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“The Market Is Too Small”

As alluded to in the incumbent-sized-deal section above, large 

companies by definition have difficulty sorting between small 

opportunities and opportunities that may appear small at the 

moment but have potential to be massive. While employee in-

centives tell part of the story, company culture is also important. 

Some companies recognize the impossible task of sorting poten-

tial market size for nascent opportunities, and these companies 

figure out ways to incentivize or encourage employees (or at least 

certain departments) to explore new businesses. 

In most large companies, however, employees need to defend 

an addressable market size in order to be given permission to 

work on an idea. And this addressable market size needs to be 

significant, which can be a Herculean task. As Table 4.1 shows, 

the world’s largest companies make double or even triple digit 

billions of dollars per year in revenue. Creating a line of business 

that can affect that number is a monumental project.

Table 4.1: Large Company Annual Revenue

Company Name Annual Revenue (2016)

Ford $151.8 Billion

Alphabet (Google parent 
company)

$89.5 Billion

Procter & Gamble $65.3 Billion

Coca-Cola $41.9 Billion

At the first startup I ever worked for, MomTrusted.com, we 

were putting a content partnership in place with Procter & 

Gamble. As we were working on the pitch, I was getting excited 
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Deal 1

Stage: Pilot (50 percent chance of closing)

Potential Value: $10,000 per year

Expected Value: $5,000

Deal 2

Stage: Introductory Meeting (10 percent chance of closing)

Potential Value: $50,000 per year

Expected Value: $5,000

Deal 3

Stage: Scale Up Conversation, post-pilot (75 percent 

chance of closing)

Potential Value: $20,000 per year

Expected Value: $15,000

As you can see, the total expected value of the simplified pipe-

line above is $25,000. This value is derived by weighing the total 

deal value with the percentage chance of closing, based on the 

stage the deal is currently at in the process. This now allows you 

to quantitatively determine if your sales pipeline is growing or 

shrinking, week to week and quarter to quarter. Many customer 

relationship management (CRM) systems will do this calculation 

for you automatically. 

Long story short: use a portfolio approach if enterprise sales 

are part of your growth strategy. 
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I’m beyond grateful for the wonderful people who gave me so 

much of their time to help turn this book into a reality. Some of 

these interviews were so deep and insightful that it seemed like a 

waste not to include them in their entirety. Here they are:

Interview with Arden Rosenblatt, Founder and CEO  
of PieceMaker Technologies

Tell me about your experience as a founder working with large 

companies.

PieceMaker has been fortunate to work with a variety of 

large companies. The first major company we worked with 

was Toys“R”Us, where we piloted several in-store 3D printing 

kiosks in New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. We first 

met the team from Toys“R”Us at Toy Fair NYC, the country’s 

largest toy-industry expo held at the Javits Center each year. 

For PieceMaker, it’s the big event of the year and where we 

made a lot of strong early connections. By the end of 2014, we 

were gearing up to pilot the earliest prototype of 3D printing 

kiosks for mass retail. 

Overall, it was a great experience and introduction to nav-

igating corporate for us. Toys“R”Us was enthusiastic to bring 

these experiences to life, but we had to meet the same hur-

dles that any children’s product would need to, both from a 

safety/reliability/operations perspective, and also in terms of 

sales. While this brought some challenges to a young company 
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working with a large partner for the first time, it ended up 

making us much stronger. All our printers and equipment 

became certified to UL spec, our printable content was tested 

to meet US child safety standards for ages 3+ (making us first 

in the country), and the design of our kiosk benefited greatly 

from Toys“R”Us’s expertise in installation, retail operations, 

and customer experiences. 

While there can be many aspects of working with large com-

panies that are frustrating to small companies and startups, like 

the sluggish pace, in the best-case scenario large partners can 

provide invaluable knowledge and mentorship. For early-stage 

companies, the associated guidance and expertise may be one 

of the most valuable aspects of the deal. We carried this philos-

ophy to our work with Ford Motors and Nickelodeon, bringing 

their branded content to life as customizable, 3D printable toys, 

accessories, and souvenirs. Now that we had the important stuff 

out of the way (security, reliability, safety, etc.), these incredible 

brands help us fine-tune our product design, helping us learn 

across product lines how to make toys kids love. 

Since expanding outside the toy industry, PieceMaker has 

done more direct B2B work in a variety of markets; however, 

that magic formula doesn’t change. We believe strongly that 

combining the laser focus and street experience that startups 

bring with the scale and expertise of large companies is the for-

mula for success in innovation. When either party goes it alone, 

they are inevitably forced outside their comfort zone, where it’s 

easy to make very costly mistakes. 

PieceMaker has also worked with ExOne (Metal 3D Printing), 

Paul Michael Design (Jewelry), and other companies in a variety 

of industries. 
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Any major successes you’d like to elaborate on?

I think we’ve had a fair share of major breakthroughs made 

possible through our work with corporate partners. Much of the 

work PieceMaker did with venues like Toys“R”Us or the India-

napolis Children’s Museum was groundbreaking. These were the 

first retail 3D printing systems, the first printed line of children’s 

toys approved for sale in the US, the first customizable printed 

product lines for partners like Nickelodeon or Ford, the first AM 

systems to be operated by non-technical retail staff, and the list 

goes on. 

