
Accelerators 
 
Market dynamics and 

competitive strategies 

Master Thesis 
Copenhagen Business School 2017 



Copenhagen Business School 2017 
 

An endeavour to explore the underlying principles of  
startup accelerators and their challenges   

MASTER THESIS 

Lukas Seidl & Philipp Wolf 

Supervisor: Nicolaj Højer Nielsen 
M.Sc. in Economics and Business Administration  

Management of Innovation and Business Development 

122 pages, 275.243 characters  12-05-2017

Accelerators 
Market dynamics and competitive strategies



	
	

2	

Abstract 
This master thesis aims at answering the research question how startup accelerators can 

optimize their strategic market position using platform dynamics and business model 

innovation to succeed in a highly competitive market. The thesis is structured into seven 

parts that are briefly outlined in the following. 
Firstly, the thesis introduces the overall topic by guiding the reader towards the phenomenon 

of accelerators and their raison d’être. It proceeds by outlining the increasing competitive 

pressure in the accelerator market. This leads to the overall research question of the paper, 

which is introduced in section 1.3. The first chapter concludes with a general definition of 

accelerators and delineates it from incubators. 
In methodology, the thesis summarizes the underlying methodological principles of this 

thesis. The deductive research approach based on qualitative data gathered from semi-

structured interview with impactful executives from the most relevant players in the 

accelerator market builds a solid foundation of this thesis. The section ends with a critical 

review of the chosen method and the case description of Startupbootcamp. 
Following the methodology section, the thesis introduces the reader to the theoretical 

insights of three literature bodies being competitive strategy, platform dynamics and business 

model innovation. The theory also draws a connection to the accelerator market of this thesis 

to highlight the relevance of the selected theories. 
Section four summarizes the data of the interviews conducted with key executives of 

Startupbootcamp, other accelerators, namely Axel Springer Plug and Play, TechStars and 

Microsoft Accelerator, startups as well as corporate partners of Startupbootcamp. Interview 

guides can be found attached. 
Subsequently, the analysis section connects the results with the theoretical insights gained 

from the selected bodies of theory. The thesis structures the analysis of Startupbootcamp’s 

competitive potential into two parts. Firstly, the market and SBC’s role in it, and secondly, the 

program, particularly the content and the participants, are investigated and the findings are 

presented.  
The discussion picks up the theory streams on competitive strategy, platform dynamics and 

business model innovation. Based on the selected literature, the thesis provides practical 

implications for Startupbootcamp, the case study partner of this thesis. The section ends with 

limitations of this thesis. In the conclusion, the thesis summarizes the main points. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Scope of this thesis  
The startup ecosystems around the world have seen massive growth in the recent years due 

to increased investments and the progress in information technology. Startup accelerators 

became a particularly strong player with growing importance for the venturing process of 

innovative companies. More and more programs emerge in the entrepreneurship landscape 

and contribute to this global trend. Organizations of different kinds launch their own 

accelerator programs to be part of the innovation processes. These favorable conditions also 

enable startups to be built and turn innovative business ideas into profitable companies. 

 

However, the phenomenon of a startup accelerator is very new to research, and little data is 

available to conduct appropriate analyses. Moreover, there is a lack of clear distinction of 

other early stage organizations which support startups e.g. business angels, venture 

capitalists and incubators. Most rankings and comparisons of accelerators, therefore, rely 

only on reputation and successful alumni startups that have huge valuations. The absence of 

good measurements and no in-depth understanding of the underlying dynamics of the 

business models result in poor performance and problems in defining profitable strategies. 

 

So what are accelerators? The concept of an accelerator emerged in 2005 when the first 

accelerator, Y Combinator, was started by Paul Graham and others. Soon after, TechStars 

was founded in 2007 and both build the two largest and best-known accelerator programs in 

the world (Crunchbase, 2017). Since then, the number of accelerators worldwide, depending 

on the definition, has risen to over 2000 programs and it continues to grow rapidly (Cohen & 

Hochberg, 2014). This has major impacts on the economy and startup ecosystem. The aim 

of accelerators is to support early stage startups with educational content and mentorship 

programs, seed or pre-seed investments for a fixed period of time in a cohort or batch-based 

system. So, they support the venturing process including the product market fit, business 

development opportunities, securing resources and thereby relying on their broad network 

consisting of entrepreneurs, investors, experts and corporates (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014). 

The goal is to support the startups in their crucial early days in which the failure rate is the 

biggest. The end of the program is mostly characterized by the Demo Day, a big graduation 

event where the participants present their ventures and the progress that they have made. 

This overall definition will be further analyzed in the following sections and will be used as a 

base for the thesis.  
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So why are accelerators existent? It is well known that startups are an important source of 

economic growth and innovation, as they make use of emerging technologies to change 

current business models as well as invent new products and services. In their early stages, 

startups need funding in order to survive and build sustainable businesses. Most high growth 

firms relied on traditional sources of funding like banks, business angels, VCs or on 

bootstrapping techniques before accelerators evolved. However, there were not enough 

schemes to educate as well as fund founders and their business ideas to create successful 

and lasting companies (Falbe, Kumar, & Welsh, 2011). So accelerator models emerged to 

establish a boot camp, which aims to support startups, not only with financing but also with 

extensive mentorship, peer-to-peer learning and connecting them with their network including 

investors, entrepreneurs and corporates. The focused attention and time-constrained format 

helps to accelerate the learning by doing and gives the startup the necessary competitive 

edge. Furthermore, they act as a quality filter within the venture capital and business angel 

scene. Startups, which have gone through an established program, are more likely to get 

follow-up investment and therefore, succeed in the long run (Farcet, 2017). 

This growth in startup assistance and funding led to an increased penetration of innovations 

into the market. Lots of these innovations and knowledge are generated outside traditional 

corporate boundaries. In addition to that, favorable conditions for startups like the decrease 

of cost in technology production result in a shortening of innovation life cycles and bigger 

corporations are forced to adapt to the environment. The need for external innovation 

strategies becomes apparent in such an innovation-driven economy to stay competitive. 

Various institutions tap into that market and want to become part of the innovation process. 

Open innovation is crucial for corporate to sustain their current business and integrate new 

technologies and services outside the firm’s boundary (Chesbrough H. , 2006) 

Therefore, startup accelerators act as an interface between the corporate and startup world. 

This platform creates opportunities for long term competitiveness and growth. Accelerators 

are the corporate's entry to the startup scene to explore the market developments and avoid 

lacking behind the emerging, new technologies. They concentrate startup activity and create 

a vibrant community within an ecosystem. Accelerators act as engines to foster innovation 

and collaboration between the corporate and startup world. That is the reason why 

corporations heavily invest in accelerators and also build their own in-house programs. 

 

So all in all, in today’s research world, startup accelerators are still a new phenomenon and 

widely misunderstood. The lack of publicly available data as well as clear distinction 
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contribute to this (Cohen & Hochberg, 2014). However, accelerators are one of the key 

factors contributing to the scaling and growth of early stage companies. They also have a 

positive impact on the startup ecosystems they are in (Kauffman.org, 2016). The rapid 

increase in the number of accelerators, geographic expansion and attention paid to them by 

the government, investors and corporates result in a need for an in-depth analysis. Due to 

their importance in the startup development and their role as an innovation force, this thesis 

aims to enhance the understanding of the underlying principles and how to build strategies in 

order to evolve and succeed as an accelerator platform in the long term perspective. 

 

The next section of the introduction gives an overview of the problem statement and the 

increased competitive pressure within the accelerator market. This is followed by the 

structure and reading guide of the whole paper. The introduction concludes with a definition 

and distinction of the accelerator term, which acts as the foundation of this thesis. 

 

1.2. Problem statement 
In the last decade, the accelerator phenomenon has become increasingly popular. More than 

900 different accelerators exist in North America and Europe (F6s, 2016). After the financial 

crisis in 2008, the number of accelerators in Europe has increased by almost 400% in five 

years (TélefonicaEurope, 2013). This shows, that particularly in developed ecosystems in 

Europe and North America, the market became crowded and more competitive. 
 

‘In developing countries like India, Brazil, the model of Startupbootcamp is still working and 

highly attractive for corporates and startups in the respective cities. However, in European 

startup cities like Berlin, London and Copenhagen, the competition for high-quality 

participants became very competitive’ - Alex Farcet, 2017 
 

The statement by Alex Farcet, Co-Founder of SBC, demonstrates that the accelerator market 

became somehow saturated - at least for the most developed startup ecosystems around the 

world. Other accelerators agree on that. When asked if there are any expansion plans in the 

near future, Philipp Limburg mentioned that the Microsoft Accelerator in Paris has been 

recently shut down, but he could imagine that one will be launched in Africa or South 

America (Limburg, 2017). This indicates that also a corporate accelerator like the Microsoft 

Accelerator faces competition in European startup cities and prefers expanding to developing 

countries in Africa or South America.  
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When closely investigating the current situation, one can understand these strategic moves 

of SBC or Microsoft Accelerator. The current dynamics of the accelerator market evolve like 

a vicious cycle. The number of accelerators and thus, competition for high quality participants 

increases. However, the number of high-quality startups is limited but crucial for the 

accelerator’s success. According to Farcet, convincing high-quality startups to apply and 

participate in the program that fit the industry is one of the most difficult parts of setting up a 

new program (Farcet, 2017). Brian Daly from TechStars discovers similar market dynamics. 

Whereas there has been a risen interest in the accelerator model from corporate side and 

thus, signing them up for an accelerator has become easier, the number of high-quality 

startups remained almost the same but plenty of accelerators compete for their application 

(Daly, 2017).  
 

Another problem is that the unique value proposition does not become clear at the first 

glance. Looking at different accelerators, the programs appear almost the same: All of the 

accelerators that have been interviewed for this thesis being Startupbootcamp, Microsoft 

Accelerator, Axel Springer Plug and Play and TechStars offer a three-month program, which 

is sometimes extended up to six months. All of the programs start with a pre-program phase 

including application, selection and somehow kick starting the program during the first week. 

The content of the program is heavily shaped by the mentors and corporate partners of the 

accelerator. In the last week of the program a final event, where all startups present their 

product or service conclude the accelerator program. During the post-program phase 

startups are connected to corporate partners and investors in the network of the accelerator. 

This shows that the differentiation of the different accelerators lies in the details and no major 

innovative breakthroughs of the traditional accelerator model occurred. 
 

To put it in a nutshell, the emerging business interest in startups naturally led to an increase 

in the number of accelerators, particularly, in the most vibrant startup ecosystems around the 

world. However, the examination of the leading accelerators in Europe shows that at first 

glance the programs appear to be the same. The accelerators’ business models and 

program set-ups remained nearly unchanged and are still quite similar to the model invented 

by TechStars more than ten years ago. If all competencies and activities are equal, first-

movers, in this case TechStars, are likely to have a competitive advantage due to the longer 

time frame and reputation, they grew their businesses. In line with Barney’s resource-based 
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view (1991), distinctive capabilities and resources are the sources of long-lasting competitive 

advantage and without innovating it is hard for late entries to achieve competitive advantage.  
In short, there is a need for innovating the current accelerator model to differentiate oneself 

from competing accelerators and thus, gain sustained competitive advantage. This leads to 

the thesis’ research question, which is introduced in the next part of this thesis.  
 

1.3. Structure and research question  
The introduction and the problem statement showed the relevance of the topic, the 

importance and impact they have, are substantial within an economy and the startup scene. 

However, accelerator models have not been the focus of previous research. The competitive 

pressure increased and company strategies, as well as the underlying principles of 

accelerator models, are not studied. The most crucial need in this context is to understand 

the elements of business models and the dynamics of the market. The following question 

specifies the issue and helps to uncover the innovation potential for accelerators to 

differentiate themselves from competitors. These underlying problems serve as a basis to 

answer the overall research question of this paper:  

 

How can startup accelerators optimize their strategic market position using platform 
dynamics and business model innovation to succeed in a highly competitive market? 
 

In order to answer this research question, the thesis is structured as the following: it can be 

divided into seven distinctive parts being the introduction, methodology, theoretical 

background, interview data, the analysis, discussion of the findings and finally the 

conclusion. 
 

This first part, including the introduction, problem statement and the research question 

summarizes the latest trends on the accelerator industry and stresses the relevance of this 

topic. Moreover, it briefly guides the reader through the structure of this paper. This section 

concludes with the introduction of the research paper of this thesis. 
In the second part, the methodological approach of choice is presented. This includes a line 

of argumentation how the chosen methodology contributes to answer the research question. 

The section can be divided into five parts being the research philosophy, research approach, 

research design and sample selection, data collection and finally, a critical review of the 

chosen method. In the center of this chapter is the research question, which aims to achieve 

the research goal of this thesis.  
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In the third part, the theoretical background is outlined including the deviated implications for 

the accelerator market and in particular the case of SBC. It builds the foundation for the 

analysis of this thesis. It starts with the section of competitive strategy and how a company 

can achieve competitive advantage. The second section highlights the underlying principles 

of platforms and the dynamics of two-sided markets. The third section explains the activity 

system of a company and shows how business model innovation is an important tool to 

regain competitive advantage. The chosen literature also reveals the high interdependence 

of the concepts introduced in this thesis. 

In the fourth part, the interview data highlights the main statements of the interview 

participants. This data is later used in the analysis and discussion part to investigate the case 

of SBC using the theoretical background. The interview data is further divided into the case 

partner, other accelerators, corporate partners and startups.  

The fifth part of this thesis is the analysis in which the interview data is applied to the different 

theory streams analyzing the case of SBC. The findings will be structured into either market 

related or program related findings.  

In the sixth part, a discussion of the findings is held suggesting new insights and 

recommendations to the reader. Thereby, it uses the theory to support these practical 

implications. Moreover, the limitations of the study and the suggestions for future research is 

outlined in this section. 

In the end, the thesis terminates with summarizing the findings and major insights in the 

conclusion.  

 

1.4. Delineation of the research field 
As the research question above demonstrates, this thesis investigates the competitive forces 

of the accelerator market. In the following, the thesis introduces the main criteria of an 

accelerator to provide an in-depth understanding of the organizations that play a major role in 

this thesis. Subsequently, accelerators are delineated from incubators, as both are often 

used interchangeable and boundaries are blurry. 

 

1.4.1. Criteria of accelerators 

As mentioned in the previous section, the accelerator phenomenon has attracted a rapidly 

increasing interest from all innovation interested parties around the globe. The pioneers in 

the accelerator markets are YCombinator (2005, Cambridge, USA), TechStars (2007, 

Boulder, USA) and SBC (2010, Copenhagen, Denmark). As of today, more than 900 

accelerators are listed in the F6S database, one of the leading startup platforms worldwide 
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(F6s, 2016). One can assume that the number is even higher when considering all 

accelerators worldwide. 
 

According to Miller and Bound (2011), an accelerator can be defined as one if it fulfills five 

characteristics being an open application process, a monetary transaction, the emphasize on 

a small, young founding team, the limited time frame of a program and the focus on startup 

cohorts. 
In line with Nicolaj Højer Nielsen (2017), a typical accelerator program offers an open 

application process in which the number of 500 to 1000 applicants is reduced to 

approximately ten participants that engage in the program. These are so called startup 

batches or cohorts, which is another of the five criteria mentioned above that an accelerator 

defines. By screening the team constellation and business model until the final selection 

days with in-depth interviews with the applicants, the accelerator tries to find the best 

startups for their program (Miller & Bound, 2011). As accelerators invest approximately 

20.000€ for a single-digit equity stake, the accelerator pursues high risk in combination with 

potentially high rewards when the startup becomes successful. In that way, the accelerator 

turns into a founding member of the startup advising in product and business development - 

a major delineation to incubators that will be further investigated below (Fishback, 

Gulbranson, Litan, Mitchell, & Porzig, 2012). The third characteristic being the focus on 

founding teams of three to five persons refers to the fact that accelerators assume that a 

single person cannot handle the heavy workload of founding a really fast growing company 

(Miller & Bound, 2011). Another criterion that accelerators fulfill is the limited time frame of an 

accelerator program. The programs normally run three to six months and are very work 

intensive. The program finishes with a final event where startups pitch their products and 

services to an audience including business angels, venture capitalists and executives from 

corporate partners or the accelerator (Miller & Bound, 2011).  
 

1.4.2. Accelerators vs. incubators 

One needs to carefully differentiate between accelerator and incubators. Boundaries blur and 

overlappings lead to the usage of both terms interchangeable. Both organizations have in 

common that they support startups in their development with the goal of accelerating the 

business. However, the thesis finds differences in a lot of characteristics including the 

motivation and the business model. In the following both institutions are examined to grasp 

the nature of the organization. 
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Accelerators, particularly these that have a stake in the startups, operate as a consequence 

of personal interest in accelerating the startups’ development. Accelerators preferably invest 

in seed-stage startups in exchange for equity and expect these stakes to become valuable 

within the next years. An accelerator aims at accelerating the startups’ development to make 

its equity as profitable as possible (Hoffman & Radojevich-Kelley, 2012). Therefore, the 

overall goal is measured in more KPI oriented results such as return on investments, 

profitability and market size that startups target. In consequence, Isabelle (2013) defines 

accelerators as for-profit institutions. 
The classic accelerator program normally focusses on batches within a specific industry 

meaning they take several startups into the same program and accelerate each startup’s 

development at the same time. Accelerator programs typically last between three to six 

months and the startups spend all their capabilities and heavily engage in that program 

during that time (Hathaway, 2016). According to Miller and Bound (2011), accelerators 

expect network effects in the form of peer-to-peer learning which ideally results in further 

acceleration of the development. 
 

In contrast, the incubators’ overall goal is often to build up ecosystems rather than 

accelerating the development of a specific startup. That is why governmental institutions 

often operate with incubators to foster innovation within a specific industry (Hoffman & 

Radojevich-Kelley, 2012). As mostly non-profit organizations, incubators put emphasize on 

creating social value and overall economic welfare (Hathaway, 2016). Nevertheless, and in 

contrast to the accelerators’ startup cohorts, incubators sign up singular startups and treat 

them as separate entities (Miller & Bound, 2011). 
Incubators host startups between one to five years including office space and relevant 

industry and financing know-how (Hathaway, 2016; Miller & Bound, 2011). They normally do 

not invest in the startups that are hosted in the incubator as they are not primarily focused on 

earning money but rather push the entrepreneurial activity within an industry or regional area 

(Hoffman & Radojevich-Kelley, 2012). 
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Summing up, the thesis found differences between incubators and accelerators in the 

motivation, organization, geographic area and the business model of both organizations as 

the figure below demonstrates. 

	
Figure 1: Characteristics of accelerators vs incubators 
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2. Methodology 
In the following part of this thesis, the methodological approach is outlined. The first section 

consists of the research philosophy. Secondly, the chosen research approach and its 

implications for the whole study are outlined. Afterwards, we describe the research design 

and the sample selection in detail. This contains a description of the case study method as 

the research design method of choice and a brief introduction to how we have chosen the 

samples - the sources of primary data. The fourth part of this paper outlines the data 

collection and techniques for analysing the constructed data in the form of responses in 

semi-structured interviews. Moreover, all participants being accelerators, corporate partner 

and startups of SBC are briefly introduced. Finally, a critical review of the used methodology 

is delineated to reflect on issues of the chosen approach and thereby securing the quality of 

the study. 

 

2.1. Research philosophy 
In research, two distinct philosophies exist: positivism and constructivism. Whereas the first 

deals with the assumption that realities autonomously exist and remain the same for all 

perspectives from which the reality can be investigated, constructivism refers to the opposite. 

The constructive ontological framework describes the phenomenon that mostly, socially 

constructed realities appear differently depending on the perspective from which the 

phenomenon is investigated (Bryman, 2012). 

In particular, the knowledge exchange between interviewer and interviewee is a often used 

as an example in which knowledge is actively created. Due to the fact that responses, body 

language, mimics etc. is always a subject to interpretation, the realities differ from interpreter 

to interpreter. This type of knowledge creation is commonly described as social-

constructivism (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2016). 

 

The chosen research philosophy has implications on our conducted research. If we assume 

that there is no single solution, the socially constructed meanings must be studied. The role 

of the interviewer becomes apparent and cannot be excluded (Bryman, 2012). The 

interactive interview approach can help us to understand these meanings and lead the 

conversation to the appropriate topics. Clarification questions and explanations are one tool 

set to steer the interview. In the case of this master thesis, we faced the problem that 

interviewees often very positively described the status quo of the accelerator. This form of 

bias comes along with the constructivist ontological framework (Bryman, 2012). However, the 
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challenge is that the influence of the interviewer becomes too big. Being highly aware of this 

influence and the constructed knowledge needs to be installed for ensuring a high quality 

data set. 

  

2.2. Research approach 
In research methods there are two main approaches of analyzing a research question. Both, 

qualitative and quantitative, can give comprehensive insights and therefore can be an 

appropriate analysis for the research problem. In the following, this paper sheds light on the 

pros and cons of both of them and explains why the thesis opted for a qualitative research 

approach. 
 

Quantitative methodologies focus rather on measuring numerical and statistical data. So, it 

aims to generalize the findings and results through a structured approach in the interest of an 

objective reality (Bryman, 2012). In contrast to quantitative methods, qualitative research is 

used if only a limited set of data or no data exists. Moreover, it is applied in rather complex 

areas and situations with many interdependencies. In the case of accelerators, an analysis of 

data based and statistical methods alone would not be satisfactory and thus, methodologies 

of qualitative reasoning are appropriate (Rosenthal, 2011). Qualitative research further aims 

to find contextual, in-depth understanding of the underlying principles. 
 

First of all, due to the nature of the research question and the reasons mentioned above we 

use a qualitative research approach. It is prone to deal with the explorative nature of the 

research question and the relative newness of the accelerator phenomenon. The research 

question of this paper, “How can startup accelerators optimize their strategic market position 

using platform dynamics and business model innovation to succeed in a highly competitive 

market?”, reflects an explorative character, which aims to uncover new characteristics and 

aspects of accelerator models and their need for innovation to stay competitive. Qualitative 

research tries to investigate the question’s underlying principles through the words and 

actions of the people (Hogan, Dolan, & Donnelly, 2009). Moreover, it is suitable for complex 

problems because it understands the context of the phenomenon. Accelerators are highly 

complex systems with many relationships and also interactions amongst their stakeholders. 

In addition to that, it exists only a very limited data set as well as few studies on startup 

accelerators, their actual performance compared to each other and their business models as 

well as the resulting need for innovation. These reasons demand a qualitative approach. 

While quantitative methodologies are optimal for testing known phenomena, the qualitative 
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approach enables findings in less explored or new areas and can give access and insights to 

other people’s creativity (Rosenthal, 2011; Mayer, 2013).  
 

Qualitative research can be used to explore new aspects, define new problems and research 

gaps that may be analyzed in future (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2016). The existing 

knowledge about the paper’s research question and accelerator programs is still limited but 

we applied other theory streams to start from hypotheses and to test them against the case 

model. As a result, a quantitative analysis would not have been appropriate because it lacks 

necessary data collection. This paper looks for a multifaceted understanding of the problem, 

based on the experience of people involved in the system. Assumptions and hypotheses 

were derived from a theoretical literature review and then applied as well as verified in an 

empirical study. Hence, this paper follows a deductive approach with empirical validation 

(Brüsemeister, 2008). Nonetheless, some inductive reasoning can be found in the study. 

That is particularly legitimate for the generation of the requirement profile. Therefore, the 

paper’s results of individual in-depth interviews as well as examples are generalized to 

create generally applicable hypotheses (Rosenthal, 2011). 
 

Also, there have to be acknowledgments that qualitative research approaches have 

subjective as well as personal orientations (Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013). The 

decisions which were taken throughout this paper are bounding and limiting the research and 

analysis in certain ways. The findings can therefore not be seen independent of the context. 

For that reason, this part should present the process behind the decisions and reasoning, 

and show how the decisions contribute to a better quality of the conducted research. Human 

perceptions and the interpretation of subjective reasoning in a particular context is a key goal 

of qualitative research (Brüsemeister, 2008; Rosenthal, 2011). It helps to understand the 

different perspectives of the stakeholders in such a complex context of the accelerator 

market. A sole quantitative approach would not be capable of exploring the underlying 

dynamics within this context appropriately. In conclusion, personal perspectives have to be 

taken into consideration while conducting qualitative research. They will influence the results 

but also give the necessary understanding of the contexts. 
 

Finally, it is important to recognize the existence of various, constructed realities and that 

there is no single and true reality (Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013). The qualitative 

research approach tries to understand and explain human behavior through the acceptance 

of different, socially constructed realities. This is also coherent with the literature reviewed for 
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this thesis about what accelerators exactly are, what their performance measures should be 

and how a successful business model looks like. As reality can be investigated from different 

perspectives, in particularly in a market with various stakeholders, we assume that there is 

no single solution to the problem of this research. In order to fully explore the research 

problem, these subjective, socially constructed contexts need to be analyzed and interpreted 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2016). The methodology approach of this paper can, 

therefore, be associated with the constructivist epistemology (Bryman, 2012).  

 

In general, qualitative research is often used in combination with an inductive research 

question. On the other side, quantitative research is often associated with a deductive 

research approach (Bryman, 2012).  

However, inductive reasoning within the deductive research approach plays also an 

important role. The explorative character and the used qualitative research of this thesis 

show elements of both methods. As of now, the selected literature is not associated with the 

accelerator phenomenon. From that point of view, it is rather an inductive research approach, 

as we do not test hypotheses that leading literature claims to be true. Therefore, we are 

convinced that an interplay between the both research approaches are prone to deliver the 

best results. Using a theoretical framework to guide the research and optional strategic 

options for the case company, is a considerable methodology (Ali & Birley, 1999). 

Subsequently, the goal is to extend existent literature with the findings of our thesis for the 

accelerator market and thus, pave the way for future research.    

  

To put it in a nutshell, we have chosen a deductive approach with elements of inductive 

reasoning. In particular, we used qualitative research methodology for four reasons being the 

limited data set, the explorative nature of the research question, the highly complex 

environment they are acting in and the need to understand the underlying principles and 

contexts of the problem. In the next chapter, we proceed by introducing the various 

categories of research design to outline which model is most appropriate to answering the 

research question of this paper.  

 

2.3. Literature selection 
As described above, this thesis follows mainly a deductive research approach meaning we 

use leading literature to discuss the overall research question of this paper. The streams of 

literature selected for this thesis are competitive strategy, platform dynamics and business 
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model innovation. In the following, we explain why these streams of literature are highly 

relevant for this thesis and what we can expect for the accelerator market. 

 

Competitive Strategy  

How to create competitive advantage in a market with an increased number of players is 

crucial for every firm to survive in the long run. The literature stream of competitive strategy 

helps to understand and analyze the underlying principles. 

