
them more frequently in 
the future. 

90%
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“It’s more valuable in terms of bouncing ideas and 
exchanging quickly, which is useful, but it’s also more 
inspirational to have the startups near. […] we want to 
promote this entrepreneurial spirit, and we want to revive 
this in the company’s DNA.” - Head of Innovation

Brand Managers who have previously worked with 
startups understand both the difficulties and benefits of 
working together. The consensus shows that the value 
collaborations offer far outweighs the challenges faced, as 
only (10%) of corporates who have worked with startups 
would avoid collaboration again in the future.

Steps to bring the two sides closer and overcome cultural 
differences will ultimately lead to more progressive 
partnerships.

Both groups look for a co-operative approach, where 
learning something new (85% Brand Managers / 88% 
startups) and improving efficiency (81% both) are the two 
most important reasons for working together. New ways of 
working, including side by side collaboration in corporate 
offices or partnerships with established co-working 
spaces, deliver the opportunity for improved business 
understanding, stronger working relationships and an 
increased opportunity for innovation.

As corporates increasingly seek out integrated, 
longstanding collaborations with startups, Unilever Foundry 
predicts an overall rise in partnerships with co-working 
spaces. This model provides proximity to startups and a 
greater opportunity to provide outputs which business 
managers value in startup relationships, including the ability 
to solve business problems in a way that can scale (80%). 
The positive move is echoed by other Brand Managers who 
value this approach:

New ways of working, including side by side collaboration 
in corporate offices or partnerships with established 
co-working spaces, deliver the opportunity for improved 
business understanding, stronger working relationships and 
an increased opportunity for innovation. 

As corporates increasingly seek out integrated, 
longstanding collaborations with startups, Unilever Foundry 
predicts an overall rise in partnerships with co-working 
spaces. This model provides proximity to startups and a 
greater opportunity to provide outputs which business 
managers value in startup relationships, including the ability 
to solve business problems in a way that can scale (80%). 
The positive move is echoed by other Brand Managers who 
value this approach;

“Work alongside them, work together: share the risk, share 
the reward. Don’t treat them like a startup, treat them like 
a valuable partner. Spend time with them sharing what 
you know; call it mentoring or coaching or support – make 
sure they’re getting something to carry forward from the 
experience.” - Brand Manager

Already advancing within the trend for creating new 
shared working spaces, Unilever Foundry launched 
collaborations with co-working spaces, LEVEL3 in 
Singapore and Dogpatch Labs in Dublin, in 2017. 

Co-working spaces are proven to promote 
collaboration and corporate innovation through uniting 
big businesses, startups, and entrepreneurs to fuel 
innovation and create new partnerships that deliver 
meaningful business impact. Working side by side has 
a positive impact on culture and delivers more value 
from partnerships.

Embracing new and innovative ways of working is at 
the core of Unilever Foundry’s work. There’s no single 
proven path to successfully working with startups but 
working side by side with startups allows for more 
collaborative working and encourages new approaches 
and ways of thinking, it allows us to be brave, take 
calculated risks and experiment.

85% 88% 81%

Brand Managers
& Startups

Both
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02
MODELS FOR 
COLLABORATION
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As corporate and startup innovation partnerships continue 
to gain momentum, an eruption of accelerator, incubator 
and partnership programmes have emerged over the past 
three years. Corporates and startups have a wide range of 
ways they interact with each other, ranging from the purely 
exploratory to formal programmes designed to target 
specific objectives. Both approaches have enjoyed varying 
levels of impact, with some providing effective solutions 
to real business problems and others focusing on more 
superficial gains.

Unilever Foundry has identified two main innovation models 
that dominate this space:

Both Heads of Innovation and startups call out the negatives 
of tech tourism, claiming it to be: “not very credible, 
sustainable or effective” (Head of Innovation). 

Tech tourism often constitutes meetings with no particular 
goal and little likelihood of ever developing into a valuable 
partnership. One startup described their frustrations with 
tech tourism models saying:

“At the low end of the spectrum is tech tourism: a brand 
shows up in Silicon Valley, rides the Google slide, meets a 
couple of startups – at best it’s inspirational but basically 
it’s a waste of time. […] Startups want meaningful new 
initiatives and uses of technology.” - Startup

Since the boom in startup and corporate collaboration, 
many corporates have used exploratory tactics labelled 
‘innovation theatre’ to keep abreast of innovation trends 
and drive publicity. Coming under the umbrella term tech 
tourism, the main objective of innovation theatre is to drive 
publicity rather than creating a collaboration that has the 
potential to drive innovation and business change. Publicity 
is a major draw for startups (83%) and whilst this can be 
achieved by this ephemeral approach, the model neglects 
other valued partnership outcomes and rarely helps an 
organisation disrupt its product categories or business 
functions. This approach is ultimately rejected by startups in 
the longterm.