On a personal level, one of our biggest successes was enabling 

anyone (mostly ages 5+) to create meaningfully customized, 

one-of-a-kind 3D products for the first time. The look on each 

customer’s face when they received the piece they had just de-

signed was always the same, across thousands of families. It’s the 

same look we had when we started 3D printing, one where you 

can see the universe expanding in a person’s mind. We believe 

very strongly in the democratizing power of digital manufac-

turing, so it’s very rewarding to see that reinforced time and time 

again with normal families from across the country and globe. 

Just as important, are there any failures you’d like to point to?

I think many would view the fact that we are not currently op-

erating retail printing kiosks as a failure. To some degree, I would 

agree; but overall I don’t view this as a failure. Our intention 

from the beginning was to test the best ways to bring a radically 

new product and channel to market. On a store level, the re-

sults were incredibly promising, with sales reaching up to $1,000 

per day from a single station (using about $15 of raw material). 

However, scaling the deployment, operation, and maintenance of 
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hundreds or thousands of kiosks is a very different undertaking, 

one that requires VC support. Raising VC money was an area I 

couldn’t make it happen, and we had to shift business plans. 

That being said, overall we consider each one of these rela-

tionships incredibly positive. As mentioned above, they helped 

us develop unique expertise on AM systems and supply chains 

that has enabled us to join the B2B market in a serious way. They 

helped us develop end-to-end systems that are safe, secure, effi-

cient, and profitable. Without this history, we wouldn’t be able 

to work the exciting projects we do today that continue to push 

the boundaries of digital manufacturing. It may not be a road 

map to world domination, as retail kiosks might have been, but 

we’re continuing to grow revenue and bring our technology to 

some of the best brands in the world to create next-generation 

experiences, products, and supply chains. 

When approaching a large company, what does your process 

look like? 

We usually try to connect on a personal level, whether through 

word of mouth, introductions through our network, or at in-

dustry conferences. In our experience, these are the most suc-

cessful relationships. 

In the early years, industry conferences were by far the best 

channel for us. In particular, Toy Fair NYC was one of our big-

gest events of the year. One of the reasons it was so important for 

us was Toy Fair enabled us to create a live experience, critical to 

selling the magic of custom-printed products on demand. Every 

year, there was some form of custom giveaways 3D-printed 

on-site, from personalized NYC paraphernalia to 3D selfies. This 

experiential booth was quite purposeful: we had constant traffic 

throughout the show, and it generated considerable buzz from 
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strong press coverage and Popular Science’s “Best of Toy Fair 

2016” Award. 

Not only was this an opportunity to meet the major retailers 

and brands in the space, and to leave a strong impression, but 

it was also a great forum to check in with our partners and ac-

quaintances, scheduling meetings right on-site to see how we can 

move forward. 

Have you ever made a mistake when approaching or trying to 

close a deal with a large company?

In general . . . it’s hard to say, but I don’t think so. We’ve defi-

nitely blown it with investors. Once, I had a deal in the works 

with an investor who was very excited, and would have been an 

exceptional asset. I decided to bring some additional members of 

my team in to listen, but it fell apart pretty quickly. They started 

asking a lot of questions and for feedback on our business. I 

lost control of the meeting, and essentially the deal fell apart 

from there. I’ve also had an investment fall through because they 

didn’t like an answer I gave after a pitch. 

The corporate world is very different than investment . . . 

much less mercurial. I think it goes back to my earlier answers—

those that don’t really need your solution will find any excuse to 

get spooked. Those that genuinely need what you do, and have 

a clear sense of where it fits into their road map . . . they are the 

ones who will push a deal through. 

With that in mind, I’m sure we’ve made a few teams nervous 

when we get overly aggressive on getting contracts signed and 

payments on a regular schedule—cash is king at a startup— 

however, it has never been to the point of killing a deal or re-

lationship. More the normal back-and-forth between a hungry 

small company and large organizations dealing with bureaucracy 
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and looking to use their leverage to get the best deal and longest 

deferments of payment possible. 

When there is shared understanding and passion on both 

sides, most deals seem >90% likely to close. The rare exception 

is when an entire project gets killed from the higher-ups. 

Who do you typically approach within a large company?

Because we are working with consumer-facing technology, we 

often connect first with innovation teams. From there, marketing 

and engineering often come in to tweak the specs to meet their 

needs. 

How do you navigate through the maze of departments and em-

ployees within large companies?

We’ve found that it’s essential to find projects the company cares 

about, and to speak directly with an employee that can become an 

internal champion. Most contracts end up signed by a C-level em-

ployee, which means that there is a long chain you have to survive 

without being there to champion yourself. It goes a long way to 

have a solution to a problem they are already looking to solve, 

otherwise you can get stuck in dead ends that drag out. 

In my experience, companies that vacillate when it’s time to 

start drafting an agreement rarely move forward at that time. 

That being said, we’ve had several companies re-approach us 

months or years later. This shows the importance of developing 

good relationships and a strong reputation. While many compa-

nies may not be ready to jump on opportunities immediately, and 

may string you along as they figure that out, they will be ready 

someday. It’s important to be top-of-mind when that happens. 
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In areas where there is high turnover of employees, maintaining 

these networks and relationships can be especially challenging. 

How long does an enterprise deal typically take you to close, 

from start to finish? 

