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Looking back
From April 2020 onwards, we have been collecting
data regarding the effect of the COVID-19
pandemic on the innovation and venturing
activities of organizations. We gratefully
acknowledge financial support for this research
from ZonMW through the “Wetenschap voor de
Praktijk” funding scheme.

On September 29th, the second Corporate Venturing & Entrepreneurship Summit (CVES) Academics Meet Practitioners took place. The CVES is a one-day summit which brings together
the latest insights on corporate venturing & entrepreneurship, from both a practical as well as an
academic perspective. Speakers included FUJIFILM Europe’s Peter Struik, IESE Business School’s
Josemaria Siota, Imperial College London’s Professor Anu Wadwha, SAP’s Deepa Gautam-Nigge,
Aalto University’s Professor Markku Maula, Henkel’s Robert Günther as well as Bosch’s Johannes
Grabowski.

Who are we?
The Corporate Venturing and Entrepreneurship
Community brings together an international audience
of corporate venturing professionals, researchers and
entrepreneurs. We exchange the latest insights on
corporate venturing, collaborative innovation and
entrepreneurship and discover new concepts and ways
of working together.
The Corporate Venturing & Entrepreneurship
Community is organized by the Corporate Venturing
Network, Tilburg University and Rotterdam School of
Management, Erasmus University (RSM).
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1. Times of crisis: danger or opportunity?
The Japanese word for crisis, ‘Kiki’, is written with the use of two symbols: 危 and 機.
The first symbol (危) means ‘danger’, while the second (機) stands for ‘opportunity’.
This two-sided nature of a crisis is much more than a good-sounding catch phrase or
nice theoretical concept; it has been at the center of empirical studies on the effects
of crises for decades. Especially empirical work that focuses on innovation during
crises has emphasized the paradoxical nature of these periods. For example, when
looking at the 2008 recession, multiple studies found that innovation budgets
decreased and funding gaps arose during the period1; as was to be expected. At the
same time, however, those firms that were known as ‘great innovators’ were found to
actually increase their investments during a crisis. Additionally, those enterprises that
continued to invest in innovation proved to be able to better cope. Travelling to Japan
once more, an early work on innovation during crisis2 provides a simple yet apt
example. The article showed how, during a recession in the mid-seventies, U.S. chip
manufacturers cut costs, while their Japanese competitors continued to invest and in
turn became the dominant members players in the market from that recession
onwards.
The paradoxical and uncertain nature of crises makes them not just complicated, but
also highly complex. That fact renders them especially important to study, understand
and learn from. This is likely to be most effectively achieved in a collaborative fashion,
which is precisely what this project seeks to do.
As part of the current project, questionnaires were sent out and interviews were held
with several (primarily Dutch) corporates as well as regional development agencies at
different stages of the current pandemic (an overview of which the participating
organizations can be found at the end of this report). Preliminary results and
subsequent insights have been thus far been shared in a dedicated a webinar in June
and during the Corporate Venturing and Entrepreneurship Summit in September. With
the pandemic persisting and the study thus continuing, we aim to provide our
community with additional results that can be easily reviewed. In this first report we
share the results of the first rounds of our study, which took place during the early as
well as intermediate phase of the pandemic. The first round (April – June 2020)
For example:
Block, J., & Sandner, P. (2009). What is the effect of the financial crisis on venture capital financing?
Empirical evidence from US Internet start-ups. Venture Capital, 11(4), 295–309.
Paunov, C. (2012). The global crisis and firms’ investments in innovation. Research Policy, 41(1), 24–35.
2 In this case:
Ghemawat, P. (2009). The Risk of Not Investing in a Recession. MIT Sloan Management Review, 50(3),
31–38.
1
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centered around the immediate effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on the corporate
venturing activities of organizations, and how those organizations were coping with
the pandemic shortly after its outbreak. The second round (September – November
2020) was conducted to compare companies’ attitudes towards the COVID pandemic
before and during the summer period; and its alleviation of restrictions. Similarly,
future rounds might be held to increase our understanding of how corporate venturing
was impacted on the long run and throughout different stages of the pandemic.
To kick-off, as the graphs on this and the next pages show, the paradox discussed
above is also clearly present in the first results. As an example, while a vast majority
of respondents (over 80%) agrees that the pandemic is likely to lead to an acceleration
of innovation (seen below), all respondents saw their innovation budget either
decrease (42%) or remain the same (58%; see page 5). In section 2, we will take a
closer look at this.