In this thesis, the focused lies on the resource based view introduced by the researcher 

Barney (1991) and extended by other authors like Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997). 

Differentiation through building distinctive assets and competencies is at the core of the 

chosen literature. This analysis in the context of the firm contributes to uncover processes, 

relationships and assets, which are necessary to gain rents in the accelerator market.  

Applying this to SBC, its competitive strategy needs to be building and cumulating unique 

assets and competencies to compete against other players. Moreover, the strategy is in 

close connection to SBC’s business model and the capability to innovate the current status 

quo. Thus, a comprehensive analysis needs to use both approaches.  

 

Platform Dynamics 

Platform theory helps to understand the underlying principles of a two-sided market. In the 

last two decades a vast stream of literature came up describing the platform phenomenon. 

Platforms are businesses connecting two previously separated parties, mainly used in e-

business contexts.  Although mediating roles and connecting parties have always been a 

source for promising business ideas, the latest literature on platform dynamics provides 

valuable insights for winning strategies in two-sided markets. 

We see SBC as a platform, connecting corporates and startups. We use the insights 

provided mainly for digital platforms and apply it SBC to better understand strengths and 

weaknesses of the current business model. Furthermore, we presume the underlying way of 

an accelerator model is to function as a platform. This must be considered in the analysis of 

the competitive strategy as well as business model innovation. 

 

Business Model Innovation 

The business model literature stream is in close connection with the competitive strategy part 

of the paper because the business model is a reflection of the strategy of the firm. It allows to 

analyze and understand the different parts of the company and see where innovation 

potential lies. Defining and structuring the elements of a company, like stakeholders and the 
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related activities, is essential and increases the in-depth understanding. Moreover, it leads to 

a better analysis of the relationships between those elements. Business model innovation is 

one toolkit in the innovation strategy to differentiate in a highly competitive market to secure 

sustained competitive advantage. 

SBC operates in the accelerator market, which becomes more crowded over time and is 

characterized by competitive pressure. Only product and service innovation might be not the 

solution to gain traction in this market anymore. Business model innovation is therefore an 

adequate strategy to re-gain a market leading position. This paper uses the business model 

innovation theory to provide the management an in-depth analysis of the different elements 

of the activity system. Moreover, it then recommends steps, which are necessary to innovate 

and optimize the current model. 

 

In sum, this thesis uses three streams of literature and the most relevant insights to answer 

the research question. Competitive strategy, which is based on but not limited to Barney’s 

resource-based view, provides a solid foundation how the case company of this paper can 

achieve sustained competitive advantage in the saturated accelerator market. Platform 

dynamics help to better understand the industry in which SBC operates. Finally, using the 

literature stream of business model innovation we own a helpful toolkit for investigating the 

status quo of SBC’s business model and come up with ideas how to innovate it. 

As figure 2 stresses, all of the literature streams are closely connected. It shows the 

relationship and connection of the theoretical streams. Both external and internal factors 

influence the competitive strategy of SBC. First of all, those external factors include the 

current competition in the market between the different actors. Moreover, technological 

innovation is worth to consider as it can change current market dynamics. Finally, market 

dynamics, in our case, two-sided markets, is essential to understand as tactics in such 

markets differ from these in traditional markets. In short, the external factors influence the 

competitive strategy of a firm. 

In this thesis, internal factors are based on the resource-based view introduced by Barney 

(1991). The assets and competencies, dynamic capabilities as well as the network and track 

of records are means to create sustained competitive advantage and have a significant 

influence on the competitive strategy of a firm.  

Finally, competitive strategy needs to create a continuing business model innovation 

approach to outperform competitors. This business model innovation effects, however, the 

competitive strategy in an iterative cycle showing the endogeneity and interdependence of 
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the two concepts. Creating continuous business model innovation produces a sustained 

competitive advantage, which results in superior performance for the firm.  

 

	
Figure 2: Structure and linkage of different theory stream of this thesis 

 

2.4. Research design and sample selection 
In the methodology literature, there are five different categories that research design can be 

divided into being the experimental, cross-sectional, longitudinal, case study and multiple 

case study design (Bryman, 2012). Besides our initial gut feeling that a case study would be 

the most appropriate research design to answer our research question, there are 

methodological arguments gathered from leading research design literature that 

acknowledge these first thoughts. 
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The research design method of choice highly depends on the chosen research approach 

discussed in the previous section (Bryman, 2012). This thesis uses a rather constructivist 

epistemological approach - for good reasons as argued above. Therefore, an experimental 

research design can be excluded because it is not prone to be applied to cases of 

constructivist epistemology (Bryman, 2012). As cross-sectional design relies on quantitative 

data, the fact that almost no scientific data exist due to the newness of accelerator programs 

excludes this research design from the list of considerations. A longitudinal design focuses 

on changes over a longer time frame, which exceeds the scope of this thesis. In 

consequence, a case study, single or multiple, appeared to be the right research design 

approach when using the process of elimination. 
 

Single and multiple case study designs both come with pros and cons. A multiple case study 

gives researchers the opportunity to identify patterns in between the cases and ensure 

comparability (Bryman, 2012). Moreover, a multiple case study increases the chances that 

the researchers encounter all relevant insights within the research field’s industry and hence, 

allows to generalize findings (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2016). On the other side, a single 

case study design allows the researcher to absorb details and important observations and 

therefore, allows the researcher to gain an in-depth understanding within a limited amount of 

time (Bryman, 2012). As outlined in the introduction, the accelerator models appear to be the 

same at first glance and only differ in the details. Thus, getting the full picture of one specific 

accelerator and understanding the details seemed to be the right choice for the accelerator 

industry.  
Consequently, we decided to focus on one case - SBC - as we want to ensure to tailor the 

analysis of this paper to one specific case. The status quo of the accelerator industry with 

only little differentiation between the accelerator programs requires to get an in-depth 

understanding of the program within a short period of time. When selecting the samples, we 

consider interview partners being accelerators, an MD of SBC, corporate partners and 

startups in the way that we get a comprehensive overview of the industry with all relevant 

parties involved. Moreover, we put emphasis on the key players of SBC to be able to tailor 

the analysis of this thesis to one specific company. Therefore, we interviewed SBC’s co-

founders, corporate partners of SBC and startups that participated in SBC. The selection of 

the participants followed a non-probability, non-random sampling method (Saunders, Lewis, 

& Thornhill, 2016). It was rather driven by the ambition to gather insights about SBC’S status 

quo from all relevant perspectives and to ensure that interviewee’s selection captures a 

comprehensive picture of SBC to answer the research question.  
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Besides the selection of interviewees that are closely bounded to SBC, we decided to 

conduct scoping interviews with other accelerators, such as Axel Springer Plug and Play, 

Microsoft Ventures and TechStars. Both of them are among the most leading accelerators in 

Europe and established since several years in the accelerator market. As both use a slightly 

different business model, but still possess all relevant criteria of platforms, the knowledge 

from these scoping interviews provides us with a deep understanding of the accelerator 

industry and its stakeholders. In a nutshell, the research design of this paper should be 

defined as a single case study design while including insights from other cases within the 

accelerator industry. 
 

2.5. Data collection 
For the data collection both primary and secondary data has been used to create a solid, 

practical foundation for the analysis part of this paper. We mainly relied on secondary data 

for selecting the interview partners and gathering information about the startups, corporates 

and accelerators at a preparatory state. Primary data on the other side, was used to get first-

hand insights from all involved parties being startups, corporates as well as accelerators and 

hence, are key resources for answering the research question.  
This chapter is divided into four parts being the selected interview method, the structure and 

the process of the interview, how we assured high quality of our gathered data and finally, a 

brief introduction of every conducted interview partner of this thesis. 
 

2.5.1. The semi-structured interview as the method of choice 
In qualitative research, various approaches exist to collect primary data needed of interest 

ranging from analyzing focus groups to different interview methods. We have chosen a semi-

structured interview method for two reasons being, firstly, the ability to gain in-depth 

knowledge in a short period of time and, secondly, the flexibility of asking questions that fit an 

unexpected, but highly relevant direction of the interview.  
By definition, an interview has two groups of participants being the interviewers, who ask 

questions, and the interviewees, who respond (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2016). During 

that process of questions and answers, knowledge is constructed (Kvale, 2007). Semi-

structured interviews are a prone method for gaining in-depth knowledge, when researchers 

only meet the interviewees for a single interview (Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013). 

Considering the time consuming process of interviews and the fully-scheduled calendars of 

the interviewees of choice, we were able to absorb as much knowledge as possible in a 

limited period of time. 
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Secondly, the chosen method of semi-structured interviews allowed us to spontaneously 

pose questions that arose during the interview. This comes with the fact that the interview 

could differ from the original direction planned in the interview guide because new 

information during the interview led to new questions. However, the content arising from this 

interview can be highly relevant and therefore, the semi-structured interviews fits the 

deductive research approach with inductive reasoning our research question is based on 

(Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013).  

In sum, all interviews were conducted as semi-structured interviews because this allows the 

interviewers to ask relevant questions next to the interview guides and absorb relevant 

knowledge. 

 

2.5.2. Structure and process of the interviews 

At the beginning of each interview, we briefly presented the overall research project and 

outlined how the interview partner contributes to that. We also asked the interview partners 

for permission to record the interviews while making clear that all material will be stored 

confidentially. Both of us, Lukas Seidl and Philipp Wolf, attended the interviews so that we 

are equally informed and both of us took care that all relevant questions have been asked 

during the interviews. 
 

We based our interview questions on the interview guide, which follows a similar structure for 

all groups of interviewees being startups, corporates and accelerators. The consistent 

structure of the interview guides and the same questions we have asked all interviewees in 

the respective group, make the interviews comparable and facilitate analysis (Mayer, 2013).  
The three interview guides consist of four parts: Firstly, we double-checked all general 

information of the interviewee’s organization, which also allowed us to have a smooth 

onboarding with the interviewee. Secondly, we posed questions on the motivation and the 

interviewee’s perspective on the accelerator market. In the following, we deep dived into the 

program structure of the accelerator program, which is divided into three phases being the 

pre-program, program and post-program phase. Last but not least, we briefly explained the 

theoretical concepts underlying this thesis. In particular, we gave a short introduction to 

competitive strategy, platform dynamics and business model innovation. Therefore, the 

interviewees allowed us to put their expertise in the perspective of the underlying theoretical 

concepts of this thesis.  
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2.5.3. Assuring high-quality standards for data collection and analysis 

The formulation of the interview questions is aligned with suggestions made by the leading 

methodology literature. In line with Savin-Baden and Howell Major (2013), we moved from 

general to specific questions, which is a widely-used strategy when conducting semi-

structured interviews. We prepared follow-up questions while avoiding, as with all other 

prepared interview questions, to put them in a manipulative and leading way. Besides the 

recording, we created an interview protocol, which included the duration and date of the 

interview. Moreover, we noted our overall impression and shortly described the social setting 

and atmosphere during the interviews. 
 

Once all interviews have been conducted we followed the techniques of qualitative content 

analysis. In a first step, all interviews are analyzed one by one. The idea is to identify 

thematic clusters, compare these clusters, firstly, within the respective interview and 

subsequently, between all interviews. The goal of this step is to stress connections, 

interdependencies and inconsistencies. Finally, the findings are summarized (Rosenthal, 

2011; Mayer, 2013) 
 

2.5.4. The participants 
We have selected the interview partners for this thesis to get a comprehensive overview of 

the accelerator industry. Therefore, all involved parties in the current business model of SBC 

being the Co-Founder of SBC, a Managing Director, corporate partners and startups are 

interviewed. Additionally, Executives of other leading European accelerators, such as Axel 

Springer Plug and Play, Microsoft Accelerator Berlin and TechStars are among the 

participant to gather further insights from the most relevant players in the accelerator 

industry. 
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Figure 3: List of Participants 

The list above shows the different participants for this study. The high number as well as the 

variety of backgrounds and engagement in the accelerator platform can be seen as positive.  

 

Out of the eleven interview partners two are female and nine are male. Most of the 

participants are located in Berlin, except Alex Farcet, Frank Spennemann and Sabine 

VanderLinden are located in Copenhagen, Stuttgart and London respective. All of the 

interviewee hold full time position in the companies.  

 

The interviews were carried out in March and April 2017, lasting between 30 and 120 min. 

The language of the interviews were English and German according to the preferences of the 

interviewees. Five out of the eleven interviews were held face to face the rest was done via 
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Skype or telephone because of the long distance between the location of the interviewers 

and the participants.  

 

Each interview had an introduction in which the interviewers explained the project in detail 

and described the overall agenda of the interview. Afterwards, the interview started with the 

general topic and related questions. With the progress of the interview, the questions got 

deeper and more specific, which is an appropriate approach for a semi-structured interview 

(Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013). The interview questions are listed in the interview 

guides in the appendix of this thesis. All questions are aligned with the methodical literature. 

Each group of participants got a slightly adapted version of the guide in order to make it 

relevant for the specific participants. It was structured as the following: 1) General 

information about the organization like the mission and business model. 2) General 

perception of the accelerator market and the related innovation space. 3) Specific insights 

and experiences about the program and its advantages and disadvantages. 4) Questions 

pointing towards the theoretical background including competitive advantage, platform 

dynamics and business model innovation. 

In the end, the interview was summarized and the next steps were explained by the 

interviewers. In addition to that, confidentiality was assured to the participants.  

 

2.6. Critical Review of the Method 
In any academic research, there must be certain standards to guarantee the quality of 

research. Thereby reliability and validity play a crucial role for evaluating the conducted 

study. These criteria are usually found in quantitative approaches and have a positivistic 

perspective (Bell & Bryman, 2015). Reliability refers to the stability of the findings and 

consistency of the study, which ensures that results are repeatable. Validity on the other side 

is concerned about the integrity of the findings, which ensures that the drawn conclusions 

match the reality (Bell & Bryman, 2015). In qualitative research, these criteria have to be 

modified because this approach is not focused on finding the universal truths behind the 

results. One way of adapting reliability and validity to the qualitative research is to assimilate 

both concepts with an alteration of meaning (Bell & Bryman, 2015). This approach is 

implemented by us to ensure the quality of the thesis.  
 

In the context of the paper, the validity shows to what extend the “method investigates what it 

is intended to investigate” (Kvale, 2007, p.122). Therefore, it enables qualitative research to 

result in valid, scientific knowledge (Kvale, 2007). This indicates the necessity of a good 
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alignment between the results as well as observations during the interviews and the theory 

concepts and conclusions that are based on it (Bell & Bryman, 2015). We tried to ensure a 

high internal validity by examining the data repeatedly until the relevant information has been 

viewed and extracted. Moreover, all conclusions and interpretations in the data analysis were 

drawn from the interview findings and observations. The external validity describes to which 

degree the conducted study can be generalized and applied to other contexts and social 

settings (Bell & Bryman, 2015). In this paper it has to be acknowledged that the external 

validity has its limitations due to the rather small sample size in comparison to quantitative 

methods. This, however, reflects a widespread problem for qualitative research. Moreover, 

this paper and its explorative nature should investigate the underlying principles and not aim 

for the generalization of the findings.  
 

As mentioned above, reliability illustrates the consistency of the findings, proving whether the 

results are repeatable by other researchers and studies (Kvale, 2007). High internal reliability 

is expected since the study is conducted and analyzed by us. However, external reliability is 

very difficult to establish since social situations and setting of qualitative studies cannot be 

fixed and reproduced (Bell & Bryman, 2015). In order to increase the external reliability, a 

clear delimitation of the topic and the term startup accelerator has been applied throughout 

the data collection, analysis and interpretation of the paper which act as the defined 

measurements and categories (Bell & Bryman, 2015). Furthermore, all relevant actions that 

are taken by us for the paper are documented and transparent for external validation. 
 

In particular, an interview technique like the one which is applied in this paper has its 

limitations. These limits need to be known in order to assess the results and evaluate the 

findings correctly. In the following the major points that need to be considered are listed: 
 

1. Limited participants of interviews: The results of the paper are strongly influenced by the 

participants, their region, functional position and career experience. Furthermore, the 

participants who agreed to be interviewed show a certain interest in the topic, which could 

also affect the results. Incorporating the perspective of those that chose not to be in an 

interview could have resulted in different findings. 
 

2. Influence of the environment: The interview technique captures the views of the 

interviewee at that exact moment. Answers and views may be influenced by the participant’s 

mood, previous work and priorities, and especially the relationship between interviewer and 
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the respective participant. The time constraint in big corporates, startups and accelerators for 

helping research is also quite high.  
 

3. Biases and perspectives of the researchers: We have developed our own opinions and 

perspectives on the topic because they accumulated knowledge and experience. This 

influences the phrasing of questions as well as the analysis of results (Rosenthal, 2011). 

Knowing these effects, we tried to be as open as possible towards the respective 

participants’ answers and opinions in order to secure the credibility of the study. 
 

4. Relevance of public appearance: The participants may represent certain topics with their 

public opinion to show the importance and the success of decision they have taken. So they 

e.g. do not go into greater details about the situation of the organization, the performance of 

the related activities and the competitive market environment. By doing so, the participants 

try to protect their reputation and image in the market. 

 

5. Generalization of individual opinions: Actions and decision in an organization are taken by 

more than one person. Therefore, it is important to differentiate between the opinions of one 

participant and the actions of a whole organization. This discrepancy can be quite significant. 
 

All these points are considered in the assessment of the results and, even more importantly, 

the implementation of the research findings. It can be concluded that in this paper the 

necessary steps have carefully been taken to ensure the highest reliability and validity 

possible. Moreover, the two concepts have been applied carefully with an alteration of 

meaning but we can say with confidence that the research findings presented in this paper 

are dependable, credible as well as authentic. 

 

2.7. Case description 
This master thesis uses the Startupbootcamp as a core case study. In the following part, a 

case description is provided to align the reader’s understanding of the program itself and the 

market it operates in. In order to analyze the case and apply the theory, an in-depth 

understanding of the company and its business processes is needed. 

 

SBC is an accelerator platform with a global reach. The aim is the acceleration of early stage 

startups through funding and a three-month program in order to develop startup ecosystems 

and help entrepreneurs to succeed. It focuses on industry verticals for each program in the 
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different regions. SBC was founded and initiated in 2010 by Alex Farcet. He partnered with 

three other co-founders, Carsten Kolbek, Ruud Hendriks and Patrick de Zeeuw, to launch the 

operations with a bigger team and investor as a back system.  

In total, there are 18 programs around the globe. Industry verticals cover most sectors like 

Fintech, Insurtech, Foodtech, transportation and many more. Including external investor 

there is a follow up funding with 217M€ with an average sum of 816K€ per startup. The 

follow up investment ratio is about 71%. SBC has accelerated 404 startups and partnered 

with 140 corporate clients. 79% of the startups are still active and have created 2012 jobs 

until today (Startupbootcamp.org, 2017). The three months program is most importantly 

mentorship driven which means early stage founders get feedback and input from 

experienced mentors throughout the program (Farcet, 2017).  

The idea behind SBC came from the US based accelerator and early startup investor 

TechStars (Techstars.com, 2017). The close relationship between Alex Farcet and the 

founder of TechStars, David Cohen, and their mutual interest in establishing a global network 

of accelerators as well as the fact that TechStars did not want to expand into Europe, made 

the launch of SBC possible (Farcet, 2017). Thereby, the accelerator’s business model 

functions as a platform between startups, corporates and other stakeholders within the 

startup ecosystem. In order to launch SBC, Alex Farcet searched for partners to get backed 

with an investment and staff. Rainmaking, a Danish company builder and innovation 

consultancy, have built a partnership with him and started the accelerator program. In 2010, 

the first program was initiated with the regional focus on Copenhagen. After a successful 

execution, more programs were built in Amsterdam, Madrid, Dublin and Berlin. Today, SBC 

has 18 programs in over 15 countries including China, USA and India. Next to developed 

startup ecosystem, SBC expanded also in developing countries. 

 

SBC is divided into three major phases, pre-program, program and post-program, which are 

outlined in the following section (Startupbootcamp Manual, 2017). According to both sides of 

the platform, the corporate partners and startups, SBC has a dedicated approach and are 

explained separately. During the program both users have different touch points and intensity 

of the engagement. 

Each program starts with the pre-program phase in which both sides of the platform are 

acquired. SBC functions as an external innovation provider for bigger companies. Getting in 

contact with startups and their technologies is crucial for companies to stay competitive, and 

engaging with such an accelerator program is one form of it. 
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The acquisition of the corporate partners and finding a relevant industry vertical is the very 

first step. SBC needs to have five or more sponsors that finance the program in order to 

cover the operational costs and investment sums for the startups. The acquisition is part of 

the sales process of SBC, which mainly the partners like Alex Farcet or the managing 

directors of the different programs take care of. Corporate partners are locked in over a time 

of three years, which are necessary to really benefit from the program. Each sponsorship 

costs around 450K€ for the three years and three batches of startups. It is important that the 

corporate sponsors are not in direct competition but in the same industry to create synergies 

and deliver relevant startups. After all partners are acquired, the program launches in the 

specific industry vertical and city. The corporate partners need to engage with time, 

resources and dedication to the program to get the most benefits out of it. 

The value proposition for the corporate partners is mainly the vertically focused programs, 

which offer the best startups from the same market. In the pre-program, they are also 

included in the sourcing and selection process of the startups in order to find a strategic fit 

with them. The quality of the startups is an important factor for all corporates, but also for 

SBC because it gets a return on investment from the exits of the portfolio and builds up a 

reputation within the startup ecosystem (Farcet, 2017). 

During the actual program, corporate partners engage on different levels. It ranges from 

visiting only a few events to a dedicated team, which tries to set up a pilot project and acts as 

mentors. Due to the cumulated industry experience, customer and supplier network as well 

as financial power, corporate partners are very attractive for the startups. Piloting new 

products with a startup and mentoring them, results in useful insights and benefits from the 

program because of the deep engagement. The last touch point of the corporate partner is 

the Demo Day, which is the end event of the program where the startups present their 

progress and celebrate the graduation. 

In the post-program phase, corporate partners stay for more years and establish a long term 

relationship. However, it is hard for SBC to retain them over the time. In innovation programs, 

SBC sells more services and products to the corporations to expand their innovation 

activities. This can range from organized hackathons to corporate venturing. Most activities 

are carried out by the parent company Rainmaking. SBC acts as a sales funnel for more 

upselling of value added services. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Description of the program 
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Also, startups are an important part of the accelerator platform. The following section 

describes the phases from their side. In the pre-program phase, it starts with sourcing and 

selection of the best startups. Through marketing and research the SBC team increases the 

applicants for the program. The international applications will be reviewed and evaluated by 

SBC with a set of criteria. The founding team, skill set, program fit and market size are the 

most important factors for the selection. A shortlist of startups is invited to the selection days 

of the program. A jury consisting of investors, mentors, alumni and corporate partners will 

evaluate a pitch of the founders. The long process over two days, results in a selection of 

startups that tries to satisfy the corporate partners’ strategic needs as well as the investment 

criteria with the aim to get a return on investment.  

 

The best startups will be invited to the three-month program. Although, SBC focuses on early 

stage companies, the stage and progress of the products and services can differ a lot. It can 

range from idea-stage founders to companies that have already clients, working operations 

and revenue.  

The actual three-months program starts with around ten startups. Next to free access to co-

working space and other resources, the early stage companies get a standard investment 

deal of 15K€ funding in return for around 8% equity. Moreover, the startups have access to 

the broad network of SBC including experts, investors, mentors, corporate partners and more 

than 450K€ worth of platform services like access to Amazon Web Services etc. Corporate 

partners include companies like Paypal, Deutsche Bahn, Cisco, Mercedes-Benz, MasterCard 

and many more. Mentors also play a crucial role during the program because they can help 

the startups with their input and experience to avoid mistakes and pitfalls. A dedicated 

mentor will be assigned to each startup to accompany the founders during the acceleration 

phase and beyond. Validation through external input is necessary to build good products and 

services. SBC plays a crucial role in facilitating the relationships and events of the whole 

program. Furthermore, it takes an active part in shaping and developing the ventures. 

Meeting with the founding teams and supporting them in execution of their progress is 

essential to the platform. Help with fundraising, legal setup and investor relations are only a 

few examples of the work of SBC’s team. 

 

The three-months program is divided into three sub-steps for the startups. In the first month, 

the founders focus on getting input and reshape the business ideas. Mentor feedback is 

crucial in that phase to optimize the business models. In the second month, the startups 

focus on developing the product and getting first customers by implementing and analyzing 
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the feedback of the first phase. In the last month, the founders will be prepared to pitch and 

present their progress and company. Fine adjustments and pilot products are introduced with 

corporate partners. The last day of the program is the Demo Day, which is a huge event with 

investors and interested people to showcase the startups. The aim is to secure follow-up 

funding in order to scale the business. In all phases, workshops and other events are 

organized to enhance the learnings of the founding team. 

In the post-program phase, SBC engages with the startups through being an active investor. 

It organizes alumni events like the Alumni Growth Program in which all founders are invited 

to connect. SBC also offers support with fundraising and introduction to investors and 

corporate partners. Due to a lack of resources and the growing number of startups, it is 

difficult to intensify the post-program phase. 
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3. Theory  
In the following section, the theoretical foundation of this paper is outlined. This background 

of selected theories is needed for the upcoming analysis. Every research stream will be 

applied to the case of SBC and implications are deviated. The first part describes the 

competitive strategy stream including the resource-based view, introduced by Barney (1991). 

In the second part, the underlying economic principles are outlined which derive from a 

platform setup. The last part of the theory section deals with the inter-linkage of the business 

model innovation literature as well as competitive strategy part and highlights the innovation 

potential for firms using the introduced frameworks and tools. 

3.1. Competitive strategy 
This part of the paper is divided into four parts. First, the paper provides an overview of the 

theory on resources, capabilities and assets of a firm. Barney’s Resource Based View (1991) 

serves as a basis for how competitive strategy is understood in this paper. Second, the paper 

sheds light on the market’s impact on competitive strategy in which a firm operates. 

Subsequently, the roots of sustained competitive advantage are examined. Finally, the paper 

summarizes the findings in implications for competitive strategy. After each part, the 

theoretical concepts are applied to SBC and expectations that arise from the theory are 

listed. 