The time from first contact to a signed agreement is usually 

about six to nine months. From there, contracts range from 

months to years. 

How do you maintain a strong relationship with your corporate 

partner once the deal has been closed?

This is a challenge for small companies, especially as turnover 

can be high at larger organizations. Our approach is to continu-

ally search for new opportunities which leverage our partners in 

a mutually beneficial way. This could mean connecting them to 

other partners or projects in our network, or exploring ways to 

expand or improve completed projects. The best way to maintain 

a strong relationship is to continue adding value. 

We also check in periodically over email, and try to use any 

mutual events as an opportunity to catch up more personally. 

Is there anything you wish corporate innovators knew about 

startups that would improve your interactions?

The hardest part of working with a large company, for 

startups, is that the timetables are extremely long. Small com-

panies often do not have the resources to develop robust sales 

pipelines and portfolios of leads, which means that many can 

bleed out waiting on large first contracts to hit. I’m not sure if 
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corporate partners always realize that this is a real constraint for 

small companies and startups. 

In many ways, startups operate more like a private contractor 

than a large corporation. Every project they undertake is crit-

ical to cash flow, and they schedule very tightly to meet those 

opportunities they see as best. Working with large companies in-

volves inevitable delays as project teams try to secure all the ap-

provals and inputs associated with safely bringing new products 

to market. If companies understood the extent to which this can 

bleed out a smaller company, there might be room to streamline 

the process, in turn providing more security to startups, likely 

lowering prices and improving rates of success. 

Additionally, I think some large corporations have a ten-

dency to undervalue input from startups. Since they have more 

resources and experience, many seem overly confident of tack-

ling new challenges in-house, when there is almost always some 

startup that has already been living this new market for years. I 

believe we need a shift in focus from ignoring, competing, then 

buying startups, to nurturing and partnering with them from the 

beginning. By doing so, both startups and large companies can 

focus on the areas they know best, find the right solutions to 

large problems, and then scale those solutions very quickly. This 

is not to say corporations shouldn’t cherry-pick the best solu-

tions to work with, only that they should do it sooner in the 

process and take a more active role in supporting the transition 

to scale. 

What is the most important thing you’ve learned about startup- 

corporate interactions since becoming a founder? 

I’ve learned how important it is for startup technology to fit 

into industry trends. With the right startup-corporate partnership, 

8154 Startup Gold Mine_2P.indd   208 7/6/18   12:30 AM



APPENDIX 1:  FULL INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS

209

new technology can be brought to market at an incredible pace. 

Startups bring experiences in the trenches, building solutions 

that no corporation can match. Corporations bring the resources 

and the market reach to grow the right solutions to scale. How-

ever, many companies are understandably very careful with 

these resources, and can at times be very careless with a startup. 

I don’t think it’s malicious, just a misunderstanding of the way 

constraints and limited resources affect startup sales processes. 

At the end of the day, if a large company is not fired up about 

moving forward, as a startup it’s usually better to focus elsewhere 

while maintaining a friendly relationship. As the startup grows 

and builds the resources to manage a broader pipeline, they can 

then look to expand their pipeline down the line. If you’re not in 

line with the collective momentum of the industry, it becomes an 

uphill battle very quickly. 

To learn more about Arden and PieceMaker Technologies’ 

groundbreaking work in 3D printing, please visit www.piece-

maker.com.

Interview with Bill Belias, Founder of Ergonex

What is the counterargument to the “It’s never worthwhile using 

consultants” argument?

The interesting thing is that consultants are often thought of 

as experts, but I don’t think that’s necessarily the main reason 

that would make a consultant effective. I believe that a consul-

tant has the ability to focus on a problem without the noise that’s 

found in a company. A company usually has a number of—let’s 

say fifty—people who are all involved in a given project. And 

they’re never involved full-time, they’re just in and out. Whereas 
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a consultant who is brought in to work on a problem looks at 

it differently. They are able to focus. It’s like bringing in a com-

puter that’s brought in to focus on one algorithm as opposed to a 

server that’s working on many different programs at once.

Within companies, there’s this sense that when they bring in 

a consultant, that person needs to be an expert. Little do they 

realize that learning to be an expert is a skill. And that skill hap-

pens to be something that consultants are often good at. 

Consultants also have less fear—which is important for inno-

vation. There are many types of fear, such as “my boss is going 

to think I’m stupid” or “if I make a mistake, I’ll get fired.” With 

employees, people often prioritize their own promotions over the 

task at hand. Whereas a consultant knows that there is never a 

promotion coming to them, so they are much more focused on 

the task at hand. 

How does compensation structure tie into the effectiveness of a 

consultant?

Compensation based on results—i.e., successfully solving the 

problem results in a certain amount of money—I think would 

be better. In general, however, people are hesitant to go down 

that route. I have suggested results-based compensation in many 

companies, including some of my customers, and many of them 

don’t like that. Because they aren’t used to it. And part of it is 

because they themselves are paid whether or not they solve the 

problem. So they would rather keep things simple and what 

they’re used to.

Results-based compensation can also be risky from a compa-

ny’s perspective because at the end of the project, the consultant 

could choose to say that they didn’t successfully complete the 
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project, not get paid, and then ultimately turn around and sell 

the results to a competitor. So there’s a risk there also that com-

panies, particularly large ones, are solving for.

Tell me a bit about the startup side of the work that you do.