The expected effect of COVID_19 on
the acceleration of innovation_
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The effect of COVID_19 on the overall
innovation budget_

Before continuing to section 2, however, we take a brief look at how the
beforementioned results changed between the two rounds of inquiry (see graphs on
page 6). When we do so, it becomes clear that still over 80% of respondents agree that
the COVID_19 pandemic is likely to lead to an acceleration of innovation. However, the
composition of that 80% has changed; as in April, the majority strongly agreed with
the statement, while in October the majority “merely” agreed with it. When examining
how the innovation budget was affected by the pandemic (as shown in the graphs on
the previous and next page), we can see that in April none of the respondents noted
that their innovation budget had increased. In the second round, however, 10% of
participants mentioned that their innovation budget expanded in response to the
pandemic; of which one third said that this was an increase of more than 10%. This
was mainly at the expense of the category that encompassed a decrease in the overall
innovation budget by less than 10%.
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The expected effect of COVID_19 on
the acceleration of innovation_

The effect of COVID_19 on the overall
innovation budget_
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2. A closer look: uncertainty and budget
composition
A concept closely related to crises is uncertainty and as such, when interpreting the
decisions made during periods of crisis, it is important to consider to what extent
actors felt uncertain. The graph on the next page shows respondents’ feelings of
uncertainty during the first round of inquiry. As becomes clear, there were no strong
feelings of uncertainty among the majority of participants.
What is important to note however is that, rather than for example the 2008
recession, the current pandemic is a non-systemic crisis, meaning that different
industries are hit in completely different ways. As is visible at the end of this report,
some of the participants are active in the airline industry, which is more profoundly
hit and faces greater uncertainty than some other industries; such as, for instance,
the banking sector. At the same time, there are also companies that experienced a
pronounced shift from one product group to the other. An example of this lies in
FMCG, where “out-of-home” demand stalled, but sales of hygiene- or long shelf life
products increased. As such, the fact that approximately 20% of participants
disagreed with the statement that they had a good overview of the impact of the
pandemic om the venturing activities of their company should not be overlooked and
the fact that 80% disagreed with the statement should similarly not be generalized.

The effect of COVID_19 on perceived
uncertainty_
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The effect of pandemic on investment
strategies_

On earlier pages, we have seen what happened to overall innovation budgets early in
the pandemic. Taking a closer look at the second graph on the previous page, the
particular investment strategies employed align with the level of uncertainty
perceived, as most participants did not change their investment strategies in April.
Interestingly, almost as many respondents indicated to have defined new investment
areas as were those that reduced the areas in which they invested. This fact ties in
well with the dual nature of crises as discussed in the first section. Sticking more
closely to the core, which was associated with reducing the number of investment
areas, was a subject that was often raised during the interviews.
When looking at changes in corporate venturing budgets, as visible on the next page,
a division between in- and external venturing is also of informative value. As is visible
in the visualizations addressing in- and external ventures (one on this page, the other
on the next), there are some striking similarities between investment trends in both;
with (almost) 44% continuing their investments as planned and 40% selectively
reducing their budget in both instances. There is, however, some difference in how the
remaining approximately 16% is distributed. In the case of internal ventures that share
represents participants who answered that they reduced the budget for all rather than
a selective set of internal assets, while none have been put on hold. For external
ventures on the other hand, the share is subdivided by 10% that informed us that they
only invest in external ventures that they’ve invested in before and 6.7% who have
frozen all new investment decisions in external ventures. The latter will be more
extensively addressed in section 3.
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The effect of pandemic on
investments in internal ventures_

