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Introduction and overview 

Upskilling lab 4.0. as it is revealed by the name aims to establish a model and conditions for 

collaboration in the Lab conditions for testing and developing innovations for two groups of 

businesses: in growth - start-ups and scale-ups and established - mid-sized and large corporations. 

Throughout a two year period and production of four main results called Intellectual outputs the 

project established the grounds for successful Open Innovation between such entities which are in 

different stage of their growth and size. We provide a model, framework and tools, including digital, 

to not only help companies of different size and stage of development connect but also to develop 

the skills, knowledge and competences of the personnel for Industry 4.0. The results of our project 

develop new educational approach, content and materials to foster collaboration and innovation 

management based on the new standards group CEN/TS 16555. 

Project context 

The main project goal is to provide skill improvement opportunities to companies’ staff (managers 

and employees) in order to connect international start-ups, scale-ups, and established companies 

operating in specific verticals with focus on modern technologies and innovation (Industry 4.0) 

through a robust model of collaboration under the paradigm of open innovation. The project aimed 

to produce novel content, materials and approaches and as such it passed through iterative ycles 

following the design thinking process of work of the partnership: 

EMPATHIZE -> DEFINE -> IDEATE - > PROTOTYPE - > TEST AND VALIDATE - > 

IMPLEMENT 
In the beginning a detailed research and screening was done in each of the partner countries:  

- Bulgaria 

- Belgium 

- The Netherlands 

- Spain 

- Slovenia 

This was done at the Empathy and Define stages. At this stage the main representatives of the target 

groups were identified and developed the Skills development framework with the complementary 

deliverables and findings. The goal was mapping the necessary competences and skills of personnel 

for open innovation, general collaboration management and how to develop Industry 4.0 products. 

Then we proceeded to Ideate stage and the development of the Upskilling toolkits – for start-ups 

and scale-ups and another toolkit for corporates and SMEs (companies in growth) where we 

generated various ideas, concepts and final tools to be further tested and validated and implemented 

on the Gamified platform. 

Purpose of IO5 

According to Nesta:  
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Large corporates can be hugely beneficial partners for start-ups, just as start-ups 

and scale-ups can be innovative game-changers for corporates. It is, however, 

difficult to get it right. Many firms talk much more than they do. Some firms are 

not good partners, either engaging in deliberately predatory activities or else 

accidentally causing harm by leading-on start-ups with the prospect of a deal that 

is never concluded. 

Thus, we elaborated various approaches, best practices and examples of collaboration using also 

proven models such as Business Model Canvas, Open innovation paradigm, analytical frameworks, 

Innovation management to develop a new holistic model with supporting guidelines and toolkits to 

foster the process of collaboration and mutual work to drive innovation between start-ups/scale-up 

and corporates. The produces initial drafts of the materials, content and tools were then tested 

through three main channels and activities: 

- Short-term staff training which was held online on 22nd and 23rd April 2021 

- National testing sessions with both target groups 

- Multiplier events in each of the partner countries organized in person in June and July 2021 

All activities and events included dedicated sessions to collect feedback, hands-on experience and 

evaluation of the produced results and the overall model for collaboration. We prepared special 

forms for Evaluation and feedback including also such tools as SLIDO to be even more interactive and 

opinions were collected during the session and afterwards. 

Relationship with previous IOs 

The complimentary outputs provide materials and tools, overview, analysis, templates and concepts. 

The aim of this final output is to provide a step-by-step clear guidance of how to develop and 

implement he Upskilling lab 4.0 model by other organisations and businesses. This guide is built on 

the lessons learnt during the testing but will go further and provide recommendations and key 

conclusions for the business in the context of collaboration management practice within Industry 4.0 

vertical.  

It is defined as an individual output exactly with the need to have enough resources, time and 

attention given to the professional and impactful approach of project development and further 

implementation by third parties. It is organized as a horizontal activity going across the production of 

the outputs as an output itself. It represents a Feasibility study of the project in a nutshell and we will 

focus on some key questions and provide the answers: 

✓ How to foster more collaboration between start-ups/scale-ups and mid-sized/big 

companies? 