 

3.1.1. A clarification of terms 
Barney’s Resource Based View (1991) already includes the term resource, which stands for 

all assets, capabilities, information and knowledge that firms possess. In general, resources 

are used as vehicles to implement strategies. In line with other previously conducted 

research, three categories of firm resources are defined. Firstly, physical capital resources 

include all plants and machines a firm possesses. Secondly, human capital resources are all 

skills and knowledge of the employees of a firm. Finally, organizational resources 

encompass the reporting and coordination system of a firm’s information streams 

(Williamson, 1975). 
Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) differentiate between (core) competencies, dynamic 

capabilities and positions. In comparison to Barney’s (1991) terminology limited to the term 

resources, this differentiation allows to create an in-depth analysis where the actual sources 

of competitive advantage lie. 
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Competencies, for instance, are defined as managerial and organizational processes 

including all internal coordination and combination efforts of a firm, such as routines, 

practices and learning mechanisms. They turn into core competencies when they represent 

the fundamental business of the firm. Competencies are heavily shaped by historical paths 

the firm has taken, meaning that processes were built over time and were impacted by 

previous experiences. Paths are equivalent to strategic choices that a firm has made (Teece, 

Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). 
According to Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) firms need to develop its competencies if they 

aim at succeeding in the long-term and face dynamic market conditions. In that case 

dynamic capabilities are required and defined as the ability to deal with a rapidly changing 

environment through the integration, creation and reconfiguration of internal and external 

competencies. Once again they are broken down into processes, paths and positions 

(Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). 
Finally, positions are named as another source of private wealth creation for firms, which 

largely determines firm’s competitive potential. Positions include all assets that a firm has in 

place, e.g. technological assets, intellectual property, an installed customer base, 

complementary assets and existing agreements with suppliers and complementors (Teece, 

Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). 
 

Using Barney’s Resource Based View (1991) and adding the concepts of competencies, 

dynamic capabilities as well as positions, this becomes a valuable toolkit to examine the 

status quo of SBC’s business. 
For instance, the initial setup of a specific SBC program follows a step-by-step process, 

which starts with the search for a well-fitting MD for the desired vertical industry of the SBC. 

Once found, the high number of previous SBC programs focusing on the same or different 

industry in a city, allows learning mechanisms between MDs to finalize the SBCs program 

set-up. In that stage, the MD has access to an extensive set of valuable positions that SBC 

has in place ranging from a database where all intellectual property of former SBC programs 

is stored to a broad network of startups and mentors that SBC has built over time (Farcet, 

2017). Starting with the program, SBC supports the MD with unified best-practices that were 

optimized throughout the last years and can be described as SBC’s core competencies. 
Looking at this process that SBC carefully follows for every program, the theory of 

competencies shaped by organizational routines and paths as well as the positions 

representing the assets that SBC has in place seems like a perfect fit to analyze SBC’s 

competitive potential and make suggestions for future competitive strategy. The question 
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whether SBC owns dynamic capabilities or not will play a central role when analyzing the 

SBC’s long-term competitiveness in the analysis section 6. 

 

3.1.2. The market’s impact on competitive strategy 
In the following section, the paper examines the impact of the environment and market 

dynamics on the choice of a winning competitive strategy. First, the paper sheds light on the 

phenomenon of strategic factor markets followed by an analysis how dynamic markets shape 

the required dynamic capabilities. Finally, the theoretical insights are applied to SBC and 

theoretical expectations are formulated serving as a basis for the analysis part in section 6. 

 

3.1.2.1. Strategic Factor Markets 

Whenever a firm wants to acquire resources in order to implement a specific strategy, they 

do so by acquiring these (strategizers) from the resource owners (controllers) on a strategic 

factor market. In perfect strategic factor markets, the price indicates the asset’s value and 

scarcity and hence, equals the economic value of the desired resources. In this scenario 

firms can only gain normal returns (Barney (b), 1986). That is in line with Teece, Pisano and 

Shuen (1997) that argue that it is impossible to acquire truly valuable resources leading to a 

sustained competitive advantage. Such strategic capabilities must be related to solving a 

customer need, meaning that there is a potential source of revenue for it, the resource is 

unique and hard to replicate as further examined in the following section of this paper. 

Conclusively, all assets that are normally traded at established costs are not strategic and 

therefore, do not lead to above normal returns (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). 
However, when uncertainty about which resources become valuable in the future, above 

normal returns are possible. Different expectations which resource set will be most valuable 

in the future lead to imperfectly competitive strategic factor markets, as only those 

companies with true expectations about the future gain above normal returns. Thus, firms 

can use competitive imperfections in strategic factor markets to achieve competitive 

advantage (Barney (b), 1986). 
While Barney’s theory (1986) on imperfect factor markets is based on the assumption that 

every desired asset is tradable, Cool and Dierickx (1989) question “the universal validity of 

this assumption” (p.2). Markets are rather incomplete than imperfect. In particular, firms 

cannot appropriate/acquire externalities such as trust, loyalty and reputation. These 

commodities are not prone to be traded on the open market (Cool & Dierickx, 1989). Teece, 

Pisano and Shuen (1997) add that reputational assets are intangible assets that help firms to 

achieve their goals. Although they state that reputation has a rather external character (and 
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sustainable competitive advantage is largely driven by internal assets), they agree that the 

reputational value of a firm is quite hard to separate from distinctive resources and thus, 

basically impossible to trade (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). The firm may rather acquire 

generic labor skills on the open market. Subsequently, firm-specific skills (and reputational 

assets) that are required to implement a strategy are accumulated internally (Cool & Dierickx, 

1989). 
Put differently, the sustainability of competitive advantage derives from a specific set of 

assets owned by a firm. Due to the partially non-tradable characteristic of at least some of 

the assets, firms cannot simply acquire desired assets that bring the firm into a sustainable 

favorable position - they need to accumulate distinctive assets internally. 

 

3.1.2.2. Dynamic markets 

In stable market conditions firms are more likely to keep its competitive advantage than 

losing it. Based on the resource-based view and the assumption that distinctive core 

competencies are impossible to replicate, it is obvious that once a firm owns a leading 

market position, it is not likely to lose it if the market conditions remain unchanged. However, 

in rapidly changing environment the customer demand and value proposition of firm’s 

products rapidly alter. Through that, firm’s distinctive core competencies and hence, the 

source of firm’s competitive advantage may be rendered unnecessary (Teece, Pisano, & 

Shuen, 1997). 
It is worth to mention that markets rapidly change because of various reasons. Although 

growth is often considered as the primary characteristic of dynamic markets, high turnover 

rates and a mobile customer base can turn a hardly growing market into a highly dynamic 

market (Cool & Paranikas, 2011). The framework developed by Teece, Pisano and Shuen 

(1997) assumes rapid technological change as the primary reason for dynamic markets. 

Under these circumstances firms need to develop dynamic capabilities in order to stay 

innovative and compete in the long-term (Leonard-Barton, 1992). 

However, Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) argue that there is no single definition of dynamic 

capabilities that fits all dynamic market conditions. One has to differentiate between 

moderately dynamic markets and high-velocity markets. Whereas the first one is 

characterized by “stable industry structures, defined boundaries (...) and linear, predictable 

change” (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000, p. 1115), high-velocity markets confront firms with an 

ambiguous industry structure. The latter is characterized by constantly shifting players that 

operate in the market as well as nonlinear and unpredictable change.  Dependent on which 

type of dynamic market the firm faces, the required set of dynamic capabilities differs. In 
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moderately dynamic markets, for instance, the patterns of dynamic capabilities are observed 

as rather detailed-focused, analytical and based on extensive industry knowledge. In high-

velocity markets on the other side, patterns are experiential and draw on knowledge that is 

constructed during that specific situation (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). 
 

The theory of strategic factor markets and dynamic markets pose questions that help to 

analyze the market in which SBC operates and fences SBC’s toolkit to a natural degree. 
The first one sets boundaries to the tool set with which SBC could potentially gain 

competitive advantage, e.g. the idea that not all assets are tradable, such as the reputation 

of SBC, which is rather built from distinctive processes that SBC developed over time. As 

both, Philipp Limburg (Microsoft Accelerator) and Alex Farcet (SBC) agreed, reputation and 

track of records of an accelerator are of utmost importance. This shows that the theoretical 

insights on strategic factor markets are highly relevant to analyze SBC’s competitive strategic 

position and possible maneuvers and thus, to answer the research question. 
The second theoretical concept on dynamic market theory can ideally be applied to SBC if it 

is re-phrased into two questions being (1) “can the accelerator market be defined as 

dynamic, e.g. due to rapid technological change and if so, is SBC operating in a moderately 

dynamic or high-velocity market?”, and (2) “does SBC own or develop dynamic capabilities 

that fit the market conditions?” 
SBC undoubtedly operates in a dynamic market: the goal of SBC is to find and collaborate 

with the most innovative startups and connect them to corporate’s departments that are 

willing to get in contact with new technologies and services. This indicates that the 

accelerator market is defined by rapid technological pace. Additionally, new players move 

into the accelerator market and competition for high-quality startups increases. 
However, the very nature of the dynamic market is more difficult to define. For instance, 

answers to questions like ‘are stable industry structure and linear, predictable change 

prevalent in the accelerator market?’, are highly relevant to answer the research question. In 

theory, the type of dynamic market determines the set of dynamic capabilities to achieve 

competitive advantage. Whether and which type of dynamic capabilities SBC owns, is 

equally important to gain competitive advantage and the conducted interviews should help to 

conduct an analysis on this. 

 

3.1.3. Sustained competitive advantage 
The paper will now dig deeper into the details how to reach competitive advantage over 

competitors from a resource-based perspective. By analyzing where the actual reasons for 
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true sustainable competitive advantage lie, the assumptions of diversity and immobility of 

firms most valuable resources are further examined. 
According to Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) competitive advantage results from firm’s 

distinctive processes that have been implemented as a consequence of firm’s specific assets 

and the history of the firm. Plenty of research focused on gaining competitive advantage 

through strategizing, such as the competitive forces framework, which investigates industry 

structure and entry barriers (Porter, 1980). On the other side, Teece, Pisano and Shuen 

(1997) argue in line with Williamson (1991) that economizing being developing distinctive 

and dynamic core capabilities is most important to achieve competitive advantage. 

 

‘A firm is said to have a sustained competitive advantage when it is implementing a value 

creating strategy not simultaneously being implemented by any current or potential 

competitors and when other firms are unable to duplicate the benefits in this strategy’ – 

Barney, 1991, p.102 
 

As outlined in the definition above, two concepts are crucial for Barney’s theory of sustained 

competitive advantage: Heterogeneity and immobility of firm’s internal resources. Whereas 

competitive advantage may be achieved through a heterogeneous set of resources in 

contrast to firm’s competitor, the immobility of firm’s internal resources turns this advantage 

into a sustainable competitive advantage. Only in the case that firms resources cannot 

simply be copied by imitation or substitution the competitive advantage is of sustainable 

nature (Barney, 1991). That is in line with Cool and Dierickx (1989) arguing that the process 

of how easily a firm’s competitor can replicate assets, either through imitation or substitution, 

that are valuable in the market determines sustainability/durability of firm’s competitive 

advantage. 
However, one should point out that sustainable does not mean that the competitive 

advantage lasts forever. Through extreme changes in the whole industry setting, also 

described as Schumpeterian Shocks, incumbent firms with sustainable competitive 

advantage may also lose it because a completely new set of resources is required to meet 

the new demands of the industry. In the following the paper outlines how heterogeneity and 

immobility of valuable assets capture firm’s competitive advantage. 

 

3.1.3.1. Heterogeneity of firm’s assets 

In order to analyze the resources of a firm and the potential of a sustained competitive 

advantage of the firm's’ resources, Barney’s (1991) framework below including the VRIN tool, 
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which stands for value, rareness, imitability and non-substitutability, is helpful to evaluate 

firm’s competitive strategy. 
The very nature of competitive advantage stems from the reason that firms’ resources are 

heterogeneous, although they operate in the same industry. The value and rareness of these 

heterogeneous resources are a prerequisite for firm’s competitive advantage likewise. 

Valuable resources help the firm to implement a strategy that creates opportunities and 

neutralizes threats for the company in an efficient and effective way. Rare resources, on the 

other side, are equally important to achieve competitive advantage. Only when a firm owns 

valuable resources that are not owned by all other competitors within an industry, the firm 

achieves competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). 

 

3.1.3.2. Imitation and substitution of assets 

Barney’s second assumption is that the immobility of firms internal resources leads to a long-

lasting, sustained competitive advantage, as resources cannot simply be moved in order to 

catch up to market leaders. Barney (1991) argues that competitors can neither imitate nor 

substitute firms desired resources. The inability of imitation stems from three reasons being 

unique historical conditions, causal ambiguity and social complexity. If one or more 

conditions apply, the resources are imperfectly imitable. 
First, unique historical conditions refer to the fact that the firm’s past determines its strategic 

choices and future development. Also termed as path-dependency, this means that firms 

trying to imitate resources, they often cannot develop these skills as they were growing in 

different historical conditions. Secondly, causal ambiguity regarding sustained competitive 

advantage means that the roots of the competitive advantage of a firm are not fully 

understood and therefore, cannot be imitated. Given the complex interrelated concepts of 

resources, it can be difficult to determine the specific resource set needed to achieve 

competitive advantage. Finally, social complexity, such as the culture of a firm and 

relationships between managers, can be hardly constructed and is not prone to be imitated 

(Barney, 1991). 
In line with Barney (1991), Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) argue that also the internal and 

external replicability of the specific asset positions of a firm determines how fast a 

competitive advantage erodes. The replication of asset positions requires a deep, 

comprehensive understanding of the competencies. Often tacit knowledge inheres in desired 

competencies and hence, these cannot simply be copied even if fully understood. Tacit 

knowledge first needs to be transferred into codified knowledge. Once more, the authors 

mention the importance of the history of a firm for their competencies. 
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Imitation is basically the same process as replication - only performed by external 

competitors, whereas the replication of assets refers to copying a firm’s competencies 

internally. From that perspective it is even harder to replicate the competence with a diverse 

history, as already the replication process can be quite difficult. Imitation is unless harder, as 

the understanding of the competencies from an external perspective further complicates. The 

term distinctive competencies describe the phenomenon that a competence is basically 

impossible to imitate for competing firms. These competencies are therefore, at the very 

heart of a sustained competitive advantage (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). 
Another stream of literature, spearheaded by Cool and Dierickx (1989), further investigates 

the act of competence imitation. They argue that the imitation of resources is constrained by 

five factors being time compression diseconomies, asset mass efficiencies, 

interconnectedness of asset stocks, asset erosion and casual ambiguity. 
First, time compression diseconomies refer to the fact that investments in resources might 

not provide a linear output, e.g. developing knowledge in pharma-industry takes time and 

cannot be arbitrarily accelerated by increasing the R&D expenses. Competitors are 

constrained by time when accumulating specific assets. The latter, asset mass efficiencies, 

explains that starting from the scratch might be even harder when critical mass is needed, 

network effects are present and a high level of existing stock knowledge is a prerequisite for 

reaching further breakthroughs, e.g. in R&D focused industries. The interconnectedness of 

asset stocks describes the fact that for replicating a specific asset other related assets might 

be needed, which further increases the difficulty of accumulating the desired asset. If assets 

erode over time and stocks of knowledge require maintenance, the likelihood of a long-

lasting sustainability of competitive advantage of a firm decreases. Higher rates of asset 

erosion weaken asymmetric markets. Finally, causal ambiguity describes the stochastic and 

discontinuous process of accumulating stocks, e.g. within R&D in the pharma-industry as a 

‘jackpot model’ of accumulating assets (p.7). The inability to identify and control capabilities 

needed to achieve competitive advantage, which is also captured by the notion of 'uncertain 

imitability', complicates the process of asset imitation (Cool & Dierickx, 1989). 

 

Not only imitation, also substitution can be a substantial source of danger for incumbent 

firms. When a firm substitutes resources that lead to a competitive advantage, it can do that 

by either accumulating similar or different resources that replaces the original resource. If 

there is a sufficiently large number of firms that have substitutable resources, either similar or 

completely different, this comes at the cost that none of the firms have end up with 

sustainable competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). Moreover, the substitution of firms assets 
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render their rival’s asset stocks obsolete. Customers prefer firm’s value proposition more 

than the one from the incumbent firm. The example of how Canon’s design focused copiers 

replaced the need for an extensive service network provided by the incumbent Xerox, 

demonstrates that the substitution of assets is an option for achieving competitive advantage 

(Cool & Dierickx, 1989). 
To put it in a nutshell, firms’ competitive advantage is very much rooted in the assumption of 

immobility of distinctive competencies. Imitation and substitution of these competencies pose 

a major threat on the sustainability of firms’ competitive advantage. 
 

3.1.4. Implications for firm’s competitive strategy 
As mentioned in the introduction, the phenomenon of accelerators became increasingly 

popular during the past decade. In the problem statement, we have also formulated the 

threat that due to an increase in the number of accelerators, the differentiation from SBC’s 

competitors and its unique selling proposition becomes more and more difficult to achieve. 

Therefore, we selected the streams of literature to analyze and whether and if so, how 

sustainable SBC’s competitive advantage is. 
The concepts used in this section being the heterogeneity, imitation and substitution of firm’s 

assets are introduced to be applied to SBC. However, a quick look at the origins of our 

selected accelerator identifies unique historical conditions for all four accelerators being 

SBC, TechStars, Microsoft Accelerator and Axel Springer Plug and Play, which is an 

indicator for truly heterogeneous assets of all four accelerators and hence, a chance for SBC 

to differentiate itself from competitors and gain sustainable competitive advantage. 
From a pure theoretical line of argumentation, theory imitation and substitution is required 

when heterogeneity of assets is a key source for sustainable competitive advantage because 

the mobility of assets will erase the competitive advantage immediately. In the case of SBC, 

the analysis of the firm’s assets needs to follows the structure above. In a first step, we aim 

to find out which competencies of SBC are truly heterogeneous and a source for competitive 

advantage by conducting interviews with selected accelerators, startups and corporates. All 

introduced theoretical concepts introduced above are carefully considered and the in-depth 

analysis is conducted in section 5. Subsequently, we investigated whether these 

competencies and assets can be imitated and/or substituted. Only in that case SBC can also 

stay competitive in the long-term.  
 
As outlined above, Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) suggest to focus on economizing 

strategies meaning to develop internal distinctive core competencies rather than strategizing 
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activities, which is associated with industry analysis and the strategic positioning in markets 

with high returns and low entry barriers. Firms need to internalize all relevant technological, 

managerial and organizational capabilities that are fundamental to the core business of the 

firm. As previously outlined, the accelerator market as a whole, SBC’s competitive position 

and its competence, positions and dynamic capabilities need to be analyzed first. 

Subsequently, the analysis part in section 6 outlines in what form these theoretical 

recommendations of Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) can be applied to SBC. 

	

3.2. Platform dynamics 
One of the most dramatic shifts in the strategic thinking about competition brought platform 

dynamics. Platforms help to create entirely new markets, open untapped opportunities and 

disrupt current business models. Building a better platform than the competition brings an 

advantage over other players. The platform owners that create the most active ecosystems 

in addition with the ability to create synergies between the users, win the market. In the 

future companies will shift from services to platforms and business model innovation is 

crucial for that change. 

 

Platforms aim at connecting two previously separated parties and thus, they are operated in 

a two-sided market. These are markets with two distinct user groups. Bringing them together 

is the goal of so-called platforms. The owner of these platforms facilitate the transactions 

between those user groups through their offered products and services (Eisenmann, Parker, 

& Van Alstyne, 2006). Comparing platforms to traditional businesses, the value chains vary a 

lot. The differences lie in the revenue streams and cost structure as well as the value 

propositions because each user group has distinct flows and underlying principles. The user 

base and network effects are crucial elements to the platform’s success. Therefore, platform 

owners need to acquire a particular set of techniques and capabilities that help to manage 

the user groups effectively and build up a differentiation strategy in order to compete within 

the market (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). 

The following theoretical paragraph describes the underlying economic dynamics in those 

two-sided markets, particularly: direct, indirect, cross-side as well as same-side network 

effects. Furthermore, this thesis uses network effects to explain the main challenges which 

arise in two-sided networks, including the concepts of winner-take-all dynamics, pricing 

strategies and the threat of envelopment. Conclusively, the thesis presents solutions from a 

strategic perspective to overcome the described challenges. All of the theoretical principles 
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are applied to SBC and theretical implications for the case of the accelerator market are 

stressed. 

 

3.2.1. Network effects in two-sided markets 
Eisenmann, Parker and van Alstyne (2006) describe the existence of network effects as one 

of the major distinctions, when comparing platforms with traditional services or products. In 

particular, in two-sided networks, the value of the platform increases with the growing of 

number of joining users because of the mutual attraction of the distinct user groups. The 

more users the platform already has acquired, the easier it becomes to integrate extra users. 

The opposite is true for traditional settings. The higher the market share of a company is, the 

more difficult it gets to acquire additional customers, since the number of potential new 

customers has decreased (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). The following section 

outlines the different networks effects and their impacts on the platform 

 

According to Eisenmann, Parker and van Alstyne (2006), the platform’s network effects can 

be distinguished in cross-side and same-side effects. Thereby, cross-side effects describe 

the influence of one distinct user group on the other and thus, on the total value of the 

platform. In other words, these network effects show the impact that the number of 

customers has on the platform attractiveness. This impact can be positive or negative, in 

which, naturally, the goal of all platforms is to generate positive cross-side network effects 

(Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). 

The same-side effects are defined by Eisenmann, Parker and Van Alstyne (2006) as the 

impact that users on one side of the platform have on the value for same-side users of the 

platform. Consequently, same-side effects contribute to the extent to which the platform's 

attractiveness increases or decreases for the customers and users on the very same side. 

	

In a different paper, Shapiro and Katz (1985) introduce another distinction for network effects 

by differentiating between direct or indirect network effects. Direct network effects are 

defined as the effect of each new user on the platform’s attractiveness. A positive impact 

increases the value of the platform for all users and results in higher revenue for the platform 

owner and complementors (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). Moreover, an 

increase of the returns per sale can be observed through positive direct network effects as 

the users pay a higher price due to the raised perceived value (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van 

Alstyne, 2006). 
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Next to the direct network effects, the authors, Shapiro and Katz (1985), define indirect 

network effects which result from the offering of complementary services and products. 

These complementary offerings increase the value of the entire platform because they 

extend the portfolio of the platform. The initial services and products provided by the platform 

owner further increase their value (Shapiro & Katz, 1985). In line with that, Barabba et al. 

(2002) show the significance of complementarities for platforms. If platform owners are 

limited to their core functionalities, alliances and other companies can offer the needed 

services and products. This strategy helps to strengthen the value of the platform and thus, 

leads to stronger network effects (Barabba, Huber, Cooke, Pudar, Smith, & Paich, 2002). 

	

Applying this to the case of SBC, direct, indirect, same-side and cross-side network effects 

clearly exist for the accelerator connecting startups and corporate partners. When looking at 

the current business model of SBC, the theoretical insights turn out to be highly valuable for 

analyzing the weaknesses and strengths of the current business model and hence, provide a 

solid basis for answering the research question of this paper. 
Using the concept of direct, cross-side effects, corporate partners and startups attract each 

other. The higher the number and quality of the corporate partner, the more likely high-quality 

startups will apply and participate in SBC. Also, direct, same-side effects appear in form of 

peer-to-peer learning between startups. They benefit from exchanging experiences with 

other startups and thus, they can accelerate its development. However, SBC needs to avoid 

negative same-side effects. This can be the case for both startups, when they compete for 

the same corporate, and even more important - due to limited resources of the startup - 

corporates, when they compete for collaborating with the same startup. 
Moreover, indirect network effects become visible when taking complementarities into 

account. SBC’s mentors, for instance, are not part of one of the groups in the two-sided 

market, but play a crucial role in SBC’s offered value proposition. In particular, startups 

benefit from mentors as they are advisors, connectors within the mentor’s network and 

sometimes even investors.  
In short, SBC’s business model serves two client groups, which means they operate in a two-

sided market. In the center of consideration for the accelerator should therefore be how to 

strengthen existent network effects or create entirely new network effects.  

 

In conclusion, network effects are crucial for the diffusion of platforms and are highly relevant 

for SBC. The researchers distinguish on the one side between cross-side and same-side, 

and on the other side direct and indirect effects. Both approaches use different perspectives 
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for the categorizations, so overlaps between the two might occur. Nevertheless, the 

definitions of the different types of network effects serve as a foundation for the following 

analysis and discussion on how to face the major challenges appearing in two-sided 

markets.  

 

3.2.2. The major challenges in platform markets 
Failed attempts of platforms demonstrate that companies do not always succeed in the long 

run, although they seemed to be in a promising position. According to the authors 

Eisenmann, Parker and van Alstyne (2006) the biggest factor contributing to these failures 

can be seen in a lack of understanding of the platform dynamics. In addition to that, platform 

providers also fail to recognize network effects. They use strategies from traditional product 

or service oriented markets and disregard the platform dynamics.  

Platform markets demand for a different set of strategies that accommodate the economic 

principles. If companies apply inappropriate strategies for two-sided networks, poor 

performance and failure might occur (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). The authors 

outline three major challenges that platform owners face in two-sided markets which include 

the pricing of the platform; winner-take-all dynamics as well as the threat of envelopment  

(Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). All of them are applied to SBC and its umbrella 

organization Rainmaking. 

3.2.2.1. Pricing the platform 

Pricing strategies within platform markets are unique and contradict with approaches in 

traditional settings (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). The distinct user groups in 

two sided networks have distinct pricings. The platform owner must recognize that and its 

effects on the other side. Naturally, one user group of the platform is on the subsidy side, the 

other one is on the money side. Both parties differentiate in their willingness to compensate 

for the services and products due to the perceived value (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 

2006).  

The subsidy side users have a bigger value for the money side users than vice versa. 

Therefore, a platform owner is inclined to subsidize this side in order to increase the value of 

the entire platform and engage with as many users as possible (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van 

Alstyne, 2006). As a consequence, these users pay a lower price as compared to the market 

price. The money side users outbalance that subsidy because the price they pay is higher 

than the market price. The platform owners should recognize this price sensitivity of the 
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distinct groups within their pricing in order to foster cross-sided network effects (Eisenmann, 

Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006).  

Gaining the biggest market share is the overall goal of most platform owners. Therefore, they 

apply pricing strategies where the subsidy side pays almost nothing to the platform to get 

more users than the competition. According to Gawer and Cusumano (2008), those 

strategies can eradicate the revenue streams for producers of complementary services and 

products. These complementarities, however, are of huge significance for the platform 

dynamics as indirect network effects enhance the value of the platform (Shapiro & Katz, 

1985). 

Even though, it seems beneficial to increase the number of customers and users on one 

specific side of the platform, Eisenmann, Parker and van Alstyne (2006) emphasize the 

competition among these users who can decrease the value for same-side. To avoid these 

negative same-side effects, it can be constructive to exclude particular users or customers 

from the platform (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). 

 

While investigating the business model of SBC, one can define the corporate partners as the 

money side and startups as the subsidy side. The corporate pay 240.000€ to participate in 

three programs within three years. In that way the heavily finance the program and pay all 

expenses and wages during of all program participants. On the subsidy side, startups give 

with 6-8% equity to SBC. In exchange they are subsidized through 15.000€ covering living 

expenses and can participate in the whole program for free. 