The effect of pandemic on
investments in external ventures_
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Again, after having reviewed what the initial response to the crisis looked like, we
briefly compare these results of those of the second interview round; which took place
in October 2020 (the graphs related to this interview round are visible on the next
pages). In terms of feelings of uncertainty, as the dust settled in October, an increased
number of participants had a better overview of the impact of the pandemic on the
corporate venturing of their company. Similarly, respondents generally felt more
certain about how to respond to current changes in the external environment as, for
instance, the number of participants that strongly agreed with that assertion doubled.
As the graphs addressing the effect the pandemic on participants’ investment
strategies show, the number of participants that have defined new investment areas
halved between April and October. At the same time, the number of respondents that
have reduced their investment areas increased from just under 15% to over a quarter
of the sample. In terms of internal- and external venturing, it becomes clear that the
proportion of participants that has continued their investment in these two areas
according to plan increased. What is important to note is that over summer, COVID-19
rates were lower resulting in less restrictions and likely contributed a lower level of
uncertainty. A slight difference between the questionnaire rounds is that in October,
approximately 5% of participants froze all new investments, while none did in April.
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The effect of COVID_19 on perceived
uncertainty_

The effect of pandemic on investment
strategies_
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The effect of pandemic on
investments in internal ventures_

The effect of pandemic on
investments in external ventures_
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3. Our relationship with startups during the
pandemic: the supportive role of corporate
venturing
We concluded the last section by looking at how the budget for external ventures
changed during the first phase of the pandemic. This brings us to a subject that
becomes especially important in times like these. Dr. Martin Luther King once
famously said: “The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of
comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy”.
This could also be related to the field of corporate venturing as it is in crises like the
current pandemic that the supportive role of corporates is really tested. As such, we
raised a few questions that specifically looked at the relationship between corporates
and start-ups. The answers showed that a large majority (around 80%) participants
shared the view that it is the responsibility of corporates to support start-ups that face
difficulties due to the pandemic; while approximately 20% was neutral or somewhat
disagreed with the view. At the same time however, 50% of participants have actually
offered (or were considering to offer) bridge loans and less than 40% have invested
(or were considering to invest) in ventures that needed additional funding due to the
pandemic.

The supportive role of corporate
venturing during the pandemic_
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Collaboration with startups due to
the pandemic_

The expected effect of COVID_19 on
the startup_
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When taking a more explicit look at collaboration with start-ups (page 14), it becomes
visible that less than one third of participants decreased their collaborations with
startups while only about 3% completely stopped all collaborations in April.
Simultaneously, almost 10% of respondents increased their collaborations with
startups, which is important in the light of another statistic. Namely, about 80% of
participants indicated that they saw startups as a critical resource in the recovery of
the economy after the pandemic. Because of the start-up’s association with
innovation, particular attention will be given to innovation in the next chapter.
Like previous sections, we wrap this section up with a comparison of Rounds I and II.
An interesting change between these is that at the time the first round took place, less
than 10% of participants strongly agreed with the statement that they had invested (or
were considering to invest) in ventures that need additional funding due to COVID-19,
while this number had risen to 50% in October. Changes in collaboration with startups
are somewhat comparable with changes in the investment in in- and external ventures
discussed in the previous section, as, for instance, continuation of investments as
planned increased in presence.

The supportive role of corporate
venturing during the pandemic_
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Collaboration with startups due to
the pandemic_

The expected effect of COVID_19 on
the startup_
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4.