✓ What systematic way for cooperation can be put in place - screen-match-partner phases? 

✓ What are the biggest challenges during cooperation? 

✓ Which models of collaboration are the best fit? 
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✓ What can established companies offer start-ups and vice versa to ensure an efficient 

cooperation? 

✓ If and how competitors can be partners? 

In the below document these questions and challenges will be further discussed and solved. The 

guidelines also adds important aspects and benefits for the indirect beneficiaries of our project: 

public authorities, policy makers and training organisations. 

Experimental nature and Lab experience 
As described above the nature of design thinking involves deliberate examination and observation of 

the target groups and their needs, behavior, nature of business which are: 

START-UPS AND SCALE-UPS: 

✓ Being lean and agile 

✓ Risk taking 

✓ New technologies 

✓ Innovations 

✓ Small teams 

✓ Very adaptive and pro-active 

✓ Fast in the process of adaptation 

CORPORATES 

✓ Available resources 

✓ Markets and customers 

✓ Partnerships 

✓ Funding  

✓ Resources 

✓ Expertise 

✓ R&D departments and teams 

The Lab experience fosters the collaboration following their main need for innovation and growth by 

providing tools, guidelines of how to work together at the ideation, development, implementation 

and find the best option and model of collaboration as follow: 

- Faster product development 

- Successful innovations and access to larger and new markets 

- Innovation activities 

- Ideation sessions 

According to McKinsey Podcast from 10th May 2021: Start-ups may be looking to get access to the 

corporate partner’s markets or to turn the partner into a customer. They are often interested in the 

corporate’s data on customers and the industry or in its development resources and capabilities, 

both technical and in terms of support functions. There is obviously the need for financing. Also, 

having a corporate partner can send a positive signal to investors. On the corporate side, faster 

innovation is a leading reason. Often, corporations find start-ups are ahead of them in their markets 
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and want to bring them in-house. They might want to gain early insights into experimental 

technologies and new verticals. They may also be looking to transform how they work, to become 

more agile. Access to top talent is also a frequent rationale. And, of course, there is the potential 

return on investment.  

Open Innovation and collaboration management  

Models for collaboration 

According to experts: 

It’s important to bring your A-team to the collaboration, and that goes for both the start-up and the 

corporation, Tobias Henz, McKinsey  

and 

"The potential for collaboration between corporates and start-ups is huge. To make it work both 

parties should treat it as a partnership, be open for learning and embrace the differences.", Topi 

Järvinen, Director, Innovation and Entrepreneurship, PwC Finland. 

The challenge for many corporates is that innovation relies on having different points of view, driven 

by shared values this may not come easily. Start-ups may thrive because they are agile and are able 

to think outside the box, however running a successful business also requires a solid operational 

model and proper processes. The answer may lie in a collaboration where the corporate can learn 

agility and the start-up can access resources to scale up. 

The models could be co-development, co-creation, development and implementation of new 

technology, products, services, partnership for innovation, etc. 

The ultimate goal of such collaboration is to meet the most pressing needs and problems of the 

organisations. They need to have a shared, common goal and outcome. The corporations are focused 

on achieving their strategic development, keeping their growth and market position, aligning to their 

purpose and mission. The start-ups who enter into such collaboration need resources and solving 

problems with funding, market access, testing and validation of their products, Industry 4.0 

technologies and services. Digitalization is one of the common needs and problems.  

Main frameworks developed and implemented during the project development  

We followed two main frameworks to analyze the main challenges and needs and to define where, 

how and what is needed by each target groups so that they can find the best match. 