 

3.2.2.2. Winner-take-all markets 

According to Eisenmann, Parker and van Alstyne (2006) the second major challenge is the 

winner-take-all (WTA) dynamics within a platform market. Those markets tend to develop 

towards a natural monopoly because the network effects increase the attraction and the 

customers are willing to pay higher prices. The platform owner with the respective platform 

gets the monopoly rents (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). 

These WTA market are characterized by three typical attributes. According to Eisenmann, 

Parker and van Alstyne (2006), the first attribute is high multi-homing costs. For customers 

and users of the platform it becomes too expensive to start and continue the association with 

more than a single platform. Hence, the users rather stay on one platform. The second 

attribute is the particular strong network effects which rapidly increase the value of the 

offered services. The third attribute is the alignment of needs and preferences of the users. 

In that way, the platform owner can provide a single value proposition to all users which is 
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highly scalable. This also enables other company to enter the competition and serve the 

niche preferences of the customers (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). 

 

The platform provider needs to identify these dynamics if it operates in such a WTA market 

because it becomes essential for building an appropriate strategy. In line with Eisenmann, 

Parker and van Alstyne (2006), two strategies can accommodate these WTA dynamcis: On 

the one side, a company can fight the competition and try to own the market or on the other 

side, it can combine the capabilities and customer base and share the market. The first 

strategy requires specific resources which increase chance to win the market leadership 

(Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). For instance, the company should build on the 

established user relationships and qualified leads to spread out within the market. Moreover, 

a good reputation and brand helps to create the impetus to win the biggest market share. 

Naturally, the platform owner needs to have enough financial resources in order to support 

the marketing and other activities to tackle the intense competition. 

	

Applying this to SBC, the accelerator market has some of the WTA market characteristics 

and thus, the strategic implications of the WTA market theory are worth to consider.  
Firstly, Multi-homing costs are relatively low as both corporates and startups not legally 

bounded to SBC. For corporates, in particular, it might make sense to participate in other 

accelerators to get access to a broad scale of startups. For startups, other accelerators or 

VCs that help to further accelerate are equally attractive. Nevertheless, homing-costs exist 

for both parties. At least during the program, the extensive workload during the program does 

startups not allow to participate in another accelerator at the same time. Corporate pay the 

price and hence, bound themselves to SBC for at least three programs. Referring to the 

second characteristic of WTA markets, the thesis has shown in the previous sections that 

both cross-side and same-side network effects exist. Thirdly, preferences of startups within a 

program are slightly different depending on the maturity and industry. For corporates, the 

industry plays the most important role.  
In sum, the thesis found existing, but relatively low multi-homing, strong network effects and 

basically, no equal preferences in the current state of SBC. Therefore, WTA strategies are 

partially applicable and one can see the impact of the theory in the analysis part of this 

section. 
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3.2.1.2.3. Threat of envelopment 
According to Eisenmann, Parker and van Alstyne (2006), the threat of envelopment 

represents the third challenge platform providers are confronted with. The aim of platform 

owners is to increase their market share and extend their services into new markets. The 

phenomenon is described as convergence and leads to indistinct boundaries which is a 

typical characteristic of markets with accelerated technology innovation (Chesbrough (b), 

2014). Therefore, stand-alone platforms with only a few services face the threat of 

envelopment if larger platforms enter their market and also offer the same service within a 

bundle of offerings (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). The service will then be 

integrated into the larger platform beating the competition. 

Hence, the authors outline possible strategies to avoid the envelopment (Eisenmann, Parker, 

& Van Alstyne, 2006). First of all, changing the platform’s entire business model can lower 

the risk of competing larger platforms to create the same value. Moreover, Eisenmann et al. 

(2006) propose to form partnerships with larger firms in order to increase the service bundle 

and increase the value for the customers. Another strategic move for a platform owner is the 

use of legal instruments in order to attack the larger platform and protect oneself 

(Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006) 

	

Startupbootcamp built a vivid ecosystem around the accelerator. The Rainmaking umbrella 

organization tries to upsell the corporates that initially participated in SBC. Services such as 

workshops, consultancy and prototyping are offered in order to foster innovation in 

corporates. Thus, a collaboration with Rainmaking makes sense for corporates, as they can 

get all innovation related services from one partner. On the startup side, rainmaking also 

reaches out to SBC through various channels. For instance, rainmaking lofts in Startup cities, 

such as Berlin, London and Copenhagen, thrive at getting access to entrepreneurs and 

startups. Moreover, MDs and mentors are leading figures in their industry meaning that they 

move their network onto the SBC platform. 
In sum, synergies between Rainmaking’s offered services appear, boundaries between the 

services blur and the rainmaking ecosystem converges. Nevertheless, also competing 

Accelerators, such as Microsoft Accelerator, extend their value proposition and by nature 

corporate accelerators might provide a better value proposition for startups that aim at 

collaborating with the corporate.  

	

In conclusion, according to Eisenmann, Parker and van Alstyne, (2006), three main 

challenges arise for platforms from the theory. Therefore, platform owners must be aware of 
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them to act accordingly.  First of all, pricing strategies challenge such a platform. Customers 

are price sensitive and one side of the platform has to be subsidized over the other, which is 

important for the cross-side network effects. Moreover, effective strategies must be identified 

in order to act appropriately and accommodate to the dynamics of a platform market. Lastly, 

the platform owner must be aware of threat to be enveloped. They have to take strategic 

action to bypass this challenge (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). The strategic 

moves that should be applied to face the threat of envelopment include, the consideration of 

legal support, building partnerships with established firms and the innovation of the business 

model. 

	

3.3. Business model innovation 
In the following section, the thesis gives an overview of theoretical approaches to business 

models, the connection to strategy and how innovating a business model creates competitive 

advantage. In the first part, the thesis defines the business model and its link to strategy. 

Afterwards, the thesis highlights what the main characteristics and value drivers of a 

business model are. In the third part, the paper outlines challenges and presents tools to 

overcome barriers to business model innovation in incumbent firms. Thus, the thesis 

provides the reader with an in-depth understanding of business model innovation theory. All 

parts of this section are applied to the startup accelerator model of SBC. 

 

3.3.1 From Strategy to Business Model 
As outlined in the previous sections, strategy builds the core of a firm and is necessary to 

define goals and create competitive advantage. It is often seen as a contingent plan of action 

to achieve a specific goal. Thereby, the business model is closely interlinked with the 

strategy showing the way the company operates and creates value for all stakeholders. 

Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010) defines the business model as a reflection of the 

firm’s realized strategy highlighting the importance of the link between the two concepts. The 

business model refers to the logic behind the firm's processes and the way it creates value. 

The strategy on the other side reflects the choice of the business model to position the 

company in the market. Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010) also introduce tactics that 

they describe as the residual choices the firm can employ after the chosen business model.  
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The following figure illustrates the relationship between strategy, business model and tactics. 

It also shows the path dependency and limited set of actions of choosing the strategy, 

business model and essentially tactics. 

	

 
Figure 5: Strategy to Business Models to Tactics (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010) 

	
First of all, strategy concurs with the business model, so that a person from outside can 

observe and recognize the firm's strategy by having a look at its business model 

(Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010). The difference between strategy and business model, 

however, becomes clear when the company's plan of action requires changes in the 

business model in the case of particular unforeseen events take place. Those contingencies 

can be very different in nature and are not under control of the firm like a recession or 

technology advancement in the market. If this happens, the firm's strategy and business 

model no longer concur. The company has a plan on how to change the business model 

according to these contingencies which are part of the strategy. Hence, a business model 

represents the strategy in the current state of economy (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 

2010).  

	

In conclusion, the strategy is not only the selection of a business model; it includes the 

contingent plan which shows how the business model should be adapted and configured, 

depending on the unforeseen events that might occur. The firm's business model is the 

reflection of the realized strategy. The two concepts, though related, are different: a business 

model is the result of the strategy but not the strategy itself (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 

2010). Moreover, it highlights the path dependency, which occurs when choosing a specific 
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business model because the choices are limited within the boundaries of the chosen model. 

Therefore, a company can only use tactics that are in the range of the particular model. Only 

a business model change and innovation can broaden the choices and give the company the 

chance to compete in another way.  
 

In reflection of the theory introduced by Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart (2010), the strategy 

of SBC focuses on building regional startup accelerators with specific industry verticals. 

Thereby, it supports the acceleration of startups through the connection to business partners, 

execution of mentor programs, other complementary services and investment in the venture. 

This strategy limits the choice of the business model. It therefore cannot act as a venture 

capitalist focusing on later stage startups beyond the seed stage only focusing on a return on 

investment or as a consultancy taking fees for enhancing the solutions of the startup. It rather 

focuses on early stage investments with a hands on approach to support the founding team 

in developing its solution.  
There are, however, residual choices that SBC can use to differentiate its model in the 

market. These tactics include e.g. how big the equity stake in the startups is, which criteria 

for the selection are important and the design of the program. The close inter-linkage 

between the strategy, business model and the residual choices can also be observed in the 

case of SBC. 
External contingencies can also be found in the accelerator market. Over the last couple of 

years there has been a boom in the innovation activities of bigger corporates and other 

organizations to enter the accelerator market (F6s, 2016). Often a strategic focus was 

lacking and the pressure on already existing accelerators becomes inherent. The flooded 

market and thus, the increased competition pushes the boundaries of the business model 

(Farcet, 2017; Goubert, 2017). Consequently, other services and revenues streams are 

added or the content of the business model changes. These external contingencies lead to a 

change in the market. Observations in the US market show that the American accelerators 

already focus on more mature startups since the ecosystems have developed over time and 

more educated entrepreneurs enter the market (Dierkes, 2017). 
In the accelerator market in general, there was not much innovation activities in the last 

years since the first models were introduced. So, a contingent plan to change the business 

model in response to external events is often not conceptualized. This paper analyses which 

dynamic capabilities are needed to be flexible and react to the market needs. The choice of 

business model and its limiting factors can be seen at different accelerator models. So, e.g. 

taking no equity limits the revenue model. Therefore, business model innovation is an 
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important tool to change the current setup and open other opportunities. Tailoring the offer to 

the needs of the market can lead to a differentiating competitive strategy in order to secure 

long-term competitiveness. 

	

3.3.2. Definition of Business Model 
Chesbrough (2010) states, that the value proposition of a company is reflected and brought 

to the clients through the business model. Thereby, it decomposes the different elements of 

the organization and uncovers the relevant market segments and customer channels. In the 

center of the business model is the value proposition provided for the customers. 

Additionally, it defines the structure of the value chain, how the processes and resources flow 

and which cost structure as well as revenues streams support the model (Chesbrough H. W., 

2010). The business model further depicts, which position the organization has within the 

network of stakeholders and it reflects the competitive strategy of the firm (Chesbrough H. 

W., 2010; Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010).  

In line with the previous characterizations, Amit and Zott (2012) define the business model as 

a system of interdependent as well as interconnected activities. It shows the value creation 

and operations of the company within its network of actors. Therefore, the business model 

reflects an activity system which accommodate market need with all its stakeholders and 

customers (Amit & Zott, 2012). The paper uses Amit and Zott’s (2012) definition of a 

business model to deepen the understanding of the parts it consists of and to build a 

foundation for the analysis in the following parts. 

 
"A business model depicts the content, structure, and governance of transactions designed 

so as to create value through the exploitation of business opportunities."  

(Amit & Zott, 2012, p. 494-495) 

 
This definition includes different theories combining resource-based view, dynamic 

capabilities, virtual markets and many more areas (Amit & Zott, 2012). Thereby, the content 

refers to goods, services or information which are exchanged with the stakeholders and it 

refers to the resources and capabilities required for these processes. The structure reflects 

the actors that are included and how they are connected as well as the way they operate. 

Finally, the governance refers to how information, resources and goods flow and how these 

are controlled by the relevant actors and the incentives of the participants. 
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For this thesis, business model innovation literature was chosen because it helps to 

understand the current business model of SBC and its competitors. In particular, the 

differentiation into content, structure and governance allows to truly analyze strengths and 

weaknesses of SBC's current model and provides a solid basis to examine optimizations and 

changes to the status quo. 
Applied to SBC, the value propositions are divided into two customer groups because it acts 

as a platform. On the startups side, SBC supports the development of the venture. On the 

corporate side, SBC gives big organizations access to the innovation space, a marketing 

platform and collaboration opportunities with startups. Furthermore, SBC’s business model 

uncovers the relationships between the actors and the flow of resources. An overview of the 

business model is shown in figure 7 in the following section. 
In the case of SBC, content refers to the actual program phases. So all interactions with 

either startup or corporates are the provided services of the accelerator platform. SBC 

focuses on the pre-program with the selections days, corporate partner acquisition and the 

SBC team build up and particularly on the actual three-months program with the different 

touching points with startups and corporates. The structure of SBC refers to the position of 

SBC within its network. It acts as a platform and intermediary for both customer groups but 

also in general for the whole startup ecosystem by connecting different mentors, 

complimentary services and events to the platform. The governance therefore, shows that 

SBC is in the center of the platform and distributes resources and exchanges information to 

enhance the outcome for all stakeholders. 
The definition and structure of the different elements of SBC’s business model is essentially 

leading to a better analysis of the case and, based on this, to substantiated 

recommendations. 

	

3.3.3. Importance of business models 
Companies can achieve competitive advantage in different ways. For instance, they can 

enhance their capabilities and develop resources to increase their competitive position. 

Furthermore, the organizations can improve their strategic positioning in their respective  

market by taking a Porterian industry differentiation to increase the competitiveness (Porter, 

1980).  
Regardless of the approach, being innovative is a crucial way to improve a company’s 

competitive position. In particular, most companies do substantial investment in their 

research and development department to create radical or incremental product, service as 

well as process innovation. This can lead to increased revenue. However, these investments 
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are very resource consuming and the outcome and value of these innovations stay uncertain 

(Amit & Zott, 2012). Hence, single product, process or service innovation is not the key to a 

sustained competitive advantage. Business model becomes therefore, the core tool to 

achieve that goal. 
 

Firms understand the competition dynamics, but in order to create and capture value, 

business model innovation is a crucial way to compete differently (Casadesus-Masanell & 

Ricart, 2010). Especially in fast changing environments and growing markets, the business 

model can be seen as a strategic asset, which is not easy to copy by competitors and is in 

line with the Resource-Based View of Barney (1991). This differentiation not only increases 

the customer value by targeting a specific audience, but also can introduce new concepts 

into the market resulting in a first mover advantage. This secure rents, build up an innovative 

brand and attract more quality customers. 
In sum, business model innovation, therefore, is a source for disrupting and truly innovating 

the market. For this reason, researchers and managers analyze efficient ways on how to 

bring value through business model innovation. 

	

The importance of the business model is observable in the accelerator market. Since the 

introduction of the first accelerators models in the USA in 2007, no major innovation in terms 

of the business model was occurred in the market. The accelerators follow comparable 

structures, contents and governance to their competitors. The startup ecosystems in 

developed locations, however, got more mature and differ in needs, so the founders of these 

organization feel pressure to innovate and adapt to new market settings. The business model 

is thereby the driving force of differentiation. Thus, theoretical implications from that stream 

of literature mean that SBC and other accelerators need to focus on the business model to 

create value and find the right niche to secure the market position within a market.  

 

3.3.4. The activity system and its innovation 
The innovation of the business model – the activity system – is beneficial for a company. It 

offers the opportunity to exploit an under-utilized future value within this system to 

strengthens the competitive advantage (Amit & Zott, 2012). In addition to that, it is very hard 

for a competitor to imitate and to adapt to a completely new business model. Instead, new 

product or service innovations are mostly easy to copy, although they seem to increase 

revenue in the first place. Moreover, according to Amit and Zott (2012), companies must pay 

attention to threats outside their own industry due to the fact that new emergent competitors 
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come from adjacent markets. Hence, companies have to be aware of constant business 

model innovation as a strategy from other players.  

In summary, this shows that the engagement in business model innovation is necessary and 

an incredibly powerful tool to stay ahead of the competition. A study, conducted by the 

Economist Intelligence Unit, supports this statement and notices the relevance for executives 

of companies. Around 54% from 4000 participants acknowledged that business model 

innovation is the leading source of sustained competitive advantage compared to the 

innovation of products and services (Franklin, 2005).  

 

Pohle and Chapman (2006) conducted a study in which a chief executive officer describes 

und underlines the growing significance of business model innovation due to the increased 

competitive pressure within the market: 

 
Business model innovation can create entirely new market according to Amit and Zott (2012). 

Moreover, it allows the firms to develop and capitalize on opportunities within existent 

markets. In their paper, Amit and Zott (2012) developed and clustered three interlinked ways 

to innovate their activity system. These three ways refer to the content, structure and 

governance of the company’s activity system. 

First of all, the content of the business model refers to the activities which are carried out by 

the actors within the activity system. Removing or adding novel activities to that system 

would consequently change the content and innovate the business model (Amit & Zott, 

2012). 

Secondly, the structure of business model refers to the way the different activities are linked 

with each other and in which order they are executed. Changing this structure by linking the 

various activities in a new way can innovate the business model as well (Amit & Zott, 2012). 

Lastly, the governance of the business model refers to the different stakeholders and players 

within an activity system. Changing and adding new actors that execute and are involved in 

the different activities can bring business model innovation (Amit & Zott, 2012). 
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Content, structure and governance are the three elements, which define the business model 

of a firm. Amit and Zott (2012) also highlight, that they are highly interdependent, which 

means that if one of the elements is changed, it can influence the others. So for example, 

changing the content can have effects on the structure and also the governance of the 

activity system and vice versa (Amit & Zott, 2012). Therefore, the change of one of the three 

elements can have such a big influence that the entire business model is changed (Amit & 

Zott, 2012). 

	

3.3.4.1 Value drivers for value creation 

As mentioned above, identifying the appropriate business model is a crucial element for a 

firm’s future success in a competitive market. Amit and Zott (2012) outlined four different 

value drivers which increase the chances of a successful innovation of the activity system – 

novelty, lock-in, complementarities and efficiency. These factors increase the value creation 

of the business model increasing the competitive advantage (Amit & Zott, 2012). In the 

following section these four value drivers and their effects are outlined. 

 

Firs of all, the degree of innovation that is reflected by the activity system is described as 

novelty. The higher the degree of novelty, the greater is the innovativeness of the entire 

business model (Amit & Zott, 2012). This is often seen as the major part of innovations 

introduced into the market, but also the most intangible one and hard to measure. New to the 

market innovation in business models like an adoption of a business model of another 

industry can increase the value creation for all stakeholders. 
Secondly, a strong lock-in exists when the business model generates switching costs or 

increase the incentives for participants to stay within the activity system. A lock-in is a 

powerful mechanism to build a customer base and earn higher profits due to higher switching 

costs and also the sale of complementary products or services (Amit & Zott, 2012).  

Complementarities are another value driver that enhances the value of a business model due 

to the increase of the interdependencies between the different activities which are executed 

(Amit & Zott, 2012). The offer of complementary products or services to the customer base of 

an established activity system increases the value of the total product and service portfolio. 

These complementarities build a crucial element in platform business models which are 

described in previous sections. 

Lastly, efficiency is the value driver which reflects the cost saved through the created 

interconnections of the activities within the business model (Amit & Zott, 2012). Therefore, 

interaction channels and logistics play a crucial role for the efficiency of a company. 
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Optimizing these processes and a differentiation can lead to a competitive edge (Amit & Zott, 

2012). 

	

In addition to the four value drivers, the synergies between them are also influential. For 

instance, a complementary product can, combined with a high degree of novelty, have 

significant effects to the business model. Additionally, the company’s value drivers have an 

impact on its revenue model (Amit & Zott, 2012). For this reason, it is crucial to examine the 

future revenue model before implementing the new activity system (Amit & Zott, 2012). 

	

Using the four value drivers of Amit and Zott (2012) is truly helpful to understand the 

important elements of the current business model. The theory comes with plenty of insights 

how a business model innovation could look like from a theoretical point of view, when 

applying it to the case of SBC.  

The novelty degree of SBC’s activity system is not that high as it was build on the idea of 

TechStars and since then there were no major adaptations to the model (Farcet, 2017). 

However, knowledge and skills were acquired to execute the program more efficiently due to 

cumulated learnings and insights. Thus, incremental innovations were applied to make the 

operations more efficiently. 
The lock-in value driver with SBC is separated into the two customer groups. First, corporate 

partners are locked-into innovation consultancies of SBC, as they have previously 

collaborated with SBC. They also committed themselves to participate in three SBCs over 

three years, so the learnings and outcomes of the collaboration are higher. Startups, on the 

other side, bond themselves to SBC, as SBC becomes stakeholder in every participating 

Startup holding 6-8% equity. Therefore, SBC becomes an active part in the company from 

the point of investment.  
In the case of SBC, the current complementarities include in particular the mentorship 

program. Mentors are an essential part for the development of the startup because it guides 

the founding team with relevant input from experts within a specific field. Moreover, the 

different workshops and company collaborations are also complementarities to provide the 

startups with the appropriate skills and resources in order to accelerate their growth. 
In the current model the interaction between the stakeholders and SBC are not very efficient. 

SBC rather focuses on the startup side and puts lots of efforts to bring every founding team 

on the appropriate level for further execution. This requires a lot of resources and core task 

like e.g. the connection of startups with the corporate partners for business development 
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opportunities gets deprioritized due to time lacks. Increasing the efficiency might be a source 

of gaining competitive advantage for SBC. 
 

Amit and Zott (2012), therefore, highlight that both, corporate managers and startup 

founders, must embrace and consider the innovation of the whole business model instead of 

product and process innovation. This change can create completely new revenue streams 

and take advantage of untapped opportunities, in ways an aging business model cannot 

(Amit & Zott, 2012). This process can yet be very complex and challenging because it effects 

other parts of the activity system. 

So all in all, the activity system or business model of a company is subdivided into the 

following elements: content, structure and governance (Amit & Zott, 2012). Using the value 

drivers, namely lock-in, complementarities, novelty or efficiency, companies can support their 

business model innovation process.  

	

3.3.5. Incumbent firms and business model innovation 
Business model innovation is a toolkit to generate a competitive advantage. The importance 

for incumbent firms is apparent because they need to keep track with emerging firms and 

new technologies. 
Chesbrough (2010) states that a company with an average technology embedded in aen 

excellent business model can be more important and valuable than an excellent technology 

without a proper business model to make use of it. Therefore, the business model becomes 

crucial for the company when engaging in technology innovation. Otherwise, competitors can 

outperform the innovator by developing a more appropriate activity system supporting the 

innovation (Chesbrough H. W., 2010). Hence, the technology innovation by itself has no 

value for business and can only bring value once it is commercialized. Thus, both, Amit and 

Zott (2012) and Chesbrough (2010), underline that the engagement in business model 

innovation is crucial for every company, since the advantages of an innovated activity system 

can be bigger in comparison to developing new products or technologies. 

However, the business model innovation process must not be radical in order to create 

substantial impacts on the company’s success. Although this innovation process can disrupt 

entire markets and let firms discover completely new opportunities in existing networks, 

business model innovation can be more of an incremental nature (Amit & Zott, 2012). 

Therefore, incremental innovation of the business model can increase the competitive 

advantage and strategic positioning resulting in the earning of higher profits. Hence, there is 

the possibility to change a firm’s entire business model simply by changing one of the 
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activities, e.g. adding or removing content to the current business model (Amit & Zott, 2012). 

This shows how important it is that companies need to develop the capability to innovate 

business models (Chesbrough H. W., 2010). 

	

3.3.5.1. Difficulties when innovating business models 

Business model innovation in incumbent firms often faces problems. For instance, there is a 

lack of the necessary structure and processes in most companies, when it comes to 

business model innovation. Moreover, there is often a strong shared sense-making within 

companies towards technological innovation.  
According to Massa and Tucci (2014), there are two types of business model innovation. The 

first and original sense describes the creation of business models for new ventures like in the 

foundation of startups. This is called business model design. However, most organizations 

are already established and therefore, business models need to be reconfigured. This 

business model reconfiguration describes the whole development within incumbent firms 

when establishing new and changing old organizational activities, processes as well as 

resources in order to create new business models (Massa & Tucci, 2013). This process 

generally creates tensions within incumbent firm resulting in challenges for the organization. 

These challenges derive from the organizational change and include a diversity of values, 

organizational inertia and also path dependency that the actors of incumbent firms might 

face. Though, they do not exist in new organizations when engaging in business model 

design (Massa & Tucci, 2013). 

 

According to Bouchinkhi and Kimberly (2003), The reconfiguration of business models in 

incumbent firms, and so their innovation, brings the risk for an organization to fall into the 

identity trap (Bouchikhi & Kimberly, 2003). Larger and established organizations have a 

particular way of thinking that limit their options for strategic moves when the environment 

changes. Further research on this topic by Chesbrough (2006) supports this finding. The 

dominant logic trap reinforces the way an organization thinks how processes work and they 

interact with their environment. This can help organization to cope with complex or chaotic 

situations by giving the right direction of what is relevant and what is not (Chesbrough H. W., 

2010). Yet, the dominant logic prevents the organizations to recognize crucial opportunities 

outside this logic and limits the potential of more strategic options (Chesbrough H. , 2006).   

Furthermore, Chesbrough (2010) identifies two barriers for incumbent firms when engaging 

in business model innovation. First of all, there is the cognitive barrier, which describes the 

lack of understanding of the potential of new technologies and services that do not fit the 
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existing business model of the firm. The responsible actors within the activity system do not 

envision the value and opportunities that evolve with new business models. The reason for 

the existence of this barrier is the logic, which predominates within the organization 

(Chesbrough H. W., 2010). Secondly, there is the structural barrier, which describes the 

misalignment of current resources, processes and capability of the organization when 

introducing the new business model. New processes and assets must be created in order to 

accommodate the new structures accordingly (Chesbrough H. W., 2010).  

	

In reflection of the theory, SBC is an incumbent firm which already has an established 

business model. Therefore, business model reconfiguration is the appropriate tool to adapt to 

new market contingencies. Such an implementation requires a change in mindset, but more 

importantly a change of strategy. Organizational inertia is only faced by the management and 

founders of SBC since a program is changed every three years and might not be postponed. 