Back to innovation

As discussed, a large majority of respondents saw start-ups as crucial drivers of
recovery of the economy after the pandemic. This is a likely result of their strong
association with innovative capacity. As innovation has shown to be especially
relevant during crisis, it is worth taking an extra look at this subject. We do this by first
examining how participants think about innovation and subsequently mapping how
they act.
The graph below sheds a light on how respondents view innovation. Looking at
whether respondents think that the technology in their industry is changing quite
rapidly, it becomes clear that a slight majority of respondents agree with the
statement. At the same time, a much more pronounced majority agrees with the
statement that technological changes represent significant opportunities in their
industry, and that this majority had even increased in Round II.
When looking at how participants were actually engaging in innovation, no obvious
verdict can be made based on respondents’ actions in terms of scouting for an
investment in innovation in April. This fits the results we found in terms of perceived
uncertainty at that time. Interestingly, a much more clear-cut composition of results is
to be observed in Round II, as clearly a majority of respondents invested in innovation
initiatives. Most notable being that approximately two thirds of participants were
investing in initiatives to create new products and/ or services. As such, it seems, as
commented before, like the dust had settled and looking ahead -and seizing
opportunities- became increasingly possible.

The expected effect of COVID_19 on
new technologies_

Due to
COVID19 …

17

Round I (Apr. 2020)
Round II (Oct. 2020)

Investing in innovation during the
pandemic_

The expected effect of COVID_19 on
new technologies_
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Investing in innovation during the
pandemic_

5.

Before, during and after the pandemic

We wrap up this report by exploring how participants viewed their situation before,
during and after the pandemic; at the time of both interview rounds. Doing so shows
us that before the pandemic, almost 80% of observers were able to obtain the
resources to support new strategic initiatives in the mid/ long term. In April, this
amount had decreased to 50% while in October, the number had increased again to
around 70%. When looking at the resources available for the short term, the proportion
that agreed to having these available halved going from the period before the
pandemic to April. In October, this had recovered, but not to the extent that we see
with mid/ long term initiatives; the number of respondents agreeing to having means
to support their short-term initiatives amounted to two thirds of the pre-pandemic
level.
Lastly, some interesting differences can be seen in participating firms’ outlooks. In
April, the majority expected to sustain their business and restore operations after the
pandemic, while in October this viewpoint had lost its majority. Interestingly, the
number of respondents that expected to continue with the new business models that
were created during the COVID-19 pandemic after the crisis ended doubled from
16.7% in April to 25% in October. Similarly, the proportion of respondents that expected
to restructure their company post-pandemic increased by almost 20% from 26% to
31% between the two interview rounds. As was the case in the previous sections, these
results are included for your own examination on the next pages.
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Available resources: before the
pandemic_

Available resources: April 2020_
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Expected actions of the company,
after the pandemic_

Available resources: October 2020_
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Expected actions of the company,
after the pandemic_
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Looking forward
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As we are still in the midst of the pandemic, it is clear that we do not
and cannot yet have a full understanding of the effects of COVID-19
on the innovation and venturing activities of organizations. It is
therefore paramount that we continue our efforts to understand how
managers and organizations respond to the pandemic in order to
draw lessons for the future (and pandemics to come).

Based on the current insights, we have developed a Pandemic
Resilience Scan, which can be found on our website:
www.corporateventuringentrepreneurship.com.

In the coming months, we will continue our data collection efforts
to further improve our understanding of how venturing and
innovation managers can cope with pandemics such as COVID-19.

Participants
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About the team:

Corina Kuiper is founder of The Innovation
Family, Director & Board Member of the Corporate
Venturing Network and author of the book ‘Corporate
Venturing’ with 25 years of field experience in Corporate
Venturing.

Vareska van de Vrande is Professor of
Collaborative Innovation and Business Venturing at
Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University.
Vareska joined RSM in 2007 after completing a PhD in
Industrial Engineering and Management Science at the
Eindhoven University of Technology.

Bas Crombag is PhD candidate in Strategic
Management & Entrepreneurship at Rotterdam School of
Management, Erasmus University where he obtained his
MSc in 2019. His current research focusses on how
companies manage strategic contradictions (such as
exploration and exploitation) in times of crisis.
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