I’ve gotten involved with a lot of startups over the years. 

And generally startups don’t have a lot of money. They’re kind 

of working in what I call “starvation mode.” But I usually like 

the problems startups are trying to solve, and I spend about a 

quarter of my time with startups. Usually when I go in, I try 

to solve whatever problem they’re looking for help on in ex-

change for equity. Sometimes startups have raised significant 

funding, so they’d rather just pay me for my services in cash; 

but in general I ask for equity instead of cash when working 

with startups. 

The positive reason to spend a lot of time with startups is 

because they’re more dynamic, they are closer to the customer, 

and you learn a lot about new-business development. It’s an 

education, and there are a lot of good things that startups can 

teach you.

Do you have any examples of when you’ve connected startups 

and large companies?

One of my startup clients is a sustainable packaging company 

called Sweetwater. I’ve been connecting them with companies 

like Procter & Gamble, Nestle, and Pepsi, who are all searching 

for sustainable packaging solutions. Sweetwater’s technology 

is unique and brings strong value to any large company they 

work with. 
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Startups often understand their world—the technology or 

product. But what’s often missing is the connections and mind-set 

that allows them to work with large companies, particularly large 

companies who are directly connected to the consumer. This is 

where I can provide value to startup clients. 

What are some things you wish startups knew about how large 

companies operate on the inside?

Large companies are slow . . . but methodical. With lots of 

processes . . . and red tape. If you haven’t spent time in both 

startups and large companies, it’s extremely difficult to connect 

the two and understand how to bridge the gap. At some point 

in the startup life cycle, whether it’s as a customer, retailer, or 

something, you are going to be dependent on large companies. 

And you need to be able to manage your own expectations—

know that you’re going to be fighting a battle for possibly even 

two years. And you need to manage your funding with that 

time line in mind.

What are some things you wish large companies knew about 

how to work with startups?

I always make my big-company clients aware that startups 

are nimble; they have quick ways to test business models. Large 

companies should all devote a certain amount of time and re-

sources to startup situations, whether that is working with ex-

isting startups or starting and spinning out their own. P&G is a 

company using this model well. 
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Interview with Brian Ardinger, Founder of the Inside/ 
Outside Innovation Summit, Inside/Outside Innovation  
Podcast, Econic, and nMotion Accelerator

Tell me about the inspiration behind the Inside/Outside Innova-

tion Summit and the podcast.

The [Inside/Outside Innovation] podcast’s original inspira-

tion was to look at tech startups outside the Valley. Then it 

morphed into talking to innovators inside and outside large 

companies. The conference came by us noticing that there’s a 

real need to bring people from the two different backgrounds—

startup and corporate—into the same room. We wanted to see 

what would happen when you bring the “ties and the T-shirts” 

together. 

Part of our goal with the conference is to scare the pants off 

corporate and show them the scale of innovation taking place. 

The days of a business model lasting fifty years are gone. So we 

try to give companies the context of innovation and exposure 

to startups who are building new things. It provides perspec-

tive. Seeing a two-person team being able to spin something 

up gives you a different outlook and shows you what’s really 

possible. 

Who attends the Inside/Outside Innovation Summit from the 

corporate side?

We try to find corporate innovators that are already attempting 

to be more innovative—for example, people who are trying to 

use lean startup methodology or innovators running their own 

accelerator or lab. This ensures that the connections are relevant 

for everyone involved. 
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How do you help large companies create a strategy for how to 

work with startups? Do you have any examples you can point to? 

Often, we work with companies who are already looking at 

the startups in their space (for example, insurance firms looking 

at insurance tech); but there are usually wider, tangential oppor-

tunities that are relevant for the large company, which they’re 

missing. So we often advise companies on how to cast a wider 

net for the types of startups they are looking at.

One example that immediately comes to mind is BMW in 

Europe. They created an accelerator that worked quite a bit 

differently from other corporate accelerators. They looked for 

startups with interesting technology and brought them into this 

accelerated vendor pipeline, which allowed BMW to quickly 

become a customer. This was nontraditional because they weren’t 

investing in startups for equity, but instead it was built around 

how to get technology into their company early and easily. 

Can taking money from a corporate venture capital group be 

risky? 

It depends on the industry. If you’re in an industry with only 

a couple major players where if you start working with one, you 

are “tainted” for the others, that’s a risk. In other situations, if 

there’s only one logical acquirer anyway, it might not be very 

risky to start working together early. 

What is something you wish corporates knew about startups?

I always wish they understood how fast and furious the 

startup side is and how any delay can really have a big effect on 

a startup. I wish they would recognize that any time you engage 
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with a startup, you are taking them off their game. Understand 

that taking two or three weeks to schedule a meeting is normal 

pace on the corporate side but is a huge deal on the startup side. 

Respecting the speed at which a startup has to move to basically 

maintain its life is oftentimes overlooked, especially if the corpo-

rate person has never been in a startup. 

What is something you wish startups knew about corporates?

I’ve noticed that the startups that are good at working with 

corporates tend to be ones with founders who have worked on the 

corporate side. Sometimes startups can get cocky about disrupting 

the industry, etc., etc. Don’t get cocky about things, and really 

work to find your advocate within your target corporate partner.