Although, there are decreasing returns and not many startup unicorns out of the accelerator 

programs, the general model is working quite well. So a need for innovation is not ultimately 

seen and the pressure is not too high yet. For that reason a radical change or the 

introduction of a new business model faces problems when it is implemented for the team 

and structures of the current SBC.  
The dominant logic plays also an important role in the accelerator market and its related 

problems. As the business model of SBC had no major changes since its invention, all 

stakeholders within the accelerator platform face a cognitive barrier. Although the 

management of SBC like Alex Farcet has recognised the problems, other stakeholder like 

program teams and their managing director, mentors and particularly corporates just adapted 

to the current model. So a new business model can lead to inflexibility and hesitation to 

change the behavior. 
Structural problems are also inherent, since all resources, flows and services are directed 

towards the current business model. A small change in this complex system can not only 

face problems, but can be limited by the time and actors need to change their processes as 

well as resource allocations. 
In sum, the chosen literature is a valuable input factor for this thesis as it provides a 

theoretical basis and outlines the theoretical problems arising when changing the business 

model in an incumbent firm like SBC, e.g. facing a change in mindset, organizational inertia 

and new adaption of processes and capabilities. 
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3.3.5.2. Solutions to overcome these barriers 

The process of experimentation, effectuation and the determined leadership in the 

organizational change is required to overcome the structural and the cognitive barriers. 

Chesbrough (2010) highlights three activities that enable companies to bypass these 

barriers. 
First of all, if an organization engages in the business model reconfiguration, it becomes 

crucial  that there is a change which is also carried by the employees within the organization 

(Chesbrough H. W., 2010). Hence, giving responsibilities to the employees for 

experimentation and change are the important factors of the business model innovation 

process. Moreover, the experimentation process by itself plays a key role to bypass the 

structural and cognitive barriers (Chesbrough H. W., 2010). The process of discovery in 

order to obtain accumulated learnings from both, failure and success, is crucial part of the 

experimentation process and will help companies to uncover new and beneficial business 

models. Finally, the construction of business model maps helps the involved stakeholders to 

identify the fundamental processes of the company. This business model map can be used 

as an experimentation tool by the stakeholders in order to generate different versions of the 

processes demonstrated in the map  (Chesbrough H. W., 2010). In the following figure, 

Osterwalder (2004) breaks down the business model into nine distinctive points illustrating 

such a map. 

 
Figure 6: The business model map (Osterwalder, 2004 in Chesbrough, 2010) 
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The following business model map shows the different actors and activities of the current 

business model of SBC. It also underlines that two sided markets have distinct user groups. 

In the case of SBC, startups and corporates. 

 

 

 

 

 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

 

 

 

In summary, when an incumbent company engages in business model innovation and 

therefore reconfiguration, it will face different challenges and also barriers to the innovation 

process. The barriers that by Chesbrough (2010) presented, can be tackled by using various 

tools, like the integration of business model maps, sense-making leadership and iterative 

experimentation cycles. 

	  

Figure 7: The business model map in the case of SBC 
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 4. Interview Data 

The interview data part summarizes the findings from our interviews that we conducted with 

different parties being our case study partner, other accelerators, corporates and startups. 

The summaries’ structure follows the interview guides, which can be found in the appendix. 

We want to stress that the following results only introduce the key points for each interview. 

In the analysis part of this thesis, we will further elaborate on the most relevant insights we 

gained from the interview. 

	

4.1. Case Study Partner 
The results section starts with the findings from our two-hour interview with Alex Farcet, Co-

Founder of Startupbootcamp. 

	

4.1.1. Startupbootcamp, Alex Farcet, Co-Founder 
Due to the high importance for this thesis, we conducted an in-depth interview with Alex 

Farcet, Co-Founder of Startupbootcamp, on the 10th of March 2017 from 10am until 12pm in 

Copenhagen. The overall interview setting was focused and no major interruptions occurred. 

The focus of the interview was to understand the business model, the challenges of SBC and 

the general market conditions. The functionality of the accelerator model is described in the 

case description. In this section, we highlight the statements of Alex Farcet regarding the 

challenges and market conditions. 

	

The strategy of SBC is to be vertically focused with a global footprint. So, SBC builds 

accelerators models in multiple ecosystems around the world. That is how SBC differentiates 

itself from other accelerator models. As an accelerator, SBC does not compete on money 

because the initial investment is rather small. The vertical focus is the differentiating factor 

and they spend years recruiting the best corporate partners, managing directors and mentors 

that are just focused on that vertical. 
The value proposition for corporates is access to external innovation and they do not know 

how to be entrepreneurial. Big companies still spend ten times more on research and 

development compared to what it is on venture capital. The innovation life cycles become 

shorter and it has never been so easy and cheap to build a startup and disrupt an entire 

industry. Corporates are aware of that and want to bring some of that startup DNA back to 

their established company. They also engage in SBC because they are attracted by other 

partners; two corporates actually ended up collaborating. There are still lots of others that 
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engage because of the marketing and PR. The corporates want to show their openness to 

innovation. Moreover, some of the corporate partners invest in the program and want a stake 

of the company.  
However, there are a lot of problems with corporates and startups. The most frequent 

complaint is that SBC does not find enough startups that perfectly meet the corporate’s need. 

SBC does not run single corporate accelerators and can tailor every startup to one corporate. 

There is also a lack of corporate interaction. SBC offers a variety of services and the majority 

of the corporates hardly engages. The brand and the money is not enough for a partnership, 

allocating time and human resources is crucial for really benefitting from the program. 

	

Furthermore, setting up a new SBC program requires huge organization efforts for the 

operations team and the MD. The program is on a tight schedule and it needs a lot of 

organization and resources to conduct a successful batch. In particular, with the startups, 

there are a lot of touch points e.g. setting up the firm, organizing workshops, continueing 

events and many more. The corporate side has almost no touch points with most of the 

partners. They interact only for the selection day and in the end of the demo day. Both sides 

are out of balance. 

	

Startup accelerators are a huge trend and there are hundreds of them. In particular, 

developed startup ecosystems in Europe and North America are flooded with programs. SBC 

also uses this trend to sell it to corporates, but they are well-positioned for it. Competition 

increased over the last years but it is not a threat, according to Alex Farcet. Other 

competitors just create so much noise. The very best startup founders always have options. 

Attracting and convincing them to join SBC, becomes very difficult. 
Therefore, Alex Farcet sees the need for innovation in order to offer a good solution for both, 

startups and corporates. Being competitive, showing SBC’s track record and having the best 

network is only one side to attract the very best entrepreneurs. Constantly innovating is the 

other side. The connection and building synergies between corporates and startups is crucial 

to provide value. 

	

4.1.2. Startupbootcamp, Sabine VanderLinden, Managing Director 
We conducted the interview with Sabine VanderLinden, Managing Director at 

Startupbootcamp Insurtech London, on the 7th of April 2017 from 12:30pm until 1pm. The 

overall interview setting was focused and no major interruptions occurred. 
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The mission of SBC InsurTech in London is becoming the nexus between corporates 

wanting to innovate and startup which want to work with corporates. SBC has established a 

huge network as well as a valuable brand and reputation within the industries.  
The value proposition for corporates consists of three factors. First, scouting and selection of 

startups is an important part to understand the market and give advice on which strategy 

corporates should focus. Secondly, real engagement with more piloting like e.g. proof of 

concepts between the corporates and the startups is essential part of SBC and the resulting 

opportunities to invest in those startups. The third factor is an innovation program to provide 

added services to help the partners getting insights and implementing new innovation 

strategies. The value proposition for startups is getting access to the corporate partner 

portfolio and the related network as well as investors. SBC London has in particular 

partnered with over 30 brands within the insurance sector, which is a huge advantage for 

startups to engage. The learning and coaching is also important, but most startups see the 

value only in retrospective because it is not tangible and visible before applying for a 

program. 

	

In the pre-program it is necessary to select the best startups to show the ability of SBC 

knowing the market. Scouting and trend analysis become an important part of it. Within the 

three-months program, there is a high resource demand because the program is very labor 

intense and huge operations during the program are difficult without the manpower. The tight 

time schedule also increases dependability. Relationships with other services and partners 

need to be put in contracts and tighten up the long-term cooperations. A loose network is not 

that reliable and can result in bottlenecks.  
In the post-program phase, SBC organizes the alumni network, hackathons and other events 

to deepen the relationship between corporates and startups. In particular for corporates, SBC 

offers an innovation program to fulfil their needs for external innovation. For startups, there is 

always help for fundraising and introduction to the network of SBC. 

	

The competition is getting intense because there are a lot of other players within the market. 

However, the InsurTech SBC is leading the space with the particular industry vertical in 

Europe. In the USA Plug & Play is a big competitor because they have a big corporate 

partner portfolio and a huge network. Another problem arises due to other competitor 

programs that take no equity. It gets difficult to attract the very best startups because they 

are mostly more mature. Therefore, the standard deal is hindering the best deal flow. Ideally, 
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the startups should be more mature due to the industry dynamics. Startups which are just 

before the series A funding are the best fitting for the program. Big corporates are not willing 

to cooperate with very early stage founders because they cannot provide the necessary 

structure and stability to implement the products and services they offer.  

	

According to Sabine VanderLinden continuously innovating and adding services over the 

years is essential to stay relevant for corporate sponsors. SBC needs to implement new, 

innovative processes and change their business model accordingly. An example for an 

innovation need is the demo day. It is just a celebration but brings almost no value for the 

startups. Another example for an innovation is the innovation program of SBC. Showing 

corporate how to do innovation by themselves can be an element of this. Building own 

corporate startups and incorporating new products and services is a need all corporate 

partners have.  

	

4.2. Accelerators 
In the following, we present the insights we gained from our interviews with three leading 

accelerators being Axel Springer Plug and Play, TechStars and Microsoft Accelerator. As all 

of them use a slightly different approach but undoubtedly are defined as accelerators, the 

findings are highly relevant to answer the research question. The findings are similar 

structured to the accelerator interview guide that can be found in the appendix. 

	

4.2.1. Axel Springer Plug and Play, Daniel Dierkes, Investment, Partnership and 
Portfolio Manager 
We conducted the interview with Daniel Dierkes, Investment, Partnership and Portfolio 

Manager at Axel Springer Plug and Play, on the 17th March 2017 from 10am until 11am in 

Berlin. The overall interview setting was focused and no major interruptions occurred. 

	

The Axel Springer Plug and Play accelerator was founded in 2013. It has two shareholders, 

Axel Springer as the media group on the one side and Plug & Play as a Silicon Valley based 

investor on the other side. Thereby, it combines the conventional corporate side with a tech 

focused investor.  
Other than most corporate accelerators Axel Springer Plug and Play focuses on hard 

investment measures like the return on investment. Its main mission is to foster 

entrepreneurship and create revenue from it. The accelerator has no strategic focus and 
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pressure from Axel Springer SE, it rather tries to select startups where their network can 

leverage the development of the new ventures. Next to the traditional revenue through the 

return on investment, Axel Springer Plug and Play has also a corporate partner program. It 

helps bigger organizations to generate new business models and ideas through the 

connection to its startup portfolio. 

	

The main assets and competencies of the accelerator are the open and broad investment 

criteria, no focus on industry verticals, and the backing of multiple corporates. The value 

proposition for startups is not the cash investment but rather the acceleration through 

leveraging of the network like investors, mentors (over 300 in their network) and their B2B 

contacts. The huge network and the Silicon Valley presence help the accelerator to attract 

corporates and startups. 
The pre-program has its own application form and does not use F6S (a central application 

platform for accelerators). It is followed by an internal review with investors, corporate 

partners, tech experts & entrepreneurs. The selection criteria are not focused on hard facts 

because it is too early stage. The team is most important for the success and how the 

network of Axel Springer Plug and Play is valuable and relevant for the development of the 

startup. The stage is not that important and startups can also be at the idea stage. The 

program itself is a three-months program and does not vary too much from other models. 

Daniel Dierkes points out that it is hard to design because of the different stages. So for 

instance the workshops are difficult to tailor to the different needs. 
Within the program the pitch training is very valuable as well as mentor days with intensive 

input. In the end the demo day is a big event and it shifted to a celebration rather than finding 

follow up investments. Furthermore, the team of the accelerator help startups finding the right 

finance strategy which help them in the long term roadmap. The work during the program is 

very much on the startup side. Corporates are only involved in update meetings and pitch 

sessions. Corporates are more included in the selection days. 
In the post-program, startups have less contact due to time lack and team size. They have to 

do reporting duties and get support e.g. the team helps with fundraising afterwards. The 

corporate partners commit to a long term relationship and stay for years.  

	

Daniel Dierkes describes the accelerator market conditions as crowded. In particular in 

Germany new accelerators come up. More than 50% of DAX companies in Germany have 

own accelerator programs. But there is a change in focus: accelerators try to get more B2B 

corporations and connect them with startups to accelerate the development. In America, the 
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market is more developed in that sense. For instance, startups get higher investments, are 

rather mature and go into the seed investment stage. Therefore, Daniel Dierkes also sees a 

need for innovation. Accelerators should focus more on seed funding and development to 

satisfy more mature startups. So they can get more leverage from network and executes 

more pilots because corporate partners cannot implement too early ideas and unstable 

technologies.  

	

4.2.2. TechStars, Brian Daly, European Marketing Manager 
We conducted the interview with Brian Daly, European Marketing Manager at TechStars, on 

the 21st of March 2017 from 11am until 12pm in Berlin. The overall interview setting was 

focused and no major interruptions occurred. 

	

TechStars was one of the first accelerator models ever invented. In 2006, it was introduced 

in the USA in Boulder. Since then, it has been growing and is now one of the most important 

and biggest brands for accelerators.  
TechStars mission is focused on supporting ecosystems and entrepreneurs to succeed, 

whereat diversity is an important factor. Thereby, it is not against Silicon Valley but pro 

everywhere else from a location point of view. TechStars business model has three parts. 

The first includes ecosystem development like organizing startup weekends, conducting the 

startup digest and selling those activities to governments, corporates and public 

organizations. They also raise their own funds to do startup investments and cover the 

operational cost of the accelerator programs. The return on investment is a large revenue 

and TechStars has incentives to make their shareholders successful. The third part of the 

business model in doing corporate partnerships accelerator programs with single partners 

e.g. Disney, Metro, Barclays, Nike and also consortiums like in Paris with Reno, Total, and 

other French companies. They conduct one program per year with 10 companies, selected 

out of 800 applications. The startups get 20.000€ initial investment and a convertible loan of 

100.000€ at the end. The program is structured into three parts. Firstly, there is the mentor 

“madness” in which the startups get as much feedback and input as possible to develop their 

ideas and ventures. Afterwards, there is a focus on execution and progress of the startups 

and in the last part, the preparation for the demo day and the presentation skills are 

enhanced. 
The selection criteria for startups include most importantly the team and then also the track 

of records as well as the market. TechStars usually does not accept idea stage founders 

because a certain level of maturity is necessary for corporates to interact with them and they 



	
	

70	

get the most out of the program if they are later stage. The biggest value for a startup is the 

hard deadline because it pushes the team to focus and build a product in a short time. 
Corporates engage in the program because they feel the pressure to innovate due to shorter 

innovation life cycles. If corporations work with startups, it forces them to change their 

structures, processes and their cultures. This results in innovation and that is of huge value 

for big corporates. Companies that only want to participate because of the PR and marketing 

effect, TechStars is not interested to partner with them. 

	

The competition in the market gets more intense, but most accelerators offer no value for 

either corporates or startups. According to Brian Daly the following factors describe the 

competitive advantage of TechStars: Over the years, TechStars invested in over 1000 

companies and have an active alumni network, which connect among each other. So, the 

network is unique and also hard to replicate in a short time. Next to the network of 

corporates, investors and mentors, TechStars has major experience in investing in startups 

and has a valuable brand as well as reputation. A deep interaction and collaboration between 

the startup and the corporates is also important for a successful program. However, 

TechStars is not convinced to give the corporates equity of the startups when they partner. 

There is no great value for a corporate because e.g. a 1% share of a billion-dollar company 

is irrelevant when their own EBIT is already several billions big.  
As other interview partners, Brian Daly also sees the need for innovation. First of all, the 

demo day needs to change because it is only a celebration at the moment and not focused 

on the initial purpose – to meet investors. However, the celebration and also the mentor days 

are the highlights of the program. The second innovation should happen in the post program 

phase. It needs more engagement and collaboration between the startups and corporates. A 

partnership with a bigger corporation is similar to a next round of investment and results in a 

better performance of the startup. 

	

4.2.3. Microsoft Accelerator, Philipp Limburg, Business Analyst 
We conducted the interview with Philipp Limburg, Business Analyst at Microsoft Accelerator 

Berlin, on 9 March 2017 from 10.30am until 12.00am. The overall interview setting was 

focused and no major interruptions occurred. 
The mission of Microsoft Accelerator Berlin is to get access to startups’ technologies and 

lock them into Microsoft technologies, such as Azure and Office 365. The accelerator exists 

since three years and has been among the first corporate accelerators in Berlin. The 

program is organized in four to six month cycles named batches. Startups are selected 
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through actively searching the portfolios of partner VCs, the worldwide network of Microsoft 

and via direct application received through the platform F6S. There is no specific vertical 

selected.  
The accelerator prefers later-stage startups – ideally, with previous funding from VCs. During 

the last years, the Microsoft Accelerator did not change a lot in the business model, but 

Philipp Limburg stresses that there is a need for innovation. For instance, for the upcoming 

batches, the startups can virtually attend the program so that later-stage startups with a 

double-digit number of employees can join the accelerator as well.  
The three-month program with a few exceptions of extensions focuses on improving the 

startups pitching skills so that they can secure further investments from VCs. Mentors and 

workshops lead these workshops. According to Philipp Limburg, the highest value for 

participating startups lies within the post-program phase as the huge corporate network 

allows the startups to get access to the most relevant contacts for them. The post-program 

phase is supported by three other corporate entities next to the accelerator. Firstly, the 

Customer Access Program is a global entity within Microsoft that offers large corporates that 

are customers of Microsoft access to the startup pool of the Microsoft Accelerators. Recently, 

the Customer Access Program and the Microsoft Accelerator organized an event for Nissan, 

which aimed at offering access to Microsoft’s startup portfolio and satisfying the corporate’s 

need for innovation. Moreover, this gives the startups the opportunity to pitch their products 

to corporate C-level executives. Secondly, the Success Management at Microsoft is 

dedicated to guide the Microsoft startups in their subsequent development. Only for 

Germany, up to six Startup Succes Manager take care for that development. Last but not 

least, the Alumni Management organizes events and build a platform to foster exchange 

between Microsoft startups. All three entities mentioned above work hand in hand with the 

accelerator to foster corporate-startup collaboration, further develop the startup and thus, 

increase Azure and Office 365 consumption. 

	

4.3. Corporate Partner 
This section highlights the results we gathered from our interviews with the corporate 

partners of SBC being HERE, Daimler and Kühne + Nagel. The corporate’s insights about 

the program are highly relevant for SBC’s business model, as they finance the program and 

thus, contribute to SBC’s profitable business. The findings’ structure follows the corporate 

interview guide, which can be found in the appendix. 
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4.3.1. HERE, Nicholas Goubert, VP Product 
We conducted the interview with Nicholas Goubert, Vice President Product at HERE, on 17th 

of March 2017 from 9:30am until 10am in Berlin. The overall interview setting was focused 

and no major interruptions occurred. 

	

HERE is a mapping service, originally acquired by Nokia in 2007. It has a central office in 

Berlin and has around 6500 employees. HERE was in personal contact with Alex Farcet and 

they spoke about a possible partnership. Before the program was set up and a managing 

director was hired, HERE agreed to become part of the corporate sponsors and the SBC for 

Travel and Transportation. 
HERE’s intention for engaging in SBC was the close connection to the Berlin startup scene 

and innovation space. In particular, the industry vertical was a decisive factor for HERE in 

order to get access to relevant technologies and trends as well as HERE can help with their 

experience and network. Another factor was the other corporate partners that would be part 

of the program. The exchange between the partners also creates value for corporates. 

Moreover, HERE engages with SBC because of the exposure, PR and marketing effect of 

sponsoring an accelerator program. SBC is the only accelerator, HERE has been engaging 

with so far. 
Nicholas Goubert also became a mentor in the program representing HERE. This 

engagement was much higher than other corporates brought into the program. Although, it 

was hard for Nicholas Goubert to get the time and resources approved because the 

organization did not see immediate value. Therefore, he was the only person fighting for this 

engagement. 

	

Nicholas Goubert highlighted reasons for a successful accelerator program. On the corporate 

side, dedication of time and is key for the outcome of SBC. On the SBC side, the deal flow 

and startup selection must be of high quality in order to attract corporate partners but also 

increase the value of the portfolio. A real fit between the corporate’s need and start-up’s 

technology is crucial for a successful cooperation. Another important factor is the location 

because HERE has its headquarters in Berlin and need the close connection. The brand and 

reputation of SBC as an innovative and successful accelerator also is an asset. Furthermore, 

the mentor program gave both sides benefits when engaging through culture and experience 

exchange. In addition to that, the stage of the startups is very important. If startups are too 

early they do not get started and pivot too much. If startups are too mature, they do not 

benefit from the program because they are already established and cannot use the input.  
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Nicholas Goubert has engaged in more accelerators in the past. An increased competition 

and number of vendors is recognizable in the market. In the contrast to European 

accelerators, American programs are more advanced and professional in operations 

according to Nicholas Goubert. They adapt to the developed ecosystem and also offer seed 

funding. Furthermore, the selection could be improved with SBC. The portfolio is weak and 

has no major success startups. Also the corporate engagement must be fostered, so 

synergies can happen. Some of the startups used the technology of HERE but not the other 

way around. The steady team without much fluctuation is better to cumulate experience and 

in SBC only the MD is stable over time, according to Nicholas.  

	

4.3.2. Daimler, Frank Spennemann, Senior Manager Business Innovation 
We conducted the interview with Frank Spennemann, Senior Manager Business Innovation 

at Daimler AG, on the 28th of March 2017 from 8:30am until 9am via phone. The overall 

interview setting was focused and no major interruptions occurred. 

	

Daimler AG was also part of the Travel & Transportation Startupbootcamp in Berlin. They 

searched for an accelerator program with the transportation vertical to engage with relevant 

startups and innovation leaders. The most important factor for joining SBC was the PR and 

marketing effect and to get a foothold into the startup scene in Berlin. Due to the personal 

contact of Alex Farcet and other corporate partners, Daimler decided to join 

Startupbootcamp. 
In general, Daimler sees the value of an accelerator program but not all of the goals have 

been reached until today. Startup engagement is the key for a successful exchange and 

implementation of new technologies. However, Daimler could not spend enough resources 

as there needs to be in order to create such value and collaboration. It was due to the lack of 

the right fit between the business models and stage of the startup and the strategic focus of 

Daimler. Startups were too early to really implement the technologies. For the organization, it 

is also important to select the right location. The headquarters of Daimler are in Stuttgart, so 

it was hard for employees to engage with the startups and the accelerator on a regular basis 

because it would have used too much resources. So Daimler interacted only during the 

selection days and afterwards at the demo day. The selections days are very valuable and 

insightful according to Frank Spennemann, so Daimler could get an overview of market 

trends and relevant technologies. This is also a core competency of SBC. 
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Daimler sees a need for innovation in the post program phase. A sustainable engagement 

and follow up is needed to collaborate and really create value for all the stakeholders. 

Location is an important factor to consider when engaging in such a program. For that 

reason, Daimler also partnered with Axel Springer Plug and Play and other corporates like 

Porsche, HP and the University of Stuttgart to open an own program in Stuttgart which is 

called “Startup Autobahn”. In this way, it is easier to interact with the startups and engage on 

a regular basis. Daimler wants to find out how to incorporate new technologies and are in the 

discovery phase which formats could be the best. However, according to Daimler the price of 

the programs is appropriate for the value they get. 

	

4.3.3. Kühne + Nagel, Marc Strolz, VP Corporate Development 
We conducted the interview with Marc Strolz, Vice President Corporate Development at 

Kühne + Nagel, on 4th of April 2017 from 2:00pm until 2:30pm. The overall interview setting 

was focused and no major interruptions occurred. 

	

Kühne+ Nagel’s intention for the engagement was that they wanted to interact with the 

startup scene. They had no contact with startups before but Kühne + Nagel saw the need of 

this engagement for transformation and innovation activities to stay competitive. The options 

were to start an own accelerator program or to sponsor an established program. The 

essential part of the sponsoring was to bring external innovation into the company with 

startup collaborations. 

	

The decisive factors for SBC were the initial team and their experience with the necessary 

skills to understand the transportation market and the startup scene. Next to SBC’s good 

track record within Europe, the price of the sponsorship is much lower than an own program.  
SBC has major advantages compared to other programs. The network within the startup 

scene to get the best startup selection was essential to engage with the program. The other 

corporate partners and the exchange with them is really important for Kühne + Nagel. 

Moreover, the different event during the program give good insights and collaboration 

opportunities for the corporates with the startups.  
Kühne + Nagel engage deeply with the program e.g. in the selection days and they have a 

dedicated person who is responsible for SBC on the corporate partner side. According to 

Marc Strolz, the company established two partnerships with startups of the program. 
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Marc Strolz highlighted also problems and disadvantages with SBC. First of all, SBC needs a 

better value proposition for corporates and a better key account management. According to 

him, the startups should not be the focus of the program because corporates are the paying 

customers. There is a trade off between the both user groups and their preferences.  
Moreover, the selection process needs to be excellent in order to get the best startups, so 

the quality of startups is crucial for the success of the collaborations and also the program. 

The relevance of startups, stage and the strategic focus must fit with the corporates, 

otherwise there is no benefit in engaging with SBC. In particular, the stage of the startups is 

most of the times to early which means bigger corporations cannot implement ideas or not 

mature technologies. Piloting is therefore only possible if there is a more mature products 

and startups.  
Furthermore, the demo day has low relevance due to the character of this event. It is a good 

celebration but nothing more. Marc Strolz (2017) also highlighted that SBC needs more 

professionalism in operations and organization. In comparison with American accelerators 

SBC lacks behind with their capabilities. The market is very crowded and there are too many 

programs fighting for startups.  The scope is mostly too broad so it results in a bottleneck for 

startups. A differentiation strategy is needed for the accelerator programs to attract better 

startups. It is essential to provide more engagement and collaboration possibilities between 

startups and corporates. 

	

4.4. Startups 
As this thesis uses the case of SBC, we conducted interviews with both parties that 

participate in the program being the corporates and the startups. In this section, we present 

the results we gathered from interviews with the startups, namely Coronect, MediLad and 

Travis Events. All summaries are structured in line with the startup interview guide, which 

can be found in the appendix. 

	

4.4.1. Coronect, Norman Krüger, CEO 
We conducted the interview with Norman Krüger, CEO of Coronect, on 16 March from 4pm 

to 4.30pm. The overall interview setting was focused and no major interruptions occurred. 

 

Coronect participated in SBC program Digital Health, which started in November 2016 in 

Berlin. The reputation of SBC – in particular that it has been rated the best accelerator in the 
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world in 2014 – was the main driver to apply for SBC. As Krüger points out, coronect decided 

to participate in SBC during the selection days with in-depth interviews with approx. 70 

mentors – the quality and engagement of the mentors truly impressed the founders of 

coronect. During the program, startups differed in terms of the maturity. For instance, one 

startup started with an idea, whereas another one already made millions in revenue in the 

US and used the SBC program in Berlin to kickstart its launch in Germany. However, roughly 

¾ of the workshops have been relevant for coronect. Coronect met C-level emloyees of 

Philipps Germany and Sanovi to discuss the relevance of their product for the corporates. 