For start-ups and scale-ups: BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS supported by the well-known analytical 

frameworks: 
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The toolkit was tested in two ways: 

- During the internal training session of the partnership where a deliberate evaluation form 

was used so that all participants tested the interactivity of navigation in the toolkit which 

provided access to all the parts of the above frameworks. The toolkit provides a deep-dive 

approach by only “one click away” to go to the sections and get more information and 

guidelines of how to analyze, implement and use the templates, approaches, materials. 

- During the multiplier events and the sessions with start-ups and scale-ups in each country 

within their own teams.  

In the attached Annex 1 one example is described with the main outcome of the session which was 

conducted on 01st July 2021 in Sofia, Bulgaria. 

As mentioned earlier, the toolkit for start-ups and scale-ups is based on the Business Model Canvas 

with Industry 4.0 elements, as this is the sector in which the target group is operating. The toolkit 

presents the four forces, which provide the specific context of Industry 4.0. Besides the forces, 

providing a global overview of the Business Model Canvas, there are also building blocks within the 

canvas, on which Business Model Canvas is actually built on. The four forces are: Key Trends, Market 

Forces, Macro Economic Forces. The following topics are described in the scope of Industry 4.0: 

✔ Socioeconomic trends: outlines socioeconomic trends relevant to your business model. Some 

of the subtopics here are: local manufacturing, resource scarcity and population growth. A 

question that you can ask yourself: how high are disposable incomes? 

✔ Societal and cultural trends: identifies major societal trends that may influence your business 

model. Some of the subtopics here are: migration & integration issues, mental health issues 

increase and gender equality. A question that you can ask yourself: which trends might 

influence buyer behavior? 
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✔ Regulatory trends: describes regulations and regulatory trends that influence your business 

model. Some of the subtopics here are: personal data protection and privacy, cybersecurity 

and corporate data. A question that you can ask yourself: what rules may affect your business 

model? 

✔ Technology trends: identifies technology trends that could threaten your business model – or 

enable it to evolve or improve. Some of the subtopics are Internet of People (IoP), Cloud 

computing and Additive Manufacturing. A question that you can ask yourself: which emerging 

technologies are peripheral customers adopting?  

 

FOR SMEs and CORPORATES 

In the toolkit for mid-sized and large corporations there are four main sections: 

 Key success factors for innovation 

 Innovation discipline and leadership 

 Collaboration and partnerships for innovation 

 European Innovation management standard 

On the image below the sections are depicted: 

 

The following topics are described: 

• Take advantage of emerging and sustaining trends 

• Business model innovation 

• Combine capabilities in unique ways 

• Provide for basic human needs 

• Internal collaboration and “breaking silos” in bigger organisations 

• Cross-functional approaches, written and unwritten rules 

• Powers of innovation excellence, etc. 
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Thus, both toolkits provide means for work between teams of start-ups/scale-ups and corporates, 

companies in growth to generate ideas, innovations and ultimately grow their businesses. 

Challenges and opportunities 

Challenges can be a good way of getting novel solutions to problems, from unexpected sources. 

Asking start-ups to provide solutions to a specific problem, or rewarding those that come up with 

solutions is a good way for corporates to attract and test start-ups. For this reason, challenges are 

becoming an increasingly common form of engagement by corporates. Sector or society-centric, 

challenges take various forms to fit corporates’ objectives. Challenges offer many advantages, 

including the opportunity to pre-select start-ups for future collaboration activities (e.g., 

procurement, corporate accelerators). 

The opportunities lie in the strengths of both groups: start-ups can benefit from corporate funding, 

resources, and customer access, while corporations need to innovate to stay ahead of competitors 

and disruption, and also access new technology. The growth in digitization over the past year has 

driven the need to innovate, putting even more spotlight on getting these partnerships right. Start-

ups may be looking to get access to the corporate partner’s markets or to turn the partner into a 

customer. They are often interested in the corporate’s data on customers and the industry or in its 

development resources and capabilities, both technical and in terms of support functions. There is 

obviously the need for financing. 