To learn more about the Inside/Outside Innovation Summit, 

please visit www.theiosummit.com

Interview with Dave Knox, Founder of the Brandery,  
CMO of Rockfish (Acquired by WPP), Author of Predicting 
the Turn: The High Stakes Game of Business Between 
Startups and Blue Chips

In your opinion, what are the pros and cons for startups consid-

ering taking corporate venture capital?

I see an almost equal number of pros and cons for taking cor-

porate venture capital. So if I were a startup, I would ask myself 

why the corporate is getting involved and what stage they typi-

cally get involved at. 

It’s really important to look at the potential downside, too. 

This can happen if the company is just too early or, alternatively, 
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if the large company’s competitors won’t engage with you simply 

because you have taken an investment from one of their rivals. 

That could make things really tricky very fast. 

It’s really easy to see all the positives of working with a large 

corporate partner; but as the CEO, it’s important to pay atten-

tion to the downside also. 

Are there any particularly good examples you’ve seen personally 

of large companies and startups working together for mutual 

benefit?

A really good example of a deal where there was a win-win 

on both sides is when Caterpillar invested in (and later acquired) 

Yard Club. For Yard Club, the investment didn’t really cut them 

off from any future options with other companies in the in-

dustry. Meanwhile, Caterpillar was able to explore and study 

this peer-to-peer lending model to see if there was any merit to it 

before making a big bet. 

The TechStars Disney program is particularly interesting to 

me. We had one of our Brandery companies go through their 

accelerator—the company is FamilyTech. The company had 

already raised a Series A and about half the companies in the 

accelerator had raised a Series A or beyond—so clearly not a 

typical accelerator. Our company came into the accelerator with 

the clear goal that they wanted to collaborate. One of the tan-

gible things that came out of that collaboration was the BB8 

Robot, which a couple years ago was Disney’s top-selling holiday 

toy. That’s what can happen when these collaborations are done 

right. 
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What are some pitfalls you’ve seen startups fall into when trying 

to work with large companies?

There are a lot of respected VCs that tell their companies to 

avoid engaging with large companies, especially early on. The 

first reason for that is when you see the potential of the deal size, 

you put all your eggs in one basket and the founder is so focused 

on getting that deal done. And we know that these deals take a 

long time within corporate, and there are a lot of factors that go 

into that. A founder can waste so much time, money, and effort 

to get that deal done and can wake up one day and be out of 

money. 

The second issue is treating your enterprise customer as the 

most important customer, especially when it comes to product 

feedback. This can effectively turn you into a product develop-

ment shop for your corporate partner and stunt your growth. 

Is there anything you wish founders knew about working with 

large companies—whether selling to them, partnering, or being 

acquired?

You as a startup are going to move incredibly fast, because 

you have a burn rate. Your conversation with your corporate 

counterpart is probably your most important conversation of the 

day. Conversely, for the person in corporate, their conversation 

with you is highly unlikely to be their most important conversa-

tion of the day. 

You as a startup founder can typically make decisions as you 

want. Meanwhile, in the large company there are checks and bal-

ances which require buy-in from multiple stakeholders. So that 

means your internal champion is probably fighting hard on your 

behalf, but that there is a process for them to go through that may 
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require approval from four, five, or six different people. Being 

cognizant of that and doing what you can to make your champi-

on’s life easier can be powerful. But you need to be patient. 

Can you elaborate on the pain point startups are solving for large 

companies today?

Startups are, in many ways, the canary in the coal mine for big 

companies today. They can be the warning system for changes 

that are taking place in the marketplace. It’s a really interesting 

thing for a large company to be able to engage with a startup and 

see how they are impacting and changing the industry, before it 

has even played out. It’s hugely valuable. You could almost argue 

that startups are the new R&D for large companies. 

What is the risk for founders who outsource their corporate/sales 

partnerships?

There is a risk of working with a completely outsourced ser-

vice which works as outsourced business development. While 

these companies can be great for opening up doors, by removing 

yourself (as the founder) from the conversation, you no longer 

have access to the ideas and product feedback that these compa-

nies might be able to provide. 

The better approach to outsourcing would be to find someone 

or a company that will open up doors for you but still include 

you in the conversations so that you aren’t cutting yourself off 

from the feedback you need to improve your product.

I would also advise founders to be careful as they evaluate 

outside firms and make sure that the firm (or at least the group 

you’re working with) isn’t getting paid on both the corporate 

and startup sides. Aligning incentives is key. 
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To learn more about Dave’s book and work, please visit www.

predictingtheturn.com.

Interview with Chaz Giles, Head of Global External  
Innovation at Estée Lauder, Founder at MomTrusted.com, 
Former Director at Citi Ventures, and Former Manager at 
Procter & Gamble’s FutureWorks

Chaz has spent significant time on all sides of the startup-corporate 

ecosystem. While at P&G, he helped to spin up and run Future-

Works, an innovation group focused on new business model de-

velopment. He then spent time at Citi Ventures, where he made 

investments across a variety of industries and regions. From 

there, he went on to start MomTrusted.com, a digital market-

place that leverages the social graph to help parents find trusted 

childcare options. And finally he launched and now runs Global 

External Innovation at The Estée Lauder Companies. Quite a 

résumé, and of course he had quite a lot to share in our interview. 

What is the biggest challenge for corporate innovators?