Smooth procurement processes (89%) and access to 
resource and networks (88%) followed by fast decision 
making leading up to a pilot (87%), ability to measure 
achievements (87%) and scale up successes (87%) are 
viewed by startups as the most critical elements for 
a successful partnership. These are the factors that 
corporates should prioritise when designing innovation 
programmes to be attractive to startups. Contrary to 
expectation, access to investment funds appeared lower 
down the priority list (67%) as startups value relationships 
with a more holistic, long-term benefit. 

WILL STRUCTURED PROGRAMMES 
TRIUMPH OR WILL “TECH TOURISM” 
PREVAIL? UNILEVER FOUNDRY 
PREDICTS A SHORT-TERM BOOM IN 
“TECH TOURISM” BUT STRUCTURED 
PROGRAMMES WILL EMERGE AS THE 
LONG-TERM WINNER.

Tech Tourism: A largely ad-hoc, exploratory activity 
which lacks the ability to impact core business aims. 
Activity can range from exploratory trips to tech HQs 
to engaging in ‘innovation theatre’ to manufacture 
instant PR gains

Structured Programmes: A formal process based on 
mutually beneficial goals to drive business impact
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Structured programmes that have got it right are already 
being championed by startups: ”The startup world is crazy 
enough as it is (….) so adding some structure from an 
innovation lab programme is massively helpful.”

Unilever recognises the need for a dedicated programme 
to drive partnerships forward and the ongoing activity by 
Unilver Foundry ensures this is weaved into the fabric of the 
business. One startup agrees on the importance of relating 
partnerships to meaningful business issues and the value 
this can deliver, saying: 

“Structured programmes are very focused on solving 
business challenges. Going to the global startup ecosystem 
and tapping into it in a systematic way to find soloutions to 
business challenges delivers transformational change.”  
- Head of Innovation

There is a clear appetite for more innovation programmes 
with links to the core business but without senior buy-in 
and proper integration some businesses report failing 
innovation programmes:

“Very few of these [programmes] really achieve their 
potential, only maybe 5%. People are starting to develop 
best practice, but most programmes fail because of lack of 
decision maker buy-in at the executive level.” - Startup

Through blending the needs of both corporates and 
startups, the research identified four key elements that 
make collaboration a success in the long-term:

• SENIOR BUY-IN 
“One of the hardest challenges is when you have the 
owner of the project who is championing it, but they 
haven’t gotten that senior support. Ultimately there will 
be a breakdown.” - Head of Innovation

• TRANSPARENCY AND STREAMLINED PROCESSES 
“Easy contracting, straightforward procurement, ability 
for startup to be paid can’t be 90 days. A startup doesn’t 
have 90 days!” - Head of Innovation

• CLEAR OBJECTIVES AND PROCESSES FOR 
SCALING UP 
“Ability to capture and disseminate insights from the 
work, and then a process to make sure you can scale 
a pilot if it works. Time after time, pilots work but then 
still fall through your hands. You need the structure and 
linkage to senior exec leaders that can scale something.” 
- Head of Innovation.

• EDUCATION AND LEARNINGS  
“A big part of (innovation programmes) is educating on 
both sides education for the startup on how it is to deal 
with a multinational corporation as much as education 
for the different people in divisions within the corporation 
on how it is to deal with a startup.”

In the short-term, as more businesses step into the 
corporate and startup innovation space, Unilever Foundry 
expects to see an initial increase in green entries, typified 
by tech tourism and innovation theatre. As this landscape 
matures, Unilever Foundry predicts innovation theatre will 
wane as corporates and startups look for more impactful 
results. As startups and corporates work together more 
closely, the risk factor decreases and companies will 
choose meaningful partnerships over quick-fixes or instant 
PR gains.

Further down the line, those who invest in models 
with potential for longevity will have the opportunity to 
progress to structured efficiency-driving and problem-
solving programmes. The success of this model suggests 
that ultimately, there will be a move away from ad-hoc 
approaches to more strategic approaches that are better 
integrated into core business, in line with goals shared by 
startups and corporates.