Game-based learning approach for collaboration management 

competence development 
All materials and results of the project are published on the Project Platform where interactive 

elements are used. 

Each section is broken down to its main topics and units structured in a logical sequence with the 

main purpose for the user to click on each section and unit guided by the main “navigation panel” 

and navigation arrows throughout the whole toolkit. Below are a couple of examples. 
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The interactive toolkits, templates and games on the platform provide sources of models for 

collaboration. The provided games describe the main steps to be followed, context and way of 

playing it in teams. They are grouped according to the stages of generation of ideas and innovation 

concepts: 

 

Mini games and exercises are applied also in the beginning of sessions as “ice-breakers” and 

nurturing creativity of the team. All participants should be well aligned since the very beginning 

setting: 

- The common goals of the sessions 

- The common goals and outcomes of collaboration 

- Duration and process of common work 

- Finding a common language and common ground where the value is built 

- Using the right toolkit and collaboration approach 

- Set and manage expectations. 

Guidelines for the application and use of the model  

The Model for collaboration under UPSKILLING LAB 4.0 provides a step-by-step process and 

supporting tools for start-ups, scale-ups and SMEs and corporates to work together in the process of 

growth and innovation including innovation management. It evolves around the main frameworks 

and concepts including the EUROPEAN INNOVATION MANAGEMENT STANDARD - (CEN/TS 16555 

STANDARD) focusing on Collaboration Management with the main types of collaboration: 
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The main approach in the Lab is teamwork for ideation and collaboration, it provides tools for initial 

assessments of the needs of both target groups, the respective frameworks and concepts to be 

applied and how to proceed. In our experience the main types of collaboration are: 

- Events and sessions like Hackathons, crowdsourcing platforms, etc. 

o Slush is a not-for-profit organisation matching entrepreneurs and tech talent with 

top-tier international investors, multinational corporations, family businesses, high-

net worth individuals looking to invest, executives and the media. 

o The Sandbox Hub is part of the Future Media Hubs and replicates the VRT Sandbox 

model for other European broadcasters. Its main goal is to create a network of 

Sandboxes, enable local start-ups to scale within Europe, and exchange experiences 

and expertise. 

- Corporate accelerators to support early-stage start-up companies through mentorship and 

often capital and office space. 

- Joint R&D activities and projects including collaboration within EU-funded projects in a 

consortium and/or start-ups become direct beneficiaries of services and programs developed 

by such consortiums and programs. 

- Commercial pilot to test a minimum viable product/prototype and get feedback by the target 

groups and customers. 

Both toolkits are developed with interactive elements and divided into sections and topics with one 

main framework supported by exercises, templates, guidance and practical elements so that 
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employees and managers of the companies use them within their organisations and/or in 

partnership with diverse teams. The toolkits encourage collaboration and teamwork providing also 

guidance on how to form successful teams and how to apply the tools. 

Guidelines for the application of TOOLKIT FOR START-UPS AND SCALE-UPS 

The toolkit for start-ups and scale-ups is based on the Business Model Canvas with Industry 4.0 

elements, as this is the sector in which the target group is operating. The toolkit presents the four 

forces, which provide the specific context of Industry 4.0. Besides the forces, providing a global 

overview of the Business Model Canvas, there are also building blocks within the canvas, on which 

Business Model Canvas is actually built on. The four forces are: Key Trends, Market Forces, Macro 

Economic Forces and Industry Forces. 

    

Each section is broken down to its main topics and units structured in a logical sequence with the 

main purpose for the user to click on each section and unit guided by the main “navigation panel” 

and navigation arrows throughout the whole toolkit. Below are a couple of examples. 

   

Each unit of the section consists of details, guidance, templates and information to be directly 

applied whenever and wherever needed by clicking on the respective field. 
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Guidelines for the application of TOOLKIT FOR MID-SIZED AND LARGE COMPANIES 

The main target group of this toolkit is the established companies, enterprises in growth as opposed 

to startups and scaleups which are targeted by the Upskilling toolkit for startups and scaleups. 