Most corporate innovators are judged on dual success metrics: 

financial and strategic. Financial is, in many ways, the simpler 

and more straightforward goal. Strategic goals are a lot tougher 

to achieve for corporate innovators and investment groups. 

Assumptions built around strategic value can be really tricky. 

Oftentimes, there is a group executing the deal (for example a 

venture group) and the strategic value being built into the value 

of the deal is coming from a specific business unit. There is a lot 

behind those assumptions—they require input from operational 

teams, they require a steady direction for the overall company 
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for a certain period of time, and they potentially require new 

capabilities to be built to achieve that value. 

For example, when tech companies make acquisitions, they 

typically buy companies within their core competency. A search 

company buying an ad-pricing algorithm, for example. However, 

outside of tech, most acquisitions are made with the intent of 

moving the acquiring company into a new type of business. This 

requires new capabilities to be built to realize that value—which 

are easy to draft on paper, but a lot harder to execute in real life. 

These integrations are challenging and super-tricky to get right. 

How should founders think about the deal funnel that their cor-

porate counterpart is dealing with, and how can they make sure 

their deal is prioritized? 

As a founder, your world is literal and direct. The only reason 

your company works is because every morning, you and your 

team show up and make the company move. With larger compa-

nies, they have the inertia in-market that continues to drive them, 

so there is a different sense of urgency on their side. It’s not good 

or bad, it just simply is. Depending on which side of the table 

you’re on, you have to either speed up the urgency or pace your 

team a bit more. 

Founders also need to understand that within companies there 

are cascading sets of priorities. There are the overall company’s 

priorities, there are the business-unit priorities, there are brand 

strategies/priorities, regional strategies and priorities, etc., etc. This 

is very different than startups, where there is essentially one pri-

ority. So what startups need to understand is that when they are 

dealing with someone within a large company, they are dealing 

with someone who is somewhere in that ladder of priorities, and 

their job as an early-stage company is not to convince this person 
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that their technology is the greatest thing ever: their job is to figure 

out how to hook their goals into that ladder of priorities at that 

bigger company. The more they can work to understand each of 

those priority sets, the more the deal will come together. 

Are there best practices or tactics that founders can use to make 

their corporate counterparts’ lives easier?

I’m still surprised at how many founders keep conversations 

in sales mode instead of progressing them to strategic-partner 

mode. Obviously, at the beginning you’re selling—you need to 

get in the door. But once you have a receptive conversation, the 

ratio of speaking versus listening needs to change dramatically. 

The goal at that point is about listening to that organization and 

understanding the itches, the pain points—and hooking your 

solution to those itches and pain points. 

In startups, the KPIs (Key Performance Indicators) and goals 

are usually somewhat straightforward. When dealing with large 

organizations, these things are not at all obvious. There can be 

nuances that affect what someone gets their bonus for. For ex-

ample, if I’m given a bonus for streamlining procurement and 

you’re a startup selling in and complicating things, that means 

that you are literally moving my key metric in the wrong direc-

tion—even if the startup is very, very valuable. 

This can show up in a variety of other ways, too. For example, 

contract structure: a company may be trying to reduce their re-

curring costs. So by structuring your contract with a lower re-

curring cost but a higher success fee, you may be increasing the 

overall cost of the deal, but the individual you are dealing with 

doesn’t care about overall cost: they only care about recurring 

cost. But you would only know that by listening and under-

standing what people are measured on and rewarded for. 
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How do you build a great relationship with founders before, 

during, and after the deal process?

A lot of it starts with me having had a shared experience with 

them—I know what they are going through. Something that I 

think a lot of people in corporate miss is that, for founders and 

team members, their startup is more than just a job. This is some-

thing they have poured their heart, their soul, and potentially 

their savings into. It is truly personal for them. There is no such 

thing as “it’s just business, not personal” when you’re in startup 

world. Understanding this would go a long way toward helping 

folks on the corporate side understand why people on the startup 

side act and react the way that they do. 

Corporate folks also need to understand that “no” is an okay 

response. In dealing with small companies, it is not about keeping 

hope alive: it’s about being super-transparent. If a partnership 

could work and there is something to be had, of course say that. 

But if it doesn’t work and you don’t think it will go anywhere, then 

say that as well. That level of transparency is refreshing and wel-

come as a founder. Founders use this feedback to choose where to 

deploy their time and resources. Not being transparent with your 

feedback doesn’t allow them to do this in an effective manner.

Is there anything you wish startups knew about large companies?

The biggest thing is that literally everything is different. The 

time horizons are different, the metrics are different, the priori-

ties are different. It’s all different. 

This means you need to understand all of this and plan for 

it. That could mean a different sales strategy or even a different 

fund-raising strategy. You could do things like partner with an 

existing vendor so you can avoid the procurement process, etc. 
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But most importantly, you need to study how large companies 

interact and operate. 

Is there anything you wish corporate innovators knew about 

startups?

Corporate innovators need to understand the speed at which 

startups move and, because of that, the need for clarity. If you 

respect those things and are clear and transparent with what you 

can and can’t do, you’ll have some great interactions. Similarly, 

make sure you follow up. Too many times, there are great meet-

ings that large companies have with small ones, but then prior-

ities change and things happen without any follow-up. I really 

think this is where reputations are won and lost, for large com-

panies among startups. 