Although they were willing to advise, Krüger had the overall perception that the corporates 

were not willing to collaborate. On the final demo day there have been less valuable persons 

than expected. Out of the 300 to 400 people only a few of them were actual business angels 

or investors from VCs. In sum, coronect sent out three pitch decks to visitors of the final 

demo day. 
 

4.4.2. MediLad, Hajnalka Hejja, Founder 
We conducted the interview with Hajnalka Hejja, Founder of MediLad, on 14 March from 1pm 

until 1.30pm. The overall interview setting was focused and no major interruptions occurred. 

 

Like Coronect, MediLad participated in SBC program Digital Health, which started in 

November 2016 in Berlin. The truly international setup of SBC and the industry-focused 

programs were decisive factors to apply for SBC. Hejja perceives the 6% equity as a lot that 

MediLad has to give to SBC. She argues that it is a risky decision, as one cannot know 

before the program if the benefits of the program will surpass the equity given to SBC. For 

MediLad this has been the case and the mentor network became the most valuable part of 

SBC’s value proposition. In the first week of the program, MediLad won one of its mentors as 

an investor. This culminated into a close collaboration during the whole program and Hejja 

was truly impressed by the experience and industry-knowledge that they got access to. As a 

consequence of the progress made throughout the program, two other business angels 

joined MediLad as investors after the end of the program. 

 

4.4.3. Travis Events, Philip Gossman, CEO 
We conducted the interview with Philip Gossman, CEO of Travis Events, on 17 March from 

3pm until 3.30pm. The overall interview setting was focused and no major interruptions 

occurred. 
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Travis events participated in the Smart Transportation and Energy program, which started in 

September 2016 in Berlin. The startup offers a white-label travel booking solution, that event 

organizers can include on their website. Revenue, which is generated through affiliate 

contracts, is shared with the event organizers. The startup has been one year old, got a first 

seed funding and had four paying customers when they applied for SBC. Originally, Travis 

Events should not be included in the program, as the corporate partners did not see the 

value for their purposes during the selection days. However, the MD decided to include 

Travis Events in the program, as she saw the business potential. During the program Travis 

Events pivoted its business model because of workshops that highlighted weaknesses of its 

former business model. According to Philip Gossman, the program was about finding the 

right product-market fit. In this case of Travis Events, this really worked out. The network of 

mentors, corporates and VCs have been SBC’s highest value proposition culminating into 

more than 100 new paying customers after the end of the program. However, the final demo 

day was not important for that – according to Gossman, that is rather an reputational event 

without true value for the startups. As of today Travis Events has more than 160 paying 

customers, which would not have been possible without the truly valuable network of SBC, 

Gossman argues. 
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5. Analysis 
The analysis part of this thesis connects the theoretical part of this paper with the results 

gathered from the interviews with startups, corporates, accelerators and executives of 

SBC.  The analysis is divided into two parts being an analyses of the market conditions and 

SBC’s competitors and secondly, findings in the program setup, particularly referring to the 

content and participants of SBC. Thus, it aims at answering our research question by 

connecting the theoretical insights with the status quo in the accelerator market. 

	

5.1. Market 
This section can be divided into two parts being the examination of the current dynamics of 

the accelerator market and secondly, an investigation of the accelerators unique value 

proposition that were interviewed for this thesis to provide a solid basis for analysing the 

sources of a sustainable competitive advantage for SBC. 

	

5.1.1. Examination of the dynamics in the accelerator market 
In stable market conditions, firms with a competitive advantage are more likely to keep the 

advantage in the future. However, in dynamic markets firms may rapidly lose their 

competitive advantage and strategies how to deal with a markets differ. In the following the 

nature of the accelerator market is analyzed to provide a basis how SBC should act to 

succeed in the long-term.  

	

Growth is undoubtedly considered as an indicator for defining a market as dynamic (Cool & 

Paranikas, 2011). Looking at how fast the number of accelerator increased being 400% 

between 2008 and 2013, the players face a market of dynamic nature (TélefonicaEurope, 

2013). Also, the interest from corporates to engage and invest with startups rapidly 

increased. In 2015, from the 105 biggest German companies that are listed in DAX, 47 have 

a special dedicated entity that invests in and accelerates startups (Hegemann, 2015). As of 

today more than 900 accelerators exist all around the world, according the F6S database 

(F6s, 2016). As one of the first accelerators, TechStars, was founded in 2006, that is an 

astonishing increase in market participants within one decade.  
It will be interesting to see when the number of accelerators will reach a natural threshold as 

the leading players already observe the saturation of the market. How the market evolves will 

be also determined by the leading players including the four accelerators interviewed for this 
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thesis. Answers to questions which players succeed, merge and which business model turns 

out to be most profitable will decide on the directions the other players in the market take. 

	

Besides growth, rapid technological change is a key indicator of dynamic markets (Teece, 

Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). In the case of the accelerator market, this thesis differentiates 

between the internal speed of how technology alters and the external perspective being the 

industry that the accelerator faces.  
The first one remains relatively stable. The programs remained unchanged throughout the 

last years. As of now, the programs of the four accelerators interviewed for this thesis are all 

run as traditional services. The executives are aware that there is a need for innovation, 

particularly in developed ecosystems with high-quality startups and demanding corporate 

partners (Farcet, 2017). However, slide changes driven by technological progress can 

already be observed. Participants and organizers of the programs use communication tools 

that came up in the last decade such as skype, slack, etc. The Microsoft Accelerator plans to 

move into a more digital setup of the program so that startups do not have to be physically 

present in the accelerator’s office space (Limburg, 2017). Thus, technological change is 

present although no major innovations disrupted the accelerator market so far. 
The latter being the industries SBC chooses needs to be defined as an environment of rapid 

technological change. Participants in the programs of verticals such as FinTech, InsurTech, 

Smart City and Transportation, spearhead the technological progress within the traditional 

industries being finance, insurance or city development. 

	

This part has shown that dynamics exist in the accelerator market. The accelerator market 

can be defined as a moderately dynamic market. In line with Eisenhardt and Martin (2000), 

we find clear boundaries, relatively stable industry structures and as outlined, basically no 

changes in the past decade. Although the number of players in the market increases, players 

do not shift, which would be a requirement for the definition as a high-velocity market.  
In sum, this thesis accelerators acting in a truly dynamic environment although the market 

itself appears to be rather stable with slide technological changes during the last decade. 

The next part is dedicated to the phenomenon of Winner-take-all markets describing a 

natural, monopolistic nature of a market.  

	

Eisenmann, Parker and van Alstyne’s (2006) described phenomenon of WTA markets refer 

to recent market dynamics, particularly, in the internet industry. When looking at platforms 
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like Google and Amazon, it becomes obvious that these players dominate the market and 

are likely to outperform other players in the market.  
From interviews with the startups, corporates and accelerators, it becomes obvious that 

reputation plays a crucial role and accelerators that had very successful startups in the past 

are more likely to receive applications from high-quality startups in the future. Moreover, the 

best mentors also prefer to join accelerators with the most famous startups that previously 

participated. From that perspective, the accelerator market seems to have the characteristics 

of a Winner-Take-All.  
As outlined in section 2, we find strong network effects present in the accelerator market. 

High-quality startups attract the best corporate partners and vice versa. However, the other 

two criteria of WTA markets, being high multi-homing costs and equal preferences on each 

side of the market are not fully applicable in the accelerator market. Multi-homing costs are 

rather low as both startups and corporates are free to participate in several accelerators. In 

particular, startups are even encouraged to do so (Limburg, 2017). Also equal preferences 

cannot be found on both sides. Startups needs differ depending on the industry and how 

mature they are. Corporates need to be acquired individually as the price is high and the 

corporate’s expectations about the program determines the selection of startups (Daly, 

2017).  
To put it in a nutshell, the majority in the market cannot be serviced with the same platform 

and although the programs seem to have a similar setup, the focus of the accelerators is 

different. Out of the more than 900 accelerators worldwide, plenty of them state to serve a 

distinct niche. Also for the accelerators of this thesis, the focus and underlying business 

models differ. Whereas SBC chooses the most relevant industries to satisfy corporate 

partners, the Microsoft Accelerator wants to connect to startups that will become a relevant 

revenue stream for Microsoft technologies, such as Azure and Office 365 (Limburg, 2017). 

TechStars and Axel Springer Plug and Play rather focus their programs on the most 

promising investment opportunities to increase returns of their investments (Daly, 2017; 

Dierkes, 2017).  
Conclusively, we find only a partial application of WTA markets for the accelerator market. 

Strong network effects undoubtedly exist, but multi-homing costs are rather low and 

preferences and needs of the participants are heterogeneous. 

	

5.1.2 Lack of differentiation of the accelerator programs 
Another important point finding in the accelerator market is that only minor differences exist 

in the current program set-up. The programs of corporate accelerators like Microsoft 
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Accelerator or more investment focused accelerators like Axel Springer Plug and Play are 

basically copied by new entrants and as stated above, the number of new accelerators 

tremendously increased in the last decade (TélefonicaEurope, 2013). From 2005 until 2015, 

every year that number of accelerators grew by 50% cumulating into 172 accelerators in the 

USA only at the end of 2015 (Hathaway, 2016).  
The interviews with the four of the leading European being Microsoft Accelerator, Axel 

Springer Plug and Play, TechStars and Startupbootcamp demonstrated that differences exist 

in the accelerator programs - however, at first glance the content of programs almost appear 

to be the same: The programs run for a limited time frame of three to six months. They start 

with the selection process and end with a final demo day, where startups pitch their products 

and services. Mentors and workshops shape the content of the program. In the post program 

phase the startups are connected within the network of the accelerator. However, the 

differences become visible when closely looking at the offered value proposition of the 

accelerators.  

	

Using the leading literature on competitive strategy introduced in the theory section of this 

paper, it becomes clear that differentiation is of utmost importance to gain competitive 

advantage. From a resource-based perspective competitive advantage can be achieved by 

further developing the firm’s internal strengths being capabilities, resources and assets of a 

firm. In particular, sustainable competitive advantage is rooted in distinctive, immobile 

resources (Barney, 1991; Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). Based on the conducted 

interviews, the thesis presents the accelerators’ distinctive competencies in the following and 

stresses whether SBC’s unique capabilities and assets are a source for sustained 

competitive advantage. 

	

The main differences of the four other accelerators that we interviewed for this thesis are 

found in the content of the program, the income streams and the background of the 

accelerators.   
First, the Microsoft Accelerator in Berlin offers a long-term guidance supported with 

knowledge, network and man power within Microsoft. Moreover, startups additionally benefit 

from the corporate accelerator’s background as one of the biggest tech companies in the 

world. Microsoft Accelerator’s mentor programs focus on leveraging the startups pitching 

skills, e.g. from TED speakers. 
When looking at Axel Springer Plug and Play, the accelerator focuses on return on 

investments strategies in startups ranging from early to seed stage startups. The backing of 
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the two corporations give them a competitive edge due to industry expertise and Silicon 

Valley investment track record. As Daniel Dierkes (2017) states, the freedom in strategic 

choices from the corporates comes with the necessary flexibility to foster innovation and 

accept the best startups to the program.   
TechStars has been one of first accelerators founded in Boulder, USA and hugely benefits 

from its worldwide recognition and great reputation through previous, successful exits in their 

portfolio. The network which consists of a strong alumni community, top notch investors and 

international industry contacts is also a crucial differentiator (Daly, 2017). 
Startupbootcamp is heavily influenced by TechStars and was founded in 2010 with a focus 

on European startup cities. The program of SBC is tailored to find the right product-market fit 

for the startup’s service or product by offering prone workshops from mentors that are 

industry experts in the respective verticals. SBC’s vertical focus in combination with the 

flexible set-up by industry experts is an activity, which is different compared to the 

competitors in the accelerator market (Farcet, 2017).  

	

5.1.3. Investigation of SBC’s assets for unique value proposition 
In the following the paper analyses three assets of SBC being the mentor network, its 

reputation and the choice of the industry verticals. This allows to assess the accelerators’ 

competitive potential because, in line with the leading theory of the Resource Based View, 

distinctive core competencies and non-tradeable assets are potential sources for sustainable 

competitive advantage.  

	

5.1.3.1. Mentor network 

The network of mentors has been built over time and SBC positions itself to connect startups 

to the most relevant contacts in the specific industry vertical. However, all of the mentors 

volunteer and one of the key characteristics for hiring an MD is that s/he has a significant 

amount of potential mentor contacts (Farcet, 2017). Therefore, SBC does not really own 

these contacts. A competitive advantage built on resources that are not at the core of a 

company contradicts the theory of truly sustainable advantage.  
Cool and Dierickx (1989) argue in their paper on asset accumulation that assets that are 

relevant for the competitive position of the firm need to be close to the core of the firm. Only 

in that case firm-specific skills and assets can be further developed and create sustainable 

competitive advantage (Cool & Dierickx, 1989). That is in line with Barney’s (1986) theory on 

perfect strategic factor market. Assets (and capabilities and resources) that are traded in an 

open market do not create a true competitive advantage, as other competitors could acquire 
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the resources as well. In the words of Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997), assets traded at 

established costs are not strategic and therefore, do not lead to above normal returns. As the 

price indicates scarcity and value of these assets, the acquisition of these assets will not lead 

to above normal returns (Barney (b), 1986). In the case of SBC, the strategic factor for 

gaining competitive advantage is the mentor and the market participants being the 

accelerators compete for the best mentors. Theoretically, mentors are not bounded to one 

accelerator and the mentors will always advise in accelerator programs that provide the best 

value proposition from the mentors’ point of view. From that point of view, the mentor 

network is not a true source of competitive advantage. 

	

However, Barney’s theory (1986) on the perfect strategic factor market does not fully fit the 

competition for best mentors as there is no price in terms of money, at least in the case of 

SBC. As stated, mentors participate voluntarily and get not paid for advising startups. As 

mentioned by the MD Sabine VanDerLinden (2017), caring for them and building long-

lasting, deep relationships is an essential part of SBC. Besides that, mentors participate for 

reputational purposes, investment opportunities and other relevant connections. This means 

that the reputation of SBC plays a crucial role for signing up the best mentors - and 

reputation is an asset, which normally cannot be traded on the strategic factor markets (Cool 

& Dierickx, 1989). 

	

5.1.3.2. Reputation as a mainly non-tradeable asset to sustainable competitive 

advantage 

As outlined in the following, reputation is an important asset for gaining sustainable 

advantage in the accelerator market. According to Cool and Dierickx (1989) these assets are 

not apt to be traded and thus, a source for long-lasting competitive advantage. This partially 

fits the results from the interviews with the key players in the European accelerator market.  

 

When investigating the sources of reputation of the accelerators, the roots of two 

accelerators’ reputation interviewed for this thesis are found in the parent companies. 

Microsoft Accelerator and Axel Springer Plug and Play acquired a reputational kickstart by 

benefiting from the brand Microsoft, Axel Springer and Plug and Play. Axel Springer Plug and 

Play runs relative independently from the parent companies's (Dierkes, 2017). The Microsoft 

Accelerator as a corporate accelerator is embedded in the corporate’s structure. Therefore, 

one could argue that the parent companies had to accumulate its reputation over time as 
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well, but when looking at both accelerators as separate entities, this can be an indicator that 

reputation is tradeable indeed. 
When looking at the other two independent accelerators being TechStars and SBC, they built 

a strong reputation over time, which is truly valuable for their competitive strategy. TechStars 

benefits from its track of records, e.g. Squero and PillPack (Daly, 2017). Moreover, it has 

been first-mover in the market, invented the program set-up, which is now copied with slight 

variations from its competitors. For these reasons, TechStars receives most applications 

from startups and is therefore, likely to sign up the best startups for its accelerator.  
Whereas TechStars started in the USA, SBC used that model to start the accelerator as a 

first-movers in Europe. Through an impressive number of programs as well as accelerated 

startups and well known corporate partners, SBC built its reputation from the scratch. As 

SBC has been rated the best accelerator in the world in 2014, this further increased the deal 

flow, which led to more successful programs (Farcet, 2017). In the case of these two 

accelerators, reputation has been built over time and it seems unlikely, that new entries can 

acquire similar reputational value within a short period of time. Thus, the results match the 

theoretical insights that reputation is a source for sustainable competitive advantage, e.g. 

Cool & Dierickx (1989), the thesis presented in section 2. 

	

In sum, reputation is built over time, either by the parent company or the accelerator itself, 

and therefore hard to replicate or acquire. By interviewing a number of relevant stakeholders 

and competitors of SBC, we found several criteria that shape the reputation of an 

accelerator. Among others, these are: a close relationships with stakeholders being startups, 

corporates as well as mentors (VanderLinden, 2017), providing true value for corporate 

partners (Limburg, 2017), showing relevant expertise within an industry vertical (Farcet, 

2017), ensuring faultless operations (Strolz, 2017) and proving previous success through 

profitable exits (Daly, 2017). 

	

5.1.3.3. The choice of industry verticals 

The last major differentiator, at least for the majority of other European accelerators is the 

industry focus of SBC. The accelerator chooses the most innovative industries to set up 

relevant programs and attract both the most innovative startups and corporate partners 

within these fields. Through acquiring industry experts that have both corporate and startup 

expertise in that field, SBC aims at offering plenty of highly specialized programs (Farcet, 

2017). Thus, the choice of the industries is crucial to fulfil the aim of SBC - connecting the 

best corporate partners with the most innovative startups. 
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Connecting this to the theoretical insights gained in section 2, the thesis finds that choosing 

relevant, innovative industries expresses SBC’s expectation about the future. According to 

Barney (1986) different expectations about the future are a source for competitive advantage 

leading to above normal returns - even in perfect strategic factor markets (Barney (b), 1986). 

As there will always be uncertainty about the future, choosing the right innovative verticals 

can lead to above-normal returns (Barney (b), 1986). In the case of SBC, uncertainty refers 

to not knowing which industries, startups and corporates will achieve rapid technological 

breakthroughs in the near future. 
When looking at the chosen verticals to assess SBC’s expectations about the future, one can 

find most relevant trends. However, not all programs are set-up with a similar quality level 

and frequency than others. For instance, smart transportation lacked professionalism during 

the operations (Strolz, 2017). Other programs set standards for the whole industry as all 

relevant players participated. According to Sabine VanderLinden (2017), the Insurtech 

program in London is one of the best within the insurance industry. In particular, big 

insurance organizations choose SBC over other programs because of the relevance they can 

add and synergies they can create between startups and the corporates but also among the 

different corporate partners.  

	

Summing up, this thesis investigated three assets of SBC being a unique network of 

mentors, its reputation and the choices of the industry, and assessed SBC’s competitive 

potentitial in the future. It will be part of the discussion in which way this is limitated and how 

the assets can be further shaped to gain a long-lasting competitive advantage. 

	

5.2. Program 
Our major findings for the program are divided into problems we found in the content of the 

program and problems concerning the participants of the program. All of them are explained 

and outlined in the following section. The theory of the paper is applied to analyse the 

different aspects of SBC’s platform, competitive strategy and business model. 

	

5.2.1. Content of the program 
Most of the findings of the interviews are related to the content and the structure of SBC’s 

activity system (Amit & Zott, 2012). Comparing the setup with other accelerator programs 

identifies gaps and innovation potential. 

	



	
	

86	

5.2.1.1. Low engagement from corporates side 

One of the biggest problems of the program is the low engagement from the corporate side 

which leads to reduced value of the SBC platform. SBC acts as a platform facilitating the 

connections and opportunities between both, the startups and the corporates. The aim for 

SBC is being the nexus between the two stakeholders and foster innovation acceleration 

(VanderLinden, 2017). However, it is difficult for SBC to get the appropriate level of 

engagement of the corporate sponsors to return value for them and for the startups.  
In general, most corporates are already satisfied with only being part of the program for 

marketing purposes and having a foothold within the startup scene (Strolz, 2017). Although 

Alex Farcet, Co-founder of SBC stresses the importance that the corporations need to invest 

time besides the money to make the program a success for the corporate, he complains that 

the majority hardly engages during the program. He explains that corporates use 

‘Startupbootcamp as a vehicle to position the company as very innovative’ (Farcet, 2017). By 

participating in SBC, the corporates benefit from SBC’s innovative reputation and can use it 

for their marketing and PR purposes. However, that form of participation adds no value to the 

program and the problem is spread also to other accelerators like Axel Springer Plug and 

Play (Dierkes, 2017).  
The reasons behind the low engagement are various in nature. According to Spennemann 

(2017) from Daimler, the location is a crucial part of the problem. The corporate partner has 

not enough resources to really engage with the startups and the program because they need 

to travel and from Stuttgart to Berlin. Furthermore, innovation activities like SBC have not the 

high priority within a corporate because the executives do not see an immediate value or 

return of the engagement (Goubert, 2017). Moreover, startups mostly do not fit the 

requirement for an engagement with a corporate (Strolz, 2017). Most startups are too early in 

stage to build a pilot or exchange technologies with the corporate. For instance, idea stage 

founders have no incentive to build a product for a corporate in such a short time 

(VanderLinden, 2017). 
On the other side of the platform, the startups need to engage to turn SBC into a valuable 

platform for all stakeholders. Undoubtedly, also startups benefit from SBC’s reputation as it is 

a quality stamp. However, startups also dedicate their time and thus, add value to the 

program through their participation for the other side of the platform, the corporates. From a 

corporate’s perspective benefiting from the reputation of SBC justifies the price of 450.000€ 

for three years of SBC programs (Spennemann, 2017).  
The level of engagement is a very important measure for the success of the program. A deep 

involvement brings direct benefits like understanding the market and how startups work 
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(Goubert, 2017). Top tier accelerator programs with a better brand and reputation within the 

innovation space have a bigger selection of corporate partners they want to engage with. 

TechStars only engages with corporate partners that really engage deeply with the startups 

and that have dedicated resources e.g. a whole team for a program (Daly, 2017). When 

corporates do not commit themselves for high engagement they do not add value to the 

program and get no benefits from the engagement. A better interaction between the two user 

groups is necessary to establish a successful program for all stakeholders. 

	

Analysing it from a platform perspective introduced in section 2, one can see why it is of 

utmost importance that corporates really participate in the programs. Corporate partners 

increase the value of the SBC platform for the startups. The number, the relevance within the 

industry vertical and quality of corporate partners increase cross-side effects and attract 

better startups in return (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). These network effects 

strengthen the brand and becomes crucial for the success of all SBC’s stakeholders. An 

intensified engagement also increases the value for the same side users. These same side 

effects affect other corporates because they are inspired to engage more and get more value 

from the exchange among their peers (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). 
Moreover, according to Shapiro and Katz (1985), with every additional user the value and 

attractiveness of the platform increase. These direct network effects can also be seen with 

SBC’s accelerator platform. With increasing number of corporate partners SBC adds new 

revenue because of the sponsoring fee every corporate has to pay. The increased sales add 

value to SBC. Furthermore, with increasing number of corporate partners the attractiveness 

for all other users will be enhanced, namely the exchange among each other but also the 

engagement with the startups (Shapiro & Katz, 1985). 

	

5.2.1.2. Imbalance in operations of SBC for startups and corporates  

According to the startup accelerators interview, there is an unequal distribution of workload 

for both user groups (Farcet, 2017). In particular, there are many touch points with the 

startups beginning from the selection days which results in a high operations workload 

compared to the corporate side. In addition to that, it is cost intensive and reduces the 

profitability of the programs (Farcet, 2017). This imbalance results in particular from the early 

stages most startups are in. 

	

Signing up the startups and guiding them through the SBC program is work-intensive for 

SBC, particularly for the MD (VanderLinden, 2017). From selecting the startups until the final 



	
	

88	

demo day, the MD faces heavy workload including the legal set-up, mentoring and 

connecting the startup with relevant partners in the MD’s network being corporates, mentors, 

VCs and industry experts. Next to the content of the program, SBC offers also the co-working 

space and act as the back office and operations manager for the startups. Thus, there are a 

lot of touch points between SBC and the startups and creates an overload of tasks which 

leave no time for value adding activities.   
Compared to that, the corporates need a lot less activities to participate in the SBC program. 

They participate during the selection days with setting their preferences for the startups 

which will be part of the program. During the batch, corporates sometimes act as mentors for 

the startups like HERE (Goubert, 2017). However, most of the corporates only have touch 

points at the selection and the final Demo Day to see the progress of the startups 

(Spennemann, 2017; Farcet, 2017). The following graphic highlights the different levels of 

touch points: 

	
Figure 8: Occurring imbalance in operations 

 

This imbalance between the startup operations on the one side and low engagement from 

the corporate side results in uncertain and not satisfactory outcomes. Through an effective 

operation management and avoiding imbalance, SBC can save resources and concentrate 

on value adding activities. The resulting intense workload for the SBC team decreases the 

quality for both the startups and corporates. 
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In platform contexts, such an imbalance is also reflected in the pricing strategy. According to 

Eisenmann, Parker and van Alstyne (2006), it is a challenge for every platform. One side of 

the customers or users is subsidized and the other side is paying more for the platform. 

Startups are essential part and focus of SBC which means they have more value for SBC 

than the corporates. Therefore, startups are the subsidy side and are of great value for the 

money side. Attracting the startups builds up the capability of SBC to show their 

innovativeness and market expertise. The corporates are the money side which is willing to 

pay more for the services of SBC. Their goal is to be marketed as innovative, get access to 

new technology and bring innovation back to the corporate organization. Therefore, SBC 

subsidizes the startups in terms of money but also attention of operations in order to increase 

the overall value and accelerate the progress of the startups (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van 

Alstyne, 2006). 

	

5.2.1.3. Quality levels of operations differ across the programs 

In line with the above mentioned intense operations and imbalance of touch points during the 

program, the interviews have shown that some SBC programs have not been operated with 

the necessary quality of operations.  
In comparison to American startup accelerators, SBC lacks the professionalism on how the 

program is executed according to Nicholas Goubert (2017). This includes among other 

factors the organization of events and meetings as well as interactions with the corporate 

partners. Marc Strolz (2017) also highlights the unorganized operations of SBC like the 

coordination of schedules and execution of events. 
The reasons for that are the imbalance in the program, which results in an intense workload 

for the SBC team. The lack of time during the program leads to mistakes and coordination 

problems. The content during the batch creates too many tasks, which are not necessary for 

the success of the program. Another reason is the high fluctuation of SBC’s staff for each 

program (Goubert, 2017). Different MDs have different qualities and execute the program in 

a different way. Finding the right person for the job is crucial for a good program. According 

to Marc Strolz (2017), there was a huge quality difference between the MDs leading the 

SBC. 
Furthermore, each program is set up for three years and afterwards it will be decided if SBC 

finds follow up investments for another three years. Therefore, the SBC teams are gone with 

the essential experience and learnings of the program. New teams learn from an in-depth 

guide describing the learning but there is much tacit knowledge which is hard to obtain. 