The toolkit for corporates is developed around four main sections covering the main topics which 

represent also the challenges that these organisations experience and areas where startups and 

scaleups could provide support and result in successful collaboration. 
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As shown in the figure above the four main sections are: 

✓ KEY SUCCESS FACTORS FOR INNOVATION 

✓ INNOVATION DISCIPLINE AND LEADERSHIP 

✓ COLLABORATION AND PARTNERSHIPS FOR INNOVATION 

✓ EUROPEAN INNOVATION MANAGEMENT STANDARD 

Each section is broken down to its main topics and units structured in a logical sequence with the 

main purpose for the user to click on each section and unit guided by the main “navigation panel” 

and navigation arrows throughout the whole toolkit. 

 

 

 

Each unit of the section consists of further details, guidance, templates and information to be directly 

applied in work whenever and wherever needed. 

BACK TO 

NAVIGATION 
BACK FORWARD 
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The Upskilling Toolkit for startups/scaleups and the Upskilling Toolkit for Corporates: mid-sized and 

large enterprises aim at supporting the training of the companies' staff dealing with innovation in 

Industry 4.0 activities. The toolkits’ objective is also to provide those staff members knowledge and 

competences in relation to collaboration and open innovation. The Upskilling Toolkit for 

startups/scaleups and the Upskilling Toolkit for Corporates: mid-sized and large enterprises serve as a 

one-stop-source to provide support to these types of companies to help them increase their level of 

innovation, growth and development within the context of Industry 4.0 where: 

 

THE MAIN FOCUS IS: 

TEAMWORK AND COLLABORATION FOR INNOVATION IN INDUSTRY 4.0. 

Policy recommendations 
In the past few years collaboration between start-ups and corporations has become a strategic 

imperative for both groups. It is essential to drive Innovation and growth in Europe as it is lagging 

behind the US and Asia. The Covid pandemic is likely to act as an accelerator. 

Recognising whether the collaboration is looking to develop incremental improvements to existing 

business or disrupt a market will help determine the collaboration approach. 

Start-ups could get access to additional and much needed resources and markets together with 

insights by the customers to help them scale their business and become unicorns. Established 

companies can benefit from such collaborations to get an accelerated mode of innovation – as well 

as subtler benefits like cultural change. This collaboration can be supported by various programs and 

initiatives that foster it and provide new models and opportunities. Intrapreneurship is another 

aspect for corporates to look for collaboration with start-ups and scale-ups. It is further driven by the 

fact that they still do very few takeovers relative to their US counterparts. 

One example is SEP Europe’s Corporate Start-up Stars. It is aimed at annually showcasing best 

practices and role model how the corporate-start-up collaboration might benefit both sides. Mind 

the Bridge, together with Nesta, annually elaborates the “ SEP Europe’s Corporate Start-up Stars” – a 

ranking of more ‘start-up-friendly’ corporates in Europe. Awarded companies have gone the extra 

mile to establish mutually-beneficial partnerships with start-ups – whether through 

procurement/licensing/partnerships, accelerators, direct investment, acquisitions or other dedicated 

internal programmes. Specifically, the top 12 companies are awarded as SEP Europe’s Corporate 

Start-up Stars, while 24 other companies are recognized as SEP Europe’s Open Innovation 

Challengers. Additionally, special prizes are annually awarded by an experienced and expert judging 

committee. 

- Digital Innovation Hubs are one-stop-shops that help companies to become more 

competitive with regard to their business/production processes, products or services using 

digital technologies. 

- The EIT’s Knowledge and Innovation Communities are partnerships that bring together 

businesses, research centres and universities. 
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- The Start-up Europe Partnership is a platform where the best scale-ups meet the best 

corporates and investors  

As part of Scale-Up Europe, 170+ entrepreneurs, investors and innovators in Europe have drafted a 

21-step plan, with the goal of spawning 10 tech giants each worth €100bn+ within the decade. 