For example, by being clear and precise on why you aren’t 

moving forward, the startup can incorporate that feedback and 

iterate, so that in four to six months when they come back, 

now they’ve helped you solve your problem and you’re eager to 

engage with them. But that iteration can only happen if you are 

clear and brutally honest with feedback. 

In addition, I think large organizations need to have transla-

tors (people who have been on both sides of the ecosystem) who 

can help to cut through the language, so to speak. Oftentimes, 

there’s an unmet need in translating between what large compa-

nies are saying and what startups are saying. 

Finally, large companies should consider putting together an 

“innovation execution” function. As I said earlier, on paper an 

innovation opportunity might make sense; but to actually go 

execute, today that falls to the business units, who are often al-

ready running at full capacity. So having other teams and groups 

who can implement pilots, build new functions, and create 
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connections between brand and technology. This would change 

conversations with business units from a hypothetical business 

impact to “this technology led to an X% lift in revenue during 

the pilot.” Things become much more tangible, and it is easier to 

know how to prioritize and invest. 

Interview with Nim De Swardt, Chief Next Generation 
Officer at Bacardi

Tell me about your experience as a corporate innovator.

Working at Bacardi as Chief Next Generation Officer is a 

dream Intrapreneur framework. In partnership with Michael 

Dolan, the Bacardi CEO, together we are armed with a bold 

vision and brave moves. Our mission is to ensure Bacardi is 

ahead of the game as they prepare for the future of work.

My role is one of influence, not power. It is my duty to elevate 

and inspire the Next Generation of leaders, showcase the great 

potential of internal innovation, forge new external partnerships 

while managing a groundbreaking intrapreneurship program 

across twenty countries and seventeen internal functions.

NEXT GEN is a cultural driver of relevancy and future 

thinking. We constructively disrupt the corporate beast DNA 

through taking risks to make epic shit happen. We are playing 

the long game, developing a global NEXT GEN strategy for Bac-

ardi’s 6,500-strong workforce that will ensure a 154-year com-

pany lives on sustainably.

Great change can come from within corporates. Through 

NEXT GEN we are massaging the behavior and traditional 

thinking of the corporate system to adapt to the rapidly 
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changing consumer and employee demands. The secret sauce? 

A powerful partnership cemented in trust and transparency. 

The Architect, Michael Dolan, a future-thinking CEO; and me, 

a hyper-curious passionate millennial acting as the “Activator” 

or “Composer.”

Individuality beats conventionality. It’s okay to be an outlier 

in a large organization if you are 100 percent purpose-driven. As 

a corporate innovator, you need to understand what game you 

are in and if you truly want to play it. If the path is clear, you 

are probably on the wrong path. My inspiration and drive is per-

sonal: activating entrepreneurial spirits in people and employees 

fulfills and thrills me. We have seen firsthand through NEXT 

GEN the great power of culture change through community in 

corporates, aligned on our mission of #bettertogether.

Show up and own it. The best piece of advice a female ex-

ecutive mentor ever gave me. Being the youngest direct report 

to a Global CEO and not being connected to any department 

cements my role in disruption. I rose to this occasion through my 

personal values, a wicked foundational combination of courage, 

passion, resilience, and empathy. Being an Intrapreneur cemented 

my belief in the “Cs” of life: chance, change, courage, curiosity, 

culture, community, creativity, and compassion.

You have to have faith in your capabilities to embrace constant 

change as an Intrapreneur. Business changes, leadership changes, 

societal changes, the changing consumer—unknown over known, 

wild over tame, change over constant, courage over comfort.

Corporate C Suites around the world face similar challenges. 

“Everything is all good” is a message that is constantly being 

projected to the top. What if we delivered honest introspection, 

front-line employee insights, and reframe our biggest challenges 

as our greatest opportunity? The new world of business and 
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work needs to accept they are now balancing a fine line between 

traditions and driving a new world change agenda. 

This job is a journey in a room of funhouse mirrors that con-

stantly delivers huge introspection. I am exposed to hundreds 

of employee journeys, emotions, challenges, trials, tribulations, 

and celebrations on a daily basis. It is like observing the nat-

ural circle of life—the internal action and reactions. My secret 

strategy? “Win from within”—encouraging them to look inside 

themselves. There is a great mirror in the inner life as a leader, 

the actions they take, the impact they make, the relationships 

they build—you need to first understand what is going on inside 

you before you can navigate the noises around you. Psycholog-

ical safety—it’s what we all crave, so why is it so feared in the 

corporate world? When you are exposed to so many parallels of 

diversity—backgrounds, perspectives, cultures, functions, age—

it makes you realize we are all really just human. And humanity 

is what we crave more than ever. Building a human-centric cul-

ture with priorities on building trust, breaking down hierarchy 

barriers, encouraging peer-to-peer support and feedback, driving 

recognition, and encouraging freedom of thought activates the 

right purpose, making work joyful and pushing employees to 

yield innovative results. 

Human-centric leadership can be chaotic at times. We are all 

emotionally and mentally made up differently, but our cores are 

all the same. I see the best Intrapreneurs constantly striving to 

foster innovation through collaboration, to drive motivation and 

productivity without the hierarchy and power-tripping authority 

in their companies. But most of all, I see them being empathic—

to themselves and to others through the priority of “Winning 

from Within.”
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How do you and your team measure success? Do you have any 

examples or recommendations?

