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Introduction 

In the past, companies had an incentive to innovate their products to maintain a leading position 

in the market. The new technologies and prototypes developed in the research and development 

(R&D) laboratories were jealously guarded because a company's profits and position in the 

industrial sector could be endangered if competitors became aware of the new technology and 

copied it. Universities and governments did not participate in the co-creation of innovation, thus 

placing the burden and risk of scientific research on individual companies. 

However, over the years, external factors have emerged and radically changed the situations in 

which companies operate, thus necessitating a change in the strategy used for maintaining a 

leading position in the market. In addition to phenomena such as globalization, development in 

telecommunications, and the success of other disruptive technologies, new players in the 

innovation sector have also emerged, such as the technology transfer offices of universities, 

centers dedicated to R&D on behalf of third parties, and business incubators. 

With this thesis, I want to focus precisely on the latter, delving into their role in economic 

development, their structure, and how they relate to external actors, with particular attention on 

open innovation methodologies. 

This thesis is divided into three chapters in which I define the concepts of open innovation, 

business incubator and provide an in-depth description of the incubator I participated in during 

an internship. 

In the first chapter, I describe the closed innovation and open innovation methodologies and 

then move on to the three characteristics underlying open innovation, as defined by 

Chesbrough: knowledge generation, dissemination, and absorption. Then, I illustrate the main 

inbound and outbound techniques with which open innovation can be applied. After that are 

described the improvements that the open innovation can develop in public and private 

organizations and the changes in society that have made it necessary. 

In the second chapter, I outline what an incubator is and compare the definitions from different 

studies to highlight the common points. Then, I describe the importance of this type of 

organization for local economic development. Finally, I analyze four relevant metrics in the 

first moments of the transition between closed innovation and open innovation and describe the 

structures and methods used by five Italian incubators on this issue. 
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In the final chapter, I dive deeper into the case study of Bio4Dreams, an Italian incubator that 

kindly allowed me to participate in its activities and collect the documentation necessary for 

this thesis. I describe the incubator’s structure in depth and two of its activities executed with 

the specific objective of creating and strengthening connections with third parties existing in 

the territory. 
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1 What is Open Innovation? 

1.1 Definition 

According to Chesbrough, “open innovation is a distributed innovation process based on 

purposively managed knowledge flows across organizational boundaries, using pecuniary and 

non-pecuniary mechanisms in line with the organization’s business model” (Chesbrough & 

Bogers, 2013, p.12). Thus, it concerns managing a company’s outflows and inflows of 

information and knowledge. It is a concept similar to "spillover," "whereby investments in 

knowledge creation by one party produce external benefits by facilitating innovation by other 

parties” (Jaffe et al., 2000, p. 215). 

In both cases, the focus is on the economic effort that a company sustains when undertaking 

R&D activities. In the spillover literature, the knowledge transmitted to the external is a cost 

for the company because it does not provide an economic advantage and, indeed, could result 

in a disadvantage if competitors decide to use this knowledge generated to create their own 

advantage without the use of the huge resources that scientific research needs. 

"Spillovers are likely to lead to increased competition and as result reduce the payoffs of the 

innovating firm and boost the payoffs of the imitating firms" (Karlsson et al., 2004, p. 94). 

In the paradigm of open innovation, these spillovers are taken for granted and unavoidable, but 

companies attempt to take advantage of them as much as possible. 

However, a simple change in the resources used for the search for scientific material is not 

enough; instead, a profound change is needed in how companies approach the creation of new 

knowledge or innovation in general. 

"Open innovation processes combine internal and external ideas together into platforms, 

architectures, and systems. Open innovation processes utilize business models to define the 

requirements for these architectures both external and internal ideas to create value, while 

defining internal mechanisms to claim some portion of that value” (Chesbrough, 2003, p. 24). 

In fact, Chesbrough emphasized that with this methodology, internal and external ideas and 

knowledge are recombined into defined processes to create a system. The company's business 

model must also change. 

Taking the example of a company's spillover, if it was initially seen as a negative event that 

must be eliminated, it is now instead seen as an opportunity for profit. Using the out-licensing, 
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the company can create new revenue and have a market proof of the technology and the demand 

that it can generate. It could create new opportunities that otherwise would not have been 

discovered, collaborations with companies from different sectors, or new technologies. 

"Open innovation assumes that internal ideas can also be taken to market through external 

channels, outside the current businesses of the firm, to generate additional value" (Chesbrough, 

2006, p. 1). 