Here’s a summary of the recommendations for start-up-corporate collaboration: 

✓ Establish a tax credit for European corporates investing in European start-ups 

✓ Adopt a Small Business Act for business administrations that will benefit start-ups 

For the ecosystem: 

✓ Elaborate a charter of reporting and best practices on collaboration (open innovation, 

procurement) and takeovers 

✓ Develop an Erasmus inspired exchange programme for tech allowing employees to move 

seamlessly between start-ups and bigger companies.  

(Source: https://sifted.eu/articles/scale-upeurope-collaboration/ ) 

ANNEX 1 PILOT SESSION from 01st JULY 2021 IN SOFIA, BULGARIA 

The game:  

Julius (Юлий) is a budding young 

entrepreneur who wants to start his own 

business related to Industry 4.0. He 

stumbles upon the toolkit for start-ups 

and scale-ups and reads about the 

application of Augmented Reality (AR) 

with respect to Industry 4.0. He then 

decides that the product of his new 

company will be a software for AR glasses 

which are to be used for a more 

streamlined maintenance & labour-saving diagnostics of machines in manufacturing facilities. Now 

that Julius has come up with the idea for his product, he needs to craft a resilient business model 

with the help of the toolkit. Where can he find the answers to his questions? Let’s help him out…  

Results from the game: 
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After being introduced to the different sections of the toolkit, attendees took part in a game, the 

purpose of which was to test how intuitive the toolkit is and how fast and easy they could find 

information within it. They had to put themselves in the shoes of an industry 4.0 start-up which 

needed to formulate its business model with the help of the toolkit for start-ups and scale-ups. 

During the game participants were asked 5 questions of various nature – funding opportunities, 

intellectual property rights (IPR), partnership types, revenue streams options, and channels. As it can 

be observed from the screenshots above, more than 80% of the respondents answered correctly to 

the questions related to funding, partners, and revenue streams. However, when it came to finding 

information on how to protect IPR, only 64% responded with “Regulatory Trends”. Several attendees 

expected the answer to be in the “Key Resources” section.  Only 50% of the participants successfully 

guessed that the start-up should navigate to the channels section in order to find information on 

different ways to reach its customer segments. The other 50% of incorrect answers were spread out 

evenly among the other responses, suggesting that half of the participants were confused and chose 

the answer on a random basis. Overall, in most cases participants could get around the toolkit quite 

easily and find the information they needed in the sections they would expect it to be, therefore, we 

could conclude the toolkit is intuitive.  
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Feedback question 1 – On a scale of 1 to 10, how useful would the toolkit be for start-ups? The 

majority (40%) responded with 10 while 20% - with 9, 10% - with 8, 10% - with 7, 10% - with 6, and 

10% - with 5. The overall score was 8.4. 

 

Feedback question 2 – On a scale of 1 to 10, how intuitive is the toolkit? How easy do you find the 

information you’re looking for? The majority (33%) responded with 10 while 17% - with 9, 17% - with 

8, 17% - with 7, 8% - with 6, and 8% - with 5. The overall score was 8.3. 
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Feedback question 3 – On a scale of 1 to 10, how likely are you to use the toolkit or recommend it to 

a friend who plans on starting a business? The majority (46%) responded with 10 while 15% - with 9, 

23% - with 8, and 15% - with 7. The overall score was 8.9.  

Conclusion 

The general comments received from companies involved and which reviewed was that the both 

tools are quite user friendly but slightly too elaborate and therefore less applicable for general use.  

Nevertheless some topics - such as topics on which start-ups especially need to be cautious about, 

are covered very well and they find it very useful. Relations between mid-sized/large companies and 

start-ups are in general known for larger, more developed, companies which they already have their 

own legal and accounting departments. In their opinion, the topics that need to be stressed more are 

benefits of the relations also for larger companies (such as idea development).  