Therefore, changing teams can bring new skill sets but have not the experience with the 
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execution of such a program including all the related tasks. The team is a crucial factor for 

the success of the program. 

	

Sustainable competitive advantage arises from developing distinctive core competencies 

according to Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997). As outlined in the theory part of this thesis 

firms need to focus on economizing strategies meaning to accumulate distinctive and 

dynamic core capabilities internally as they are crucial to gain competitive advantage 

(Williamson, 1975). The processes of executing the accelerator program is a core 

competency of SBC. The routines and underlying learning mechanism are crucial to 

establish a functioning program. A high turnover of people because of the termination of a 

three-year program for example negate the learnings to a certain extent. Tacit knowledge 

and relationships to the stakeholders of SBC get lost if the team leaves SBC’s organization. 

According to Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997), these positions including customer base and 

relationships with corporate partners determine SBC’s competitive potential.  

	

5.2.1.4. Demo Day more of a reputation event 

During most of the interviews, it became apparent that the Demo Day of the programs does 

not fulfill its original purpose. The final day should be an opportunity for the startups to find 

follow up investments from external investors and make relevant connections. However, the 

Demo Day evolved more into a celebration and graduation event (Daly, 2017; Farcet, 2017; 

VanderLinden, 2017). The increasing number of Demo Days within a startup ecosystem is 

one factor which results in a fatigue among participants (Daly, 2017). Another factor is the 

competition among accelerators to attract the best investors and relevant partners but also 

having a big PR event. Both startups and corporates generally expected more value from the 

final demo day than what is currently offered. The interviewed accelerators see the need to 

change the format.  
Startups hope to encounter more relevant connections with VCs, business angels and 

industry partners. According to Norman Krüger (2017), CEO of Coronect, there have been 

only a few relevant persons, which resulted in three direct contacts to whom they have sent 

their pitch decks. Hajnalka Hejja, Founder of MediLad, agrees with the statement, although 

they have successfully attracted funding from two of their mentors. In addition to that, one of 

them joined MediLad after the final demo day of the digital health SBC. However, the event 

has been not decisive for the funding from the second mentor. During the three-month 

program, they were closely collaborating and because of the progress they made, the mentor 

invested in MediLad (Hejja, 2017). Marc Strolz from Kühne + Nagel states that the final event 
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is a great party but has low relevance and added value to the program as whole (Strolz, 

2017). 
In sum, the interviews showed that participants had relatively high expectations for the final 

demo day, that mostly remained unfulfilled. 

	

According to Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) a company needs to develop its core 

competencies in order to adapt to changing market environments. The dynamic capabilities 

of SBC build the basis for their competitive potential. The accelerator market experiences a 

saturation of Demo Day events that almost bring no value to the stakeholders. SBC needs to 

adapt to the market demands and reconfigure their core competencies. The current program 

process with a big celebration event in the end needs to be changed and new processes 

have to be implemented through experimentation and iteration (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 

1997).  
This is also in line with the business model innovation literature. Changing the content of the 

activity system increase the novelty of the business model and lead to competitive advantage 

(Amit & Zott, 2012).    

	

5.2.1.5. Weak post-program phase 

All startup accelerator programs are organized into three phases being pre-, program- and 

post-program phase. The programs however, concentrate on the pre-program and program 

phase more than on the post-program phase (Farcet, 2017; Dierkes, 2017; Daly, 2017). For 

the startups, the actual work starts after the final Demo Day. Startups then need to establish 

partnerships and sell their products (Daly, 2017). Moreover, SBC acts as an investor for a 

pre-seed round which means that they hold the stake for a long time to get the return of 

investment. The actual program phase is therefore only the start of the interaction. Therefore, 

SBC enters a long term relationship with the startups and have the same incentives as them 

like growing the company and having a successful financial outcome. The success is 

dependent on support for the startups after the program through introductions to the right 

people like investors, experts and corporates. Leveraging the network and assets become 

important factors to increase the likelihood of a successful establishment of the companies 

(Farcet, 2017). 
The current post-program phase of SBC is limited to non-mandatory, annual alumni events. 

Moreover, SBC offers to connect startups to relevant VCs and corporates. However, the 

initiative has to come from the startup founders, as Alex Farcet mentions (2017). He further 

explained that after the programs has ended, it is the startups responsibility how to proceed. 
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The reasons for that are grounded in a lack of resources, as SBC still holds approximately 

over 400 startups in its current portfolio and cannot cater them all with their needs. When 

looking at relevant exits from the current portfolio, Alex Farcet states this has not been a 

relevant stream of income so far (Farcet, 2017). For the corporates, SBC offers an innovation 

program to add new services and products for getting an increased involvement of the 

corporates. However, the for startups no real service is provided by SBC and this needs to 

be innovated (VanderLinden, 2017). 

 

Enhancing the portfolio value of SBC is a crucial part of the organization. They have the 

incentive to intensify the post-program phase in order to increase the probability of a 

successful acquisition or exits. When innovating a crucial part of the current business model, 

the theory suggests to examine the activity system of the current business model (Amit & 

Zott, 2012). The content, structure and governance should be adapted to increase the value 

of the program.  

	

Comparing SBC’s post-program phase to the pioneers of TechStars, for instance, exits play 

a crucial role for the profitability of the program. Previous very successful and thus, profitable 

exits for TechStars include e.g. ThinkNear with an exit of around 22.5M$ (Shontell, 2012). 

Besides the reputational bonus, TechStars has gathered over the years as a first-mover in 

the market, the fact that TechStars also offers follow up funding for selected startups might 

be a reason for the successful exits they had over the past ten years. A fund can secure the 

growing after the program has finished if the startups do not obtain follow up funding. 

Although TechStars has a good standing with acquisitions and reputational exits, they do not 

offer as much of engagement they want to. Therefore, TechStars tries to improve the quality 

of interactions after the program (Daly, 2017).  
When looking at Microsoft Accelerator, which does not hold equity in the startups but aims at 

increasing Microsoft technologies consumption through locked-in startups’ success, they do 

much more for the further development of the startups in their portfolio (Limburg, 2017). As 

explained in the results section of this paper, the three programs Customer Access, Success 

Management and Alumni Management guide startups long after the official end of the 

accelerator program and thus, provide real value for the startups. A dedicated big team 

supports the development and implementation of services. This increases the adaption of 

new technologies of the startups for the corporate clients of Microsoft. 
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5.2.2. Participants of the program 
The participants of the program concern the governance of SBC’s activity system (Amit & 

Zott, 2012). Understanding the underlying principle give the necessary insights in order to 

develop recommendations for the improvement of SBC. 

	

5.2.2.1. Heterogeneous startup batches   

An underlying problem with the startups of accelerator programs and, in particular for SBC, is 

the different stages participating startups are in. Most startups enter the program at an idea 

stage but also companies which received funding and already have paying customers 

(Farcet, 2017; Dierkes, 2017; VanderLinden, 2017). Therefore, the majority of startups do not 

match specific expectations of corporates (Strolz, 2017; Goubert, 2017). As the thesis has 

shown, SBC's value as a platform largely depends on the value both sides gain from 

participating in SBC which are described as cross-side effects (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van 

Alstyne, 2006). Negative direct network effects can be seen when the lack of quality on one 

side of the platform lead to a reduced interest in the platform for the other side of the platform 

(Shapiro & Katz, 1985). So the users are willing to paying more when the value of the 

platform increases (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). 

	

In the the selection process, most accelerators do not focus on homogeneous startup stages 

like at Axel Springer Plug and Play and SBC (Dierkes, 2017; VanderLinden, 2017). This has 

specific reasons. At first, the accelerators need enough startups, which are in the particular 

industry, have new technologies and are eligible for the program. Secondly, the competition 

for deal flow has risen which means that startups that are good can choose the accelerator 

they want to be part of. During the Digital Health program in Berlin in 2016/2017, the maturity 

of the startups largely differed. Norman Krüger (2017) from Coronect stresses that some of 

the startups started the program with only having an idea in mind whereas others already 

made sufficient amounts of revenue. This comes with several difficulties for corporates and 

the program set-up. 
First of all, SBC faces challenges for offering the best program to the startups. Different 

stages of the companies result in different needs and preferences. For instance, a funded 

startup that has an established revenue stream from clients does not need a legal workshop. 

The content of the program is hard to tailor if the startups are heterogenous and becomes 

irrelevant for most startups (VanderLinden, 2017). Startups that are very early in the 

development of the company need very much guidance throughout the program. Therefore, 

it takes lots of resources to take care of the startups to make progress during the program. 
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Moreover, the content of the program like workshops other events is questionable how much 

value they bring to the startups. Compared to the best programs like TechStars and Y 

Combinator, the actual content of the program becomes less relevant. They want to focus on 

value adding activities (Daly, 2017). According to Eisenmann, Parker and van Alstyne 

(2006), in winner-take-all markets users from the same side have the same interests and 

preferences. With heterogenous startups batches this is not the case due to the different 

needs of the various stages they are in. Offering a unified value proposition makes it not just 

easier for SBC to cater the needs of the startups but also increases the efficiency and 

attractiveness for the startups (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). 

	

Another argument is that immature startups seem not attractive compared to relatively 

mature startups. The overall perception of corporates then becomes that ‘only one or two of 

the startups have been interesting for us’, as argued by Marc Strolz (2017). Startups in an 

idea stage do not have the appropriate product or service that they could implement in a 

corporate partner or could do a pilot project with. The startup founders are more focused on 

finding the right product market fit and often need to pivot their ideas throughout the program 

(Goubert, 2017). Corporate partners then do not can adapt to the instability and uncertainty 

of the business models. Relevant startups are just before the Series A funding round 

(VanderLinden, 2017). In line with that, TechStars focuses on accepting later staged startups 

to really add value to the progress. Rarely, they accept idea stage founders because an 

accelerator program is not the right format for them (Daly, 2017). A good reputation also 

gives access to a better selection of later stage startups. Cross-side effects are particularly 

strong and increase the value of the platform if both sides attract each other more. They are 

less strong if they attract each other less. Later stage startups bring more value for the 

corporate side and the other way around (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). 
Heterogenous startups batches in terms of stage leads to reduced satisfaction from the 

corporate side, the idea-stage startups seem less attractive for corporates and investors, 

same-side learning effects are reduced, workshops and programs are not relevant for the 

startups. This decreased value and negative impacts appear due to the cross-side network 

effects of a platform (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). 
Furthermore, same-side network effects in form of startup-to-startup learnings would be 

stronger when they are located at a similar stage during their development (Eisenmann, 

Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). Complementary services being the workshops fit could be 

more tailored to the startups once they are similar mature. 
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5.2.2.2. The nature of big corporates 

During the interviews, corporate partners of the SBC Transportation & Smart Energy 

highlighted the difficulties of organizational structure as a hindering factor for the 

engagement with the accelerator program (Goubert, 2017; Strolz, 2017). Management 

boards of big corporates see the pressure to innovate due to shortening of product life cycles 

and increasing competition. However, participating with an accelerator program requires a 

dedicated person who fights for budget and approval within the organization. Also on this 

user side of SBC’s platform organizational inertia prevents the innovation processes. The 

predominant logic of the corporate partners on how the world works hinders the 

implementation of new technologies and engagement with the program (Chesbrough H. W., 

2010). 
Innovation activities and collaborations with startups is particular hard for big corporates 

(Goubert, 2017). First of all, there needs to be a budget for certain programs which is not 

easy to obtain in the first place. Secondly, if the corporate partner gets no hard measures on 

how well the program performs and what the impact of the collaboration is, a continuing 

sponsoring is difficult to justify. Another argument is that corporates have a “not-built-here” 

syndrome, which prevent bigger organizations to really engage and implement external 

technologies (Goubert, 2017). This can be described as the cognitive barrier which corporate 

partners need to overcome (Chesbrough H. W., 2010). Due to the lack of resources, the 

location plays a crucial role (Spennemann, 2017). Corporate employees do not have enough 

time dedicated to truly engage in SBC and a closer location is key for a better engagement. 

The other part is the structural barrier where organization are not ready to change their 

structural processes and provide the necessary resources in order to get value from the 

program (Chesbrough H. W., 2010). 
Brian Daly (2017) highlights that TechStars does not engage with corporate partners which 

only commit themselves for marketing and PR purposes. TechStars ensures that the 

sponsors dedicate enough resources to make the program a success. Due to the high 

reputational value of TechStars’ brand they are also in a better position to choose the 

appropriate corporate partners (Daly, 2017). 
Corporates partners need to commit themselves to the program and need to change their 

organizational structure as well as mindset to truly get the benefits from the program. The 

deeper the engagement and the more the resources a company spends on an accelerator 

program the higher the innovative outcome they get. It is SBC’s challenge to change this 

behavior in order to establish a successful program and provide the added value to all 

stakeholders of the platform. 
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6. Discussion 

This section of the master thesis highlights the findings and shows, based on the theory, 

which important steps are to take in order to regain competitive advantage. In addition to 

that, it analyses the limitations of the used methodology and assess how generalizable the 

results of this paper are. 

	

6.1. Practical Implications 
The theory body of this thesis combines insights from competitive strategy, platform 

dynamics and business model innovation. As this thesis follows a deductive research 

approach, it uses the most relevant, theoretical insights from the three streams of literature to 

come up with practical implications that help to solve the current pain points analyzed in the 

previous section. 

	

6.1.1. Innovate the activity system of current business model 
Based on the theoretical basis and findings in the analysis, strategic moves are necessary to 

improve the current activity system and business model of SBC using Amit and Zott’s (2012) 

framework. The content, structure and governance of the activity systems needs to be 

redefined in order to adapt to the market needs and result in competitive advantage (Amit & 

Zott, 2012). SBC applies the business model reconfiguration since it has already established 

one and it is not the start of a new venture (Massa & Tucci, 2013). That results also in 

difficulties while introducing the new model. Incumbent firms face cognitive and structural 

barriers which they need to overcome in order to foster innovation (Chesbrough H. W., 

2010). 

The identified problems in the analysis part, in particular the imbalance between the two user 

groups and the development within the accelerator market show that the current business 

model of SBC is inefficient and need to respond to the increased competition. Differentiation 

is the key to stay competitive. In line with Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997), SBC needs to 

develop the dynamic capabilities to innovate and to adapt to the changing environment. This 

can be achieved through an engagement in business model innovation. Finding new ways to 

reposition and benefit from underutilized value can be achieved through business model 

innovation (Amit & Zott, 2012). Continuous business model innovation represents therefore a 

possible competitive strategy of the firm (Amit & Zott, 2012; Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). 
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In the following, the thesis presents optimization potential based on the introduced theory 

with concrete recommendations including the value drivers for a business model (Amit & 

Zott, 2012). 

 

SBC acts as a platform connecting the two user groups. In today's economy with increased 

speed and shortening of product life cycles through technology innovation and increased 

cost reduction, external innovation becomes crucial to implement new technologies (Afuah & 

Utterback, 1997). Therefore, building a bridge between corporates and startups is a valid 

strategy to integrate external innovation. However, the connection is difficult due to the 

different setup in organizational structures, processes, cultures and time horizons. Hence, 

bigger corporates need to rely on intermediaries that understand the market and bring the 

necessary expertise to filter the market. 
Key to the business model innovation approach is the incremental change of either the 

content, structure and governance. Not the entire business model needs to be innovated in 

order to increase the value for the customers (Amit & Zott, 2012). The thesis highlight certain 

steps to develop a better activity system to extent the competitiveness of SBC in a saturated 

accelerator market being the enhancement of opertations and the post-program phase, the 

replacement of the Demo Day as well as the prevention of the dominant logic trap and 

structure of the activity system.  

	

6.1.1.1. Enhancement of operations 

As outlined in the theory part, the right business model is crucial for the company’s success. 

The existence of introduced value driver is important to create the full value of the business 

model. Thereby, efficiency is the value driver that refers to the saved costs within the activity 

system and lock-in the value drive that creates switching costs for the installed customer 

base (Amit & Zott, 2012). 

During the interviews, it became apparent that some of the SBC programs lack a high quality 

of operation execution due to scarce resources and few transferred learnings throughout the 

different programs (Goubert, 2017; Strolz, 2017). As a result, the theory suggests an 

enhancement of operations to increase the efficiency and lock-in for the stakeholders 

involved (Amit & Zott, 2012).  

The focus on value adding services increases on the one side the accumulated experience 

to get better in the execution and on the other side save resources that a necessary for the 

intense program. A better customer service like a frictionless organization of the program 

increases the lock-in and perceived value for the corporate side (Amit & Zott, 2012).  
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6.1.1.2. Post-Program Phase Enhancement 

According to Amit and Zott (2012), changing one of the elements of an activity system can 

already have a big influence on the innovativeness and accelerates the outcome of the 

business model. Removing or adding content to the activity system is one form of innovating 

the business model. It is a more incremental than radical way of innovation. 

As the analysis of the status quo shows, a strong post-program phase increases the value of 

the startup portfolio (Dierkes, 2017; Farcet, 2017; Daly, 2017). The post-program phase 

includes activities like giving introductions to VCs for follow up investment, to corporates for 

business development and to alumni founders to increase the peer to peer learning. For now, 

SBC does not focus on this stage of the program. It has some activities which are not 

mandatory like the Alumni Growth program. However, after the end of the program there are 

not enough resources to actively pursue and support the success of the startups 

(VanderLinden, 2017; Farcet, 2017).  

Based on the theory of Amit and Zott (2012), this thesis suggests to add novel content to 

SBC’s activity system to enhance the post-program phase. Building up a strong portfolio of 

startups should be a core activity and competency of accelerators (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 

1997). As in the case of Microsoft Accelerator’s post-program efforts (Limburg, 2017), SBC 

should employ post-program executives to further accelerate the development of the startups 

and value in the long-term. A dedicated and staying team that is responsible for the whole 

SBC global programs increases the value for both user sides, corporates and startups, due 

to created synergies and the acceleration of the development. Through the enhancement of 

the post-program phase and the installment of responsible employees, SBC can increase the 

competitive advantage because of their unique asset differentiation (Barney, 1991; Cool & 

Dierickx, 1989). The novel content also increases the lock-in effect of the customer base due 

to the new opportunities SBC can create (Amit & Zott, 2012).  

This shows that changing the current business model can build a sustainable and more 

valuable competitive strategy in the long run (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010).  

 

6.1.1.3. Replacement of the Demo Day 

The Demo Day is a crucial element of every accelerator’s program but as the interview data 

has shown that the relevance and the value has decreased over the time (Farcet, 2017; 

Dierkes, 2017). There are several reasons to it like the increased number of Demo Days in 

an ecosystem and the fatigue of investors and relevant stakeholders to join such an event 

(Daly, 2017). 
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The thesis recommends SBC to develop and implement strong dynamic capabilities and 

continuous business model innovation to stay ahead of the market (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 

1997; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Amit & Zott, 2012). This would strengthen the market 

position as well as refocus on value adding activities in SBC’s competitive strategy (Barney 

(b), 1986). 
A more flexible setup and change to the Demo Day format can create a significant impact on 

the outcome of it. Adapting the event to a road show which includes a series of smaller event 

with the target audience in different regions increases the chances for an impactful exchange 

between the founders and investors as well as corporate executives. According to Sabine 

VanderLinden (2017), SBC Singapore tried this approach with a travel through different 

countries and meet selected VCs, corporate partners and highly relevant connections. This 

should be implemented in all programs and replace the Demo Day. The replacement acts as 

as novel content to the activity system which brings a higher degree of innovation and leads 

to a better market position (Amit & Zott, 2012). 
Close connections to VCs are of utmost importance, as startups need further funding to scale 

their business operations after the program. If SBC cannot connect them to VCs and does 

not operate as a VC itself, it faces the threat of becoming enveloped by other VC platforms 

(Eisenmann, Parker & van Alstyne, 2006). VCs can provide a similar value proposition as 

accelerators because they are often well-connected and thus, they offer greater value on a 

single platform. If the Demo Day does not establish leads to relevant VCs anymore, startups 

will not survive and directly apply to VCs that also have relevant connections as well as 

similar or stronger assets than an accelerator platform. Subsequently, applying to SBC and 

giving 6% of equity might be too much for a startup in return for the value it gets. Thus, 

SBC’s value proposition is rendered obsolete. 

Leading accelerators like, YCombinator and TechStars, heavily invest in their startups so that 

they can scale and find follow up investment (Daly, 2017). If SBC does not want to act as a 

VC they at least need to connect startups with VCs to secure the existence of the startups. 

The replacement of the Demo Day is therefore needed to provide the promised value for the 

startups.	
	

6.1.1.4. Prevent Dominant Logic Trap & Structure of the Activity System 

SBC’s successful implementation of the business model changes requires the avoidance of 

the dominant logic trap (Chesbrough H. , 2006). In an incumbent firm like SBC, structural and 

cognitive processes have been established and tightened (Chesbrough H. W., 2010). 

Therefore, SBC and all the teams need to fully understand the opportunities that come from 
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the innovation of the current activity system. Changes to the current system need be 

accepted in order to achieve the full benefits of these adaptations. Motivation and showing 

the impact of these changes can break the cognitive barrier and lead to a successful 

implementation (Chesbrough H. W., 2010). A good method to avoid the cognitive barrier is to 

show the business model map by Osterwalder (2004) and analyze the changing components 

of the activity system. In addition to that, structural processes within SBC must be aligned 

and provide enough resources to integrate the changes. In particular, the top management of 

SBC needs to support the new adaptations and implement them into their competitive 

strategy. By doing so, it will uncover conflicts with the hitherto assets and processes and the 

new ones. The process setup is important to avoid the structural barrier and SBC can 

cumulate learnings from the implementation of the changes (Chesbrough H. W., 2010).  

 

The processes have to be aligned while innovating the business model. Amit and Zott (2012) 

refer to that as the structure of the activity system. Although, the structure is not actively 

changed by SBC, through the introduction of the changes to the content and governance of 

the activity system, the structure follows. All three elements of the activity system are highly 

interdependent which results in mutual changes when changing one of them (Amit & Zott, 

2012).  

     

In sum, the innovation of the business model and its three elements, content, structure and 

governance, is crucial for SBC’s competitiveness. In particular, the enhancement of the 

program operation, the addition to the content to the post program and replacement of the 

Demo Day increase the value of SBC’s platform. The steps are necessary to regain 

competitive advantage and secure long term rents. 

 

6.1.2. Enhance network effects and complementary services 
Various types of network effects determine the value for the users of platforms. In particular, 

the thesis found indirect, direct, cross-side and same-side effects that appear for SBC as a 

platform. According to Shapiro and Katz (1985), complementary services are defined as 

indirect network effects. As argued above, mentors and workshops are seen as 

complementary services for the case of SBC, as they do not belong to one of the two sides’ 

users, but use SBC as a platform to offer their services. For SBC, these workshops tend to 

increase the value of the platform for all participants as argued in the literature (Amit & Zott, 

2012) 
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Direct network effects can be of different nature, same-side or cross-side (Eisenmann, 

Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006). They have in common that users directly influence the value of 

the platform for all other users (Shapiro & Katz, 1985). Whereas same-side effects refer to 

the impact that one user has on another user on the similar side, cross-side effects describe 

the opposite phenomenon (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 2006).  
Undoubtedly, positive cross-side and same-side effects exist for SBC. Therefore, it makes 

sense from a pure theoretical lenses to aim at further increasing these effect with prone 

measures whilst avoiding negative same-side effects. Thus, the thesis will provide two 

practical implications from the used literature in this thesis being (1) adjustments in the 

business model content, particularly mandatory corporate-startup pilots in combination with 

an overall reduction of the touching points during the program and (2) selection of later stage 

startup batches that leads to increased same-side effects and greater value of 

complementary services 

	

6.1.2.1. Adjustments in the business model’s content  

The thesis suggests adjusting the content of the business model on both sides. While 

mandatory pilots with the corporate partners increase cross-side effects, reducing the 

workload for the heavy-lifting effort on the startup side increases the efficiency in operating 

SBC programs. Both suggestions are grounded in the theory selected for this thesis. 

	

Cross-side effects refer to active users on both sides. Depending on how active these users 

are, the more value they normally create for users on the other side (Eisenmann, Parker, & 

Van Alstyne, 2006). As previously outlined, corporates lack engagement in the program and 

some do it only for reputational purposes (Farcet, 2017). We therefore, suggest to increase 

the corporates activity through mandatory pilots. Through a deeper engagement between 

corporates and startups the value of the platform increases, the startups’ development is 

directed towards a more substantial direction as they are more likely to acquire a corporate 

as a customer when they already collaborated during the mandatory pilots. 

	

Introducing a mandatory pilot comes with a change in the content of the activity system (Amit 

& Zott, 2012). When changing the content of a business model, one undeliberately assumes 

that only adding content to the activity system can really innovate the nature of the business 

model. However, reducing the content can be equally innovative (Amit & Zott, 2012). While 

increasing the activity through mandatory pilots from corporate side, we think that adjusting 

the amount of touching points comes with greater value for all participants. 
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As mentioned in section five, the thesis finds an imbalance in the operations of SBC for 

startups and corporates. On the one side, SBC needs to invest a lot resources for lifting 

startups onto a level that allows collaboration with corporates including the legal setup, back 

office activities as well as the organization of selection days, workshops and the final demo 

day (Farcet, 2017). On the other side, corporate partners need a lot less lifting efforts and the 

engagement of the corporates is reduced to the key events like selection days and the final 

demo day (VanderLinden, 2017).  
The thesis stresses that reducing the quantity of the touching points needs to come with an 

increase in the quality of the touching points - making only few events during the program a 

real success for all participants. In conclusion, this leads to higher satisfaction for the users 

of SBC and the content innovation would make the program more efficient to operate and 

attractive for corporate partners, startups and SBC. 

	

6.1.2.2. Equal stages within startup batches 

In the following the thesis suggests to focus on later stage startup batches that are close to 

Series A Funding. The recommendations stem from the theoretical insights we gained in 

section two, particularly from the theory on platform dynamics and business model 

innovation. Selecting later-stage startups into homogeneous batches comes with increased 

same-side effects and greater value of offered complimentary services.  