Kenneth listed three ways (Munsch, 2009) open innovation can give real benefits to the 

companies that apply it: 

• New ideas can be contributed from a much larger range of parties and from different 

perspectives than what might be contributed internally. 

• Business and financial risks can be mitigated by the participation of one or more third 

parties, and a greater market scale can be achieved by joining forces. 

• Speed to market may be accelerated by the particular contribution made by partners or 

contributors in the ecosystem. 

Moreover, the advantages are not limited to the acquisition of new ideas from external sources, 

albeit more specialized and with more capabilities; they can also be relative to lowering the risk 

linked to innovation and streamlining the internal research processes. 

Risk reduction is achieved through specific partnerships with external actors. Companies can 

share resources related to R&D to reduce losses in case of failure. They can also collaborate 

with specific actors that hold complementary skills. 

For example, external companies with proven market experience can sell their distribution 

capabilities to smaller companies that have not yet reached this level of maturity. Thus, from 

the larger company’s perspective, there is the sale of a specific capability and, therefore, a 

source of profits, whereas from the perspective of the less mature company, there is the 

purchase of a complementary service, which makes it possible to access a larger market without 

the need to allocate time and money in the creation of the distribution network. 

The same example also includes the advantage of speeding up the time-to-market of a product 

or technology. Using specific external and already consolidated skills, it is possible for a 

company to focus and specialize on its activities where it forecasts to create the greatest 

economic value. 
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1.2 Open vs. Closed Innovation Model 

This section discusses the differences between the closed and open innovation models. 

1.2.1 Closed Model 

The closed innovation model was used in the twentieth century by most companies to secure a 

leading position in the market. 

A substantial difference from modern times is "the lack of involvement of both universities and 

governments into industrial and commercial applications of scientific research. This lack of 

involvement lead companies to create their own department of Research & Development 

(R&D) to be able to perfectly control new product development cycles” (Meige, 2009). 

This means that it was the individual companies, or at least those that could bear the costs, that 

conducted the R&D activities necessary for the creation of new products and services. In this 

way, they could ensure a dominion over a specific sector thanks to the technological superiority 

difficult to imitate by those who did not have the opportunity to invest in R&D. 

Thus, companies could only rely on themselves. According to the closed innovation method, 

the research has, as a direct consequence, a strong vertical integration between the R&D 

departments and the sales and after-sales departments. Therefore, not only was the research 

supported internally, but all the findings that did not come from their own laboratories were 

seen with suspicion, giving shape to the so-called "Not Invented Here" syndrome (Katz & 

Allen, 1982). 

Closed innovation needs some prerogatives to be applied, such as strict control over intellectual 

property (IP) and highly specialized people remaining within the company. However, over time, 

some erosion factors have emerged. For instance, new technologies, the ability to collaborate 

and communicate instantly with people living in other parts of the world, cheap means of 

transportation, and specific search engines for scientific articles or patents have made possible 

new methods of value creation that were not considered before. These factors will be discussed 

more widely in the next chapter, which explains the various reasons why open innovation can 

be profitable for companies, startups, or even public institutions. 
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1.2.2 Open Model 

Given the modern changes that have weakened the closed innovation model, many companies 

have sought new ways to remain competitive and innovate their products and services. They 

have begun to look outside their limits, giving life to the open innovation method. 

The term “open” refers to “a distributed innovation process based on purposively managed 

knowledge flows across organizational boundaries, using pecuniary and non-pecuniary 

mechanisms in line with the organization's business model" (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2013, p. 

12). 

This new model differs from the previous one in the possibility of exploiting opportunities from 

outside the company. In fact, it is possible to not only use knowledge generated outside of one's 

own R&D laboratories but also sell a private discovery that has not reached its stage of 

maturation. 

It should be noted that this model accounts for not only companies and research institutes but 

also the phenomena of co-creation with end consumers or with communities of innovators. 

Table 1 highlights the main differences between this new approach and closed innovation. 
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Table 1 – Differences between Closed and Open Innovation 

Closed Innovation Principles Open Innovation Principles 

The smart people in the field work for us. Not all the smart people work for us, so we 

must find and tap into the knowledge and 

expertise of bright individuals outside our 

company. 

To profit from R&D, we must discover it, 

develop it, and ship it ourselves. 

External R&D can create significant value: 

internal R&D is needed to claim some 

portion of that value. 

If we discover it ourselves