48%

Embracing a transformative 
and structured way of 
working, Unilever Foundry 
has successfully helped 
scale up 48% of its pilots in 
the past three years.
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03
WIDESPREAD 
ADOPTION
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With an accelerating rate of innovation in 
business, collaboration will evolve from an 
optional extra to business-critical investment 
in the next five years.

Innovation is distinguished by “the rapid scalability of 
change. Incremental change is great, but true innovation 
delivers impact at scale” (Startup). Further to this, the 
need for an innovation to create relevant impact within 
an industry is also recognised: “Solving real problems is 
critical. A new tech without a problem to solve is great, 
but it’s simply play or at best invention.” (Startup). As the 
pace of innovation skyrockets, the validation for startup 
and corporate partnerships increases in equal measure. 
The pressure for faster and braver innovation means 
big businesses are turning to new models, with startup 
partnerships providing an essential gateway to innovation.

Unilever Foundry recognises that the future of startup 
collaboration is set to soar, with the majority of Brand 
Managers (79%) and startups (78%) anticipating more 
collaboration in the future. 

This surge of activity will spark interest from a growing 
number of corporates who, inspired by success stories 
and industry hype, will be keen to launch new explorations 
into corporate innovation. One startup summarises the 
enthusiasm for new partnerships saying:

“Companies are just realising the world is changing so 
fast and consumers’ behaviours are changing so rapidly 
that unless you go outside your organisation and pull in 
new thinking and approaches inside, then you’re going to 
struggle.” - Startup

Due to their involvement within a highly competitive, 
dynamic environment, startups are skilled in the pursuit of 
rapid innovation: “In an agency, it’s a case of innovate or fail. 
If the next agency through the door is moving faster than we 
are, then they will be more appealing to the kind of clients 
we want” (Startup). 83% of startups support this, believing 
they can offer big businesses the opportunity to drive 
innovation. The mobility, experience and dynamism applied 
to everyday work by startups is something corporates 
value, and they highlight the opportunity to learn something 
new as the leading reason to work with startups (85%).

80% of corporates believe startups can have a positive 
impact on a large company’s approach to corporate 
innovation. With the correct integration and internal 
communications, startup partnerships can inspire all areas 
of the business and actively encourage an entrepreneurial 
culture throughout, while embedding innovation in the core 
processes.

ARE STARTUP INNOVATION 
PARTNERSHIPS AN ESSENTIAL 
PART OF CORPORATE STRATEGY? 
UNILEVER FOUNDRY PREDICTS 
THAT INNOVATION PARTNERSHIPS 
BETWEEN CORPORATES AND 
STARTUPS HAVE REACHED A 
TIPPING POINT.

Brand Managers Startups

79% 78%
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The positive effect of current collaboration is already 
recognised by startups. 

But this rises to 91% among those who have experience of 
working with corporates, demonstrating the positive impact 
partnerships are already having within the space.

Unilever Foundry supports a more structured approach 
where progressive partnerships trump ‘innovation 
theatre’. The innovation programme has already seen 
marked progress within this space, having scaled up 48% 
of over 100 of our pilots. We predict all top corporates 
will be collaborating with startups within the next five 
years. However, the space may contract as it matures 
due to the adoption of fewer more targeted and higher 
quality approaches. As partnerships become widespread, 
experienced startups are increasingly discerning with some 
put off by the experience of ineffective partnerships (22%). 
One startup predicts:

“Eventually we could see fewer corporate innovation 
programmes. Too many people have been burned. But when 
corporates do invest in these programmes, they will be more 
thoughtful and will be better.” - Startup

Approaches to corporate innovation vary widely, from ad-
hoc entry to structured programmes with firm objectives. 
Ad-hoc and exploratory tactics provide entry into the space, 
whereas progression to formal programmes, designed 
to solve specific problems see a higher return and more 
transformative change. Unilever Foundry predicts we 
will see more strategic investment in startup innovation 
by corporates, to ensure partnerships deliver significant 
results. One startup summarised the movement from 
exploratory, more ad-hoc, partnerships saying:

“Previously we tended to be out-feeders, fishing at the edge 
of AI, AR and VR – most 2-letter words. Over time, the 
value that’s been placed on that diminishes. We are moving 
towards what’s more core to the business. It’s much more 
collaborative.” - Startup

Startups are naturally attracted to bigger businesses, 
drawn by the sheer scale that working with corporates 
can offer. “You can gain learnings from working with any 
size of corporate, but big brands give you so much more 
benefit” said one startup. Budding businesses value access 
to large, well-known brands (87%); they are attracted by 
the potential for future growth (89%); and see value in 
the publicity and exposure that partnerships and success 
stories generate (83%). Startups value the opportunity to 
test a product in a real-world situation (83%), which leading 
corporates have the resource to facilitate.