	

By selecting similarly mature startups for a specific program, same-side effects in form of 

peer-to-peer learning can be increased. From a theoretical point of view, peer-to-peer 

learning is equally important as mentorship. However, negative same-side effects arising 

from rivalry within the more homogeneous groups of startups needs to be avoided. This 

reduces the value of the platform instead of increasing it (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van Alstyne, 

2006). 
But what stage should SBC focus on? The most promising startups almost raised Series A 

investments, says Sabine VanderLinden (2017). In that stage, startups have the necessary 

maturity to truly engage with the corporate partners. Additionally, they are not too big so that 

the 15k investment for 6% equity is in balance. Nevertheless, startups have the potential to 

truly benefit from the relevant contacts they can gain from participating in the program and 

accelerate its development (VanderLinden, 2017). 
A shift towards more equally-staged, mature startups means a change in the governance 

system of a business model. As already minor business model innovations can lead towards 

true competitive advantage, that is a change SBC should focus on (Amit & Zott, 2012). The 
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thesis acknowledges that acquiring solely promising, mature, non-competing startups within 

the same industry might be difficult to achieve. However, it is worth mentioning that the 

theoretical analysis of the case of SBC suggests to move towards this direction to increase 

startup-to-startup learning effects, satisfaction of corporate partners and reduce the heavy-

lifting efforts that need to be done with early stage startups.  

	

Besides, the increased same-side network effects between more equally-staged startups, 

complementary services being workshops and mentorship programs provide greater value 

as they now can better fit the startups’ needs. The greater the value of complementary 

services, the more value the platform creates for its users (Eisenmann, Parker, & Van 

Alstyne, 2006).   
As of now, all workshops target all startups independent of the stage they are currently 

located in. This leads towards irrelevance of the workshops for some of the startups due to 

the different degrees of maturity. For instance, legal set up workshops might be interesting 

for early stage startups. However, mature startups that already create significant amount of 

revenue have probably already passed that stage in their development. The workshop then 

turns out to be irrelevant. Hence, having a more equalized batch, the mentorship programs 

can be tailored to the real needs of all startups. 
In sum, the thesis finds major potential of improvements for increasing network effects 

through selecting startups with equal stages for a specific program. Same-side network 

effects increase through peer-to-peer learning and mentorship program as well as workshops 

can be tailored to all startups’ needs. 

	

6.1.3. Develop core competencies and dynamic capabilities 
As outlined in various sections of this paper, the literature selection on the three streams 

being competitive strategy, platform dynamics and business model innovation provide a solid 

basis to answer the research question of this thesis. The theoretical insights are well-

connected and interdependent, as the practical implications and the analysis of this thesis 

demonstrates. Now that the thesis has separated and applied the key insights from the 

theory to possible competitive strategic maneuvers, the thesis concludes this section with the 

examination of the key practical implication stemming from the theory on competitive 

strategy. 
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Picking up the theoretical insights gathered on competitive strategy, the thesis has 

demonstrated that developing distinctive core competencies is a source for sustainable 

competitive advantage (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). 
The theory on competitive strategy in terms of developing distinctive core competencies is 

understood as two-way interaction meaning that competencies build up positions over time 

and positions (and paths) influence the competencies in return (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 

1997). The thesis therefore suggests, to create truly unique positions so that developing 

competencies that build on these positions become unique and therefore, become a source 

for true competitive advantage. In line with Cool and Dierickx (1989) can then be further 

accumulated and hence, become a source for sustainable competitive advantage.  
Moreover, the thesis determined the accelerator market as a moderately dynamic market. In 

line with Eisenhardt and Martin (2000), this requires to develop dynamic capabilities. The 

nature of the market, in this case the nature is moderate, also determines the type of the 

dynamic capabilities. In moderately dynamic markets dynamic capabilities  appear to be 

rather detailed-focused, analytical and based on extensive industry knowledge (Eisenhardt & 

Martin, 2000).  

	

In the case of this thesis, the positions of SBC include a knowledge base and the mentor 

network among others. Using that, SBC can develop distinctive core competencies and 

dynamic capabilities. The practical implications of that theory lead to the following two 

recommendations, the thesis suggests: Firstly, the creation of a knowledge base and 

second, to internalize the mentor network. The thesis argues in the following that both needs 

to be enhanced.  

	

6.1.3.1. Knowledge base  

A crucial position that should be strengthened is the knowledge base. As outlined above, 

developing core competencies are influenced by positions a firm has in place and dynamic 

capabilities in moderately dynamic markets requires an in-depth industry knowledge (Teece, 

Pisano, & Shuen, 1997; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). The thesis suggests, to enhance the 

industry knowledge by increasing and specializing the SBC’s existing knowledge base. As of 

now, the knowledge base includes onboarding materials which introduces the MD to the 

standard procedures of a program set up (Farcet, 2017). However, as most MDs only stay 

for the limited time of the program, they take away all the knowledge they have gained from 

the program. Therefore, avoiding the loss of knowledge is key to develop core competencies 

and dynamic capabilities that fit the accelerator market (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000).  
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This can be done by sharing the experiences between different program in form of alumni 

MD meetups, documentation of the learnings from different programs, new process and tool 

implementations, a reduced turnover of SBC staff and strengthening the team capabilities. 

That should help to develop desired dynamic capabilities that are detailed-focused, analytical 

arising from an in-depth extensive industry knowledge (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). 

	

6.1.3.2. Mentor Network 

Another position that we suggest to strengthen is the mentor network. SBC argues that one 

of its key sources for competitive advantage is its mentor network (Farcet, 2017; 

VanderLinden, 2017). However, to turn competitive advantage into a sustainable competitive 

advantage, one needs to avoid the imitation or substitution of the asset (Cool & Dierickx, 

1989). The question how difficult the imitation and substitution is, determines how long the 

current competitive advantage lasts. 
Therefore, the thesis suggests to internalize the mentor network and bring it as close as 

possible to the core of the company, so that core competencies can be developed from that 

position (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). 

 

As of now, the program set-up starts with the MD signing up the mentors for a program. 

Thus, it is rather the MDs network and not so much SBC’s network. We do not deny that also 

the SBC founders like Alex Farcet heavily contribute with relevant connections to industry C-

level executives, experts and mentors. However, Farcet states that a crucial indicator for 

hiring an MD for a specific program is that s/he has a relevant network within that industry 

(Farcet, 2017).  
From a resource-based perspective this makes sense if hired mentors and industry experts 

were subsequently included in the network of SBC. In that way, all other MDs that set up a 

program in the same vertical could use a constantly growing mentor database at the heart of 

SBC. Thus, the mentor network becomes a truly valuable asset. As the database then would 

be closely located to the core of the company, SBC can focus on economizing rather than 

strategizing strategies meaning that SBC can further develop its assets and capabilities that 

build on the network (Williamson, 1975). The chances for truly distinctive dynamic 

capabilities increase that lead to sustainable competitive advantage (Teece, Pisano, & 

Shuen, 1997).  
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6.2. Limitations and Future Research 
In this section of the thesis the limitations of this thesis related but not limited to the 

methodological approach of choice are outlined. Conclusively, the section points out the 

future research recommendations. 

 

Limitations 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyze the current business model of accelerators, in 

particular the case of SBC, using a theoretical basis in order to uncover innovation potential 

to build a strategy and secure long term competitiveness. From the beginning, it was clear 

that the study would follow an explorative strategy to analyze the research topic since there 

are not many studies, which examine the phenomena of the accelerator market. The thesis 

focuses on providing a deeper understanding of the dynamics of an accelerator model. 

 

The decision for SBC as a case was made very early in the process. This was one of the key 

factors influencing the thesis. First of all, it fits the definition of an accelerator and reflected 

the platform model which most of the accelerators in the market adapt. In addition to that, 

SBC was selected as a case due to the fact that one of the thesis partners, Philipp Wolf, 

worked for Rainmaking Innovation, the umbrella company in which SBC operates in. It gave 

location proximity and access to the data, which would have been difficult with other cases.  

This however, limited the exploration of other models and companies. We tried to mitigate 

this limitation by interviewing other accelerators including TechStars, Axel Springer Plug and 

Play and Microsoft Accelerator. Furthermore, SBC’s performance and market position left 

room for improvement, so that analyzing the strategy would help to get insights for other 

cases. For these reasons, we see SBC as an appropriate case study. However, we 

acknowledge that the future research should focus also on other accelerator models to 

understand the whole market and its dynamics. 

Due to lack of resources and time the sample size is limited to three startups, three 

corporates and four accelerators in this thesis. The limited number of participants underlines 

the need for a broader study with quantitative methods. Furthermore, qualitative interviews 

require high efforts regarding the time and processing of the method.   

The semi-structured interview method was used to grasp and integrate emerging factors 

from the interviewees, however, there are dangers in the subjectivity of the interviewer, for 

example, opinions and insights from the study could be integrated. We tried to recognize 

these biases and kept them in mind during the interviews. Another consideration is the own 

perspective and experience of the interview participants: they have particular lenses to view 



	
	

107	

the problems and share only a specific part. It further helped that we successfully established 

a calm and concentrated environment during the interviews to have no or insignificant 

influence on the outcome. Therefore, the semi-structured method is appropriate to the 

explorative nature of this thesis. 

 

The thesis lacks the ability to generalize findings as qualitative interviews is the main data 

source for this study and a single case study is used. Additional data collection in form of a 

quantitative methods would have exceeded the scope of this thesis. Therefore, the biggest 

challenge of the thesis is the generality due to the used case study design of SBC. External 

validity must be questioned and the uncertainty of the evaluation of the results must be 

shown.  Although, we can be relatively sure that our results and findings to the specific case 

are trustworthy, the data collected during the interviews might not be generalizable to a wider 

population. The specificity of the case needs to be taken into account while proposing the 

findings of the study. Therefore, we prioritized in-depth understanding over general 

applicability. At first, it is necessary to understand contextual factors and dynamics between 

the activities within the business in order to successfully set up quantitative analyses.  

The case study focuses on practical implications tailored to SBC due to the unique setup and 

differences in the model. The aim in the sampling method should have been an appropriate 

representation of the entire market. Therefore, the implications can only be applied to other 

accelerators in a limited manner. We tried to mitigate the single case focus through the 

interviews with other accelerators and used the insights for SBC. 

Within the findings and recommendation, the thesis acknowledges that acquiring mature, 

non-competing and rare startups within the same industry might be difficult to achieve. 

However, it is worth mentioning that the theoretical analysis of the case of SBC suggests to 

move towards this direction to increase startup-to-startup learning effects, satisfaction of 

corporate partners and reduce the heavy-lifting efforts that need to be done with early stage 

startups.  
Another factor of limited general applicability is the access to interview participants that are 

mostly located in Berlin or have participated in the same SBC program focused on the 

industry vertical Smart Energy and Transportation. This was due fact that the introductions 

were given by Alex Farcet and finding relevant other key stakeholders of the corporate 

partners that are responsible for the specific accelerator activities is very time and resource 

consuming. Therefore, the applicability might be limited. However, we mitigated this effect 

with choosing interview participants who could share overall insights from SBC global like 
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Alex Farcet and corporate partners as well as startups who have participated in other 

programs before. Moreover, Sabine VanderLinden gives insights from London. 

It would have been also interesting to really look into business models of the leading VCs. As 

explained in the delineation, boundaries blur between accelerators, incubators, business 

angels and VCs. Looking at core competencies of these players would be another milestone 

in determining differentiation of SBC and thus, the sustainability of competitive advantage. 

However, this would go beyond the scope of a master thesis. 

Respectively, it was a good decision to use a constructivist approach with qualitative 

methods. This enabled us to accept emerging factors into our study. The thesis helps to build 

new hypotheses that need further testing in future research. 

 

Future Research 

As outlined in the limitations, the generalizability might be limited to other accelerator cases. 

Future research can help uncover other cases and support the findings from this thesis. 

There are endless possibilities to extend the study and contribute to a better understanding 

of the dynamics within the accelerator market.  

First and foremost, a quantitative analysis of the outlined results of the case study would be 

necessary to support the findings. The extension of the number of participants with other 

accelerator models enhance the outcome of the studies and bring new insights to the studied 

phenomena. Research approaches with other assumptions and setups would have particular 

benefits on the research outcomes. Although, the topic of the accelerator strategy and 

business model is a very important subject for research, previous studies mostly analyzed 

the distinctions in the definitions of an accelerator, incubator and other early stage 

investment forms.  Next to a quantitative analysis, a longitudinal study would benefit the 

analysis of the development over time. In particular, the value propositions of the accelerator 

can be defined and studied. It would also uncover the interrelationships within the activity 

system of accelerators. Moreover, the dataset was limited to only some regions and 

therefore and expansion into other startup ecosystem would help to generalize the findings.  

Furthermore, an integration of early stage investment literature could be beneficial to analyze 

the described phenomena. Dynamics within the VC and business angel market for example, 

can be integrated into the research topic leading to a better understanding of the 

developments in the accelerator space. During this study, it becomes apparent that it is hard 

to compare accelerator programs due to the lack of overall performance measurements. 

General performance indicators can help to bring transparency into the market and to focus 

on the important and value adding activities. 	  
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7. Conclusion 

The conclusion summarizes the main points of this thesis, which consists of seven parts. 

Each part has a dedicated function for contributing to the overall goal of shedding light on the 

new and increasingly growing phenomenon of startups accelerators. This master thesis 

structure follows the requirements that the overall research question of this thesis demands: 

how can startup accelerators optimize their strategic market position using platform dynamics 

and business model innovation to succeed in a highly competitive market? The question is 

answered for a specific case being SBC. In the following the main points of each section are 

outlined. 

	

The thesis starts with the introduction of the overall topic of this thesis, namely, the 

phenomenon of accelerators and their raison d’être. Accelerator face a risen competitive 

pressure in the accelerator market, as the number of players tremendously increased. 

Subsequently, the research question is introduced and a broad structure of the thesis 

including a reading guide that helps to fully grasp the whole picture of this thesis. The 

introduction concludes with a definition on accelerators including typical characteristics on 

the motivation, the program and a delineation from incubators - another institution that works 

with startups and is often used interchangeable. 

	

The thesis proceeds with section 2 on the methodological approach chosen for this thesis. In 

that section we explain why we the selected the three streams of literature being competitive 

strategy, platform dynamics and business model innovation and how it contributes to 

successfully compete in the accelerator market. Using a deductive research approach in 

combination with a semi-structured data collection process, the thesis presents the 

underlying methodological principles that drove this decision. Among others, a key driver for 

gathering qualitative data has been that accelerators are a relatively new phenomenon. In 

that case, single, semi-structured interviews offer the best opportunity to gather most 

relevant information within a short period of time.  
To grasp the full picture of SBC, we have interviewed key executive from all relevant parties 

to understand the market form SBC’s point of view. These include startups, namely, 

Coronect, MediLad and Travis Events that participated in an SBC program to understand 

what value and pain points they see in the current setup of the SBC program. Similar, but 

with an adapted interview guide, we talked to key executives of the corporate partners of 

SBC including HERE, Kuehne + Nagel and Daimler. Moreover, in-depth interviews on the 
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business model, competitive dynamics in the accelerator market and the need for innovation 

were conducted with the main SBC’s competitors in the European market being Axel 

Springer Plug and Play, TechStars and Microsoft Accelerator. Finally, the interviews with 

Alex Farcet, Co-Founder of SBC, and Sabine VanderLinden, Managing Director of Insurtech 

London, helped us to better understand the model of SBC from the scratch including insights 

on the program set-up, the historical path that SBC has taken and relevant background 

information on the accelerator market. The methodology section concludes with a critical 

review of the chosen methodological approach and introduces the reader to the case of SBC. 

	

Following this section, the theoretical framework is presented and what theoretical 

implications arise from the selected literature for SBC. That includes theoretical insights of 

three literature streams, namely, competitive strategy, platform dynamics and business 

model innovation.  
The thesis summarizes how firms can achieve competitive advantage using literature that 

originates from Barney’s Resource Based View (1991). From this perspective, developing 

distinctive core competencies, dynamic capabilities and having relevant assets in place, is a 

prerequisite to gain competitive advantage. The durability of competitive advantage is 

determined by the uniqueness of firm’s resource set. If imitation and substitution of assets 

were excluded and the firm owned a heterogeneous set of assets that builds the foundation 

of firm’s competitive advantage, this culminates into sustainability of the competitive 

advantage. In addition, the thesis also emphasizes the importance of considering the 

dynamics in the market, as the details how dynamic capabilities look like depend on the 

environment the firm operates in. The phenomenon of strategic factor markets is outlined.  
Subsequently, platform dynamics and the relevance for this thesis are stressed. As the 

accelerator program of SBC is seen as a platform connecting startups and corporate 

partners of SBC, the insights from platform dynamics play a central role for this thesis. In 

particular, network effects as defined by Shapiro and Katz (1985) as well as Eisenmann, 

Parker and van Alstyne (2006) are in the center of consideration. The theoretical insights 

implications of direct and indirect as well as same-side and cross-side network effects are 

presented and applied to SBC. In the following major challenges including the pricing of the 

platform, the phenomenon of monopolistic Winner-take-all markets and the threat of 

envelopment are further investigated. All of these threats are considered and highly relevant 

for the case of SBC. 
Finally, the third stream of literature, namely, business model innovation is introduced. The 

first part is dedicated to how the strategy of a firm is connected to its business model. 
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Subsequently, the thesis argues in line with Amit and Zott (2012) that a business model can 

be divided into the content, structure and governance. These three parts can be changed 

when a firm wants to innovate its business model. Firstly, the content refers to all activities 

that are executed within a business model. The structure of a business model describes how 

activities are connected and in which order they are executed. Finally, the governance 

includes all parties that are involved in a business model of a firm. This section concludes 

with the application of the theoretical principles of business model innovation to the case of 

SBC to highlight the relevance for this thesis. Moreover, the thesis highlights the connections 

of the three selected literature streams and how they contribute to analyze and improve the 

overall strategy of SBC. 

	

In section four the results from the interviews are presented. Each interviewee is briefly 

introduced and the major findings that are relevant for answering the overall research 

question of this paper are highlighted. As mentioned above the Interviews were conducted 

with three startups, three corporate partners, three competitive accelerators to SBC, the MD 

of the SBC Insurtech in London and the Co-Founder of SBC. The interviews followed the 

interview guide that can be found in attachment. Due to the semi-structured nature of the 

interviews spontaneous variations to the interview guide have been excepted. The results 

present a holistic picture of the current status quo of SBC as all parties that impact SBC 

competitive position are considered. Besides secondary data, being online sources, manuals 

of SBC and theory on accelerators, the interviews are the primary source for answering the 

research question of this paper. 

	

The following section analysis the results of this paper from a theoretical perspective 

introduced in section three. The thesis structures the results into a market and a program 

analyses. The first consists of an examination of the dynamics in the accelerator market and 

finds SBC operating in a moderately dynamic market with only minor Winner-take-all markets 

characteristics. At least at first glance the programs lack differentiation in a more and more 

competitive market. Therefore, the thesis investigates SBC’s key resources, namely the 

mentor network, its reputation and the choice of industry verticals and puts it in the context of 

the theoretical framework introduced in section three. The thesis finds the mentor network to 

be endangered by imitation and replication as the mentors are traded on a strategic factor 

market. On the other side, SBC’s reputation is a source of sustainable competitive advantage 

as a mainly non-tradable asset. Finally, the choice of industry verticals represents SBC’s 
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expectations about the future, which can lead to above-normal returns even in perfect 

strategic factor markets. 
The analysis of the program is structured into the content and the participants of the 

program. The findings in the content of program include the five major findings that are 

analysed from a theoretical perspective. Firstly, a low engagement from the corporates side 

that decreases cross-side effects of SBC as a platform. An imbalance in the operations for 

startups and corporates of SBC leads to inefficiencies and thus, a reduced profitability of the 

program. Differing quality levels across SBC programs threatens the SBC’s unique core 

competencies and reputation. The demo day lost the initial purpose of connecting startups to 

VCs and executives from corporates to foster startup-corporate collaboration. This 

endangers the existence of startups as the survival requires financial income of any form. 

Finally, a weak post-program phase of SBC further decreases the chances for startups to 

gain funding or collaboration in the long-term. 
The analysis of the participants finds that the programs consist of heterogeneous startup 

batches that lead to reduced same-side effects and less value of the offered complementary 

services. Secondly, the nature of big corporates comes with structural barriers to allow true 

engagement during the program and collaboration with the startups. 

	

The findings from the analysis culminate into the discussion in section 6, which is structured 

into practical implications and limitations of this thesis. It collects the main points from 

competitive strategy, platform dynamics and business model innovation and demonstrates 

what this means for the case SBC. Based on the selected literature, the thesis provides 

practical implications for SBC.  
Firstly, the thesis suggests to innovate the activity system of current business model by 

enhancing the operations, the quality of the post-program phase and a replacement of the 

final demo day with a new activity that serves the original purpose of the event.  
Subsequently, based on the theory of platform dynamics the thesis proposes to increase 

network effects and the value of complementary services by adjusting the business model 

content. This can be done by introducing mandatory startup-corporate collaboration 

programs and reducing the quantity while increasing the quality of the touching points in a 

program. Moreover, selecting equally later-staged startup batches increases same-side 

effects and the value for corporate partners. 
Finally, the practical implications conclude by advising to develop core competencies and 

dynamic capabilities to confront the current dynamics in the accelerator market in proper 

manner. As the theory suggests, SBC should strengthen its positions, particularly the 
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knowledge base, from which distinctive core competencies can arise. Moreover, internalizing 

and keeping the mentor network close to the core of the company can build up a valuable 

asset, which is not threatened by imitation or substitution. Thus, competitive advantage built 

on these position becomes more sustainable. 
The thesis proceeds with the limitations of this thesis including the future research. Due to 

the explanatory nature of the chosen research approach the findings lack general 

applicability to a broader population. Different mechanisms that are implemented make the 

study design still appropriate. The thesis demonstrates the research gaps and underlines the 

importance to study the highlighted phenomena. In section 7, the thesis concludes with 

summarizing the major points from every section. 
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Appendix 
Scoping Interview Guide Accelerators 

• General Information about the accelerator; Age, Industry, Revenue, Business Model, 

Customer 

o What is the overall mission and strategy of the accelerator? Why does 

SBC/MSFT/ASPnP exist? 

• About the market  

o What is the value proposition of the accelerator 

§ For corporates? Why do they involve? 

§ For startups? Why are they choosing your accelerator? 

o How do you perceive competition in the accelerator market and has it become 

more difficult to acquire A+ startups/corporates?   

• About the program 

o Pre-program 

§ How do you select startups (process)? What is your main focus -  

• business model/idea  

o Time to entry (first mover advantages) 

o Market situation 

• founding team? 

o Characteristics of the founders (bet on the horse or on 

the jockey) 

o Composition (diversity, generalists, specialists) 

o Previous performance 

o Network position 

§ How do you select topics, corporates, workshops, mentors, city? Why 

not more vertically focused? 

o During the Program 

§ What are common highlights/lowlights during the accelerator program? 

§ How often do you interact with startups or corporates? What was the 

main purpose for interaction? 

§ How would you rate the mentor programs? What other extra services 

does the accelerator provide that really adds value for 

startups/corporates? 

§ Final Demo Day: What is your overall perception of this event? 
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o What are you doing in the post-program phase? 

§ For corporates? 

§ For startups? 

• Questions pointing towards the theoretical basis of this paper being competitive 

strategy, platform dynamics and BMI. Brief introduction of each body of literature 

o Competitive strategy 

§ What is it that your accelerator is really good at? (core competencies, 

reputation) 

§ Are these assets/competencies unique and difficult to replicate? 

o Platform dynamics:  

§ Which party is more difficult to acquire, Startups/Corporates? Has it 

been easier after you have acquired a well-known participant to 

acquire other participants? 

§ Why is the accelerator needed to get in contact with startups? Why 

can Startups not get in contact with the corporate (department)? 

§ How are corporates/startups bounded to the accelerator (so that 

switching costs are high)? 

§ Besides connecting startups to corporates: are you aiming at 

expanding to new services or creating an ecosystem around the SBC? 

(e.g. content/news providing, Co-working spaces, lobbyism, 

workshops and mentor) 

o Business Model Innovation 

§ Do you see a need in innovating the current business model of startup 

accelerators? (Competition, low profitability) Why? 

§ Is value proposition and the price participants pay in balance from your 

perspective? 
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Interview Guide Corporates of SBC 
• General information about the corporate partner 

o Industry, Employees, Revenue, Budget for accelerators/innovation, Which 

SBC 

• About the market and accelerators 

o What was your initial perception and decisive factors for SBC? (- compared to 

other accelerators?) (MD, reputation/brand, value proposition) 

o What are important assets/competencies of accelerators from your 

perspective? 

o What are your incentives/expectations to participate in SBC? 

• About the program of SBC 

o What were the highlights/lowlights during the SBC program? 

o How often did you interact with SBC or startups? What was the main purpose 

for interaction? 

o How would you rate the mentor programs? What other extra services did SBC 

offer that really helped you? 

o Final Demo Day: What was your overall perception of this event? 

o Did you ever participate in other accelerator programs? What has been 

better/worse? 

• Questions pointing towards the theoretical basis of this paper being competitive 

strategy, platform dynamics and BMI. Brief introduction of each body of literature 

o Competitive strategy 

§ What is it that SBC is really good at? (core competencies, reputation) 

§ Are these assets/competencies unique and difficult to replicate? 

o Platform dynamics:  

§ Has the quality/reputation of the startups been decisive for 

participating at SBC? 

§ Did you see progress of startup’s development during the program? 

o Business Model Innovation 

§ Do you see a need in innovating the current business model of startup 

accelerators? Why? 

§ Is value proposition and price of SBC in balance from your 

perspective? 
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Interview Guide Startups of SBC 
• General information about the Startup 

o Startups: Before/After SBC: Age, Industry, Employees, Customers, Revenue 

• About the market and accelerators 

o What was your initial perception and decisive factors for SBC? (- compared to 

other accelerators?) (MD, reputation/brand, value proposition) 

o What are important assets/competencies of accelerators from your 

perspective? 

o What are your incentives/expectations to participate in SBC? 

• About the program of SBC 

o What were the highlights/lowlights during the SBC program? 

o How often did you interact with SBC or Corporates? What was the main 

purpose for interaction? 

o How would you rate the mentor programs? What other extra services did SBC 

offer that really helped you? 

o Final Demo Day: What was your overall perception of this event? 

o Did you ever participate in other accelerator programs? What has been 

better/worse? 

• Questions pointing towards the theoretical basis of this paper being competitive 

strategy, platform dynamics and BMI. Brief introduction of each body of literature 

o Competitive strategy 

§ What is it that SBC is really good at? (core competencies, reputation) 

§ Are these assets/competencies unique and difficult to replicate? 

o Platform dynamics:  

§ Has the quality/reputation of the corporates been decisive for 

participating at SBC? 

§ What is your perception of your startup’s development during the 

program? 

o Business Model Innovation 

§ Do you see a need in innovating the current business model of startup 

accelerators? Why? 

§ Is value proposition and the paid equity of SBC in balance from your 

perspective?  

 
 