Give away ownership. Success is a team sport. Trust the timing 

of your life. Success from a corporate innovator’s perspective 

can be based as much on ROR (Return On Relationships) as 

ROI (Return On Investment). We closed an Enterprise partner-

ship with WeWork at their new Mexico City co-working hub, 

securing eighty desks for Bacardi Mexico employees. This was a 

huge step for Bacardi toward the future of work and future em-

ployee. Good-bye traditional office cubicles, hello fresh future of 

work space and invigorating environment. External partnerships 

are powerful, and new-world collaboration is a key sustain-

ability thread for large corporates. Collaboration, cooperation, 

and co-creation—the Cs of partnership. 

NextGen feels like an epic social experiment—a constant 

cross-sectional journey of cultures, functions, and generations. 

My role is to “get under the hood” of an organization: real 

culture starts from the individual level, not from the top. We 

are “getting it bubbling up” by empowering future Next Gen-

eration leaders to be change agents, the change they want to 

see. Managing up, managing down, mentoring up, mentoring 

around—this is not a game of power plays. It is my personal 

commitment to the great future of our Next Generation leaders 

at Bacardi. I am in a unique position of influence to spark and 

generate shared purpose to all employees in inclusive ways. My 

Intrapreneur role sets me “out of the hierarchy”—at the center 

of an epic circle of possibility and positivity, not the top of 

the pyramid. You have to be bold and brave. Sell your vision 

first—business and people impact included. Go with your gut—

take risks—comfort is no norm as an Intrapreneur. “On the 

fly”—Mike always reminds me to stay flexible and responsive, 
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sometimes change agent navigation tests you—mentally and 

emotionally. Always go back to your core values—these are 

your cement and will drive you daily. 

You are you. Never forget this. You are not your job title, who 

you report to, or what you have accomplished—you are YOU. 

As an Intrapreneur, I have been reminded daily of who I am and 

the power of great charismatic energy that radiates to others. 

As a leader I have been graced with so many opportunities to 

spark energy and imagination in employees all over the world; 

this is the true fuel to my internal fire. It is the ability to influence 

authentically through personal relationships that sets the right 

foundations to produce the results, foster collective ownership, 

and empower others to have the persistence and belief in the 

core vision of possibility. If you are brave enough to push the 

institutional frameworks as an Intrapreneur, you have to firstly 

drive only what you believe in, secondly never forget your core 

values, and third but most importantly—self-awareness—you 

know who you are.

When approaching a startup or external organization, what does 

your process look like? 

My motto is “Make moves where you can make waves.” There 

is no process. You identify an opportunity, potential partnership, 

or startup of interest, and you think, “Could this actually even-

tuate into something special for both parties?” If the passion and 

belief isn’t in your blood, don’t do it. Corporate innovators lack 

process and are masters of fluid moves. We know that diver-

sity powers broader thinking, and we are brave enough to con-

stantly infuse that diverse thinking into the organization where 

we face the ongoing resistance for anything “new” or “out of 

priority.” Be strategic and pick your battles, get ready to embark 
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on a cluttered path, get ready to get quiet and feel like an outlier. 

Most approaches begin with a relationship, forming a common 

intention and then embarking on a rapidly fast or painstakingly 

slow process called a “partnership.” The thing is, there is great 

beauty in the corporate-startup partnership process because it’s 

almost like you take the most analytical minds and put them in 

front of a blank canvas with a rainbow of paints. It makes them 

flex muscles they don’t often flex, without the usual structure 

and ball-breaking hierarchy. 

To learn more about Nim and her work, please visit www.nim-

deswardt.com.
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When corporate innovators are evaluating potential companies 

to work with, they often use a scorecard. This allows them to 

add some quantitative definition to a decision that they’ll need 

to defend down the line. There are multiple categories, each with 

a few parameters. 

Strategic Fit

Does it link to a core “Where to Play” area?  

(Yes = 4, No = 0)

Does it create a breakthrough or new category (aka disrup-

tive or WOW factor)? (Yes = 4, No = 0)

Should this be done externally? (Yes = 4, No = 0)

Technical Feasibility

Is this project technically feasible? (Yes = 4, No = 0)

Can this technology give us results higher than our current 

benchmark? (Yes = 4, No = 0)

Safety, Regulatory, and Legal Risks

Is there a safety risk? (Low = 5, Medium = 3, High = 1)

Is there a legal risk? (Low = 3, Medium = 2, High = 1)

Is there a regulatory risk? (Low = 3, Medium = 2, High = 1)
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Intellectual Property Potential

Can we create IP? (Yes = 3, No = 0)

Do we need a freedom to operate search? (No = 2, Yes = 0)

Estimated Time to Market

How long will this take to put into market?  

(0–12 months = 3, 12–24 months = 2, 24+ months = 1)

Strength of Partner

How well funded is the partner?  

(Well funded = 2, Not well funded = 0)

How strong is the partner’s technical team?  

(Strong = 2, Not strong = 0)

Each project in the portfolio is given a score and then prior-

itized. While these scores are obviously not perfect descriptors 

of each individual project, having some type of quantified score 

allows internal discussion and comparison of projects. 

For startups, it’s important to know that these are the metrics 

by which you are being judged, at least at the beginning. Startups 

would be well served to take these parameters into account as 

they plan their pitch and how to best position their technology 

or service. 
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