The trend for startup / corporate innovation extends across 
the globe and Unilever Foundry is already operating in the 
global market across the US, Singapore, India and Brazil, 
with co-working spaces in Singapore and Ireland. Research 
predicts that India and Singapore may see rapid change 
as they catch up with the more mature markets in the UK 
and US, creating opportunities for corporates to utilise 
established models. Proven techniques can be rolled out 
in new markets, where there is opportunity to grow the 
value from partnerships, with case studies for success. 
Significantly more Brand Managers in India (90%) said they 
would like to work with startups more frequently compared 
to Singapore (80%), the US (75%) and the UK (71%).

Adding to the number of existing partnerships, Unilever 
Foundry foresees an exponential rise in collaboration, 
creating a sustainable opportunity for startups and 
corporates to work alongside each other. The emergent 
environment will provide extensive value, fostering 
disruptive innovation within efficient partnerships.

46% of startups who have 
not worked with corporates 
are likely to do so in the 
future. 

69%
Already, 69% of Brand 
Managers who have not 
worked previously with 
startups expect to work with 
them more in the future.

46%
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CONCLUSION
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We know that rapid innovation is critical within the 
increasingly dynamic business landscape. Corporates are 
fiercely competing to tap into new sources of innovation 
which could not only give them an edge over competitors, 
but the chance to redefine their category and become 
leaders. Startups have emerged as a powerful source 
of innovation and it’s clear that this will soon form an 
essential pillar of strategic development for the majority of 
businesses.

As models of corporate and startup innovation progress 
through a state of flux, our hypothesises provide a simple 
precis for businesses involved:

• Startups and corporates will be working side by side 
in the same office by 2025, supplemented by a rise in 
partnerships with co-working spaces. 

• The future of corporate and startup innovation will see 
a short-term boom in “tech tourism” but structured 
programmes will emerge as the long-term winner.

• Startup and corporate collaboration will evolve from 
an optional extra to a business–critical investment in 
the next five years.

What started out as an exploratory activity – with senior 
executives dipping a toe into startup innovation by engaging 
in tech tourism - is fast turning into a fundamental part of 
business strategy. As success stories of disruptive brands 
gain attention, it’s apparent that entire industries can, at 
any moment, be turned upside down by smart innovations 
and ideas. This presents a challenge for corporates but 
collaboration from both sides brings valuable assets and 
insights, fuelling opportunities for growth and co-creation.

The research showed that an overwhelming number of 
startups and corporates are looking to either continue 
collaborations or do more in the future. Corporates want 
to learn from their partnerships and startups are keen to 
work with corporates to help them progress and scale up 
their business (75%). As startup and corporate innovation 
programmes mature and senior executives realise the 
transformative value startup collaborations can offer, 
programmes will move further from tech tourism and 
become more aligned with business objectives to receive 
more strategic investment.

The current state of play reveals a disconnect between 
the desired outcomes of both startups and corporates, so 
work needs to be done to ensure both long and short-term 
objectives are met. Corporates should be wary of engaging 
in tech tourism which ignores requisites for longstanding 
partnerships and could exploit the enthusiasm of startups. 
Instead, collaborations should be focused on creating a 
mutually beneficial relationship which contributes towards 
the growth and success of both startups and corporates.

As businesses look to achieve a more integrated approach 
to corporate-startup innovation, we will see more side-by-
side working environments. This will enhance partnership 
opportunities on a number of levels, from providing 
improved navigation of a business and allowing better 
access to decision makers to transforming a corporate’s 
approach to innovation.

As the corporate and startup collaboration space matures, 
we predict the state of innovation will continue to evolve. 
Trends will alter and different business models will develop 
to engage new disruptive technologies. Ultimately, we 
predict that the key to future innovation, to generate 
meaningful but impactful and tangible results, will remain 
through collaboration.

Jonathan Hammond, Head of Unilever Foundry, said: 
“We are experiencing a breakneck pace of change 
within corporate-startup collaboration. A consistent 
collaboration between corporates and startups has 
become vital to fast track game changing innovation, 
communications methods and new business models. 
As one of the forerunners in this space, Unilever 
Foundry strives to remain ahead of other corporate-
startup programmes. How? By maintaining a two-way 
relationship with startups and creating transformative 
innovations which provide real business results through 
our Pitch, Pilot, Partner process.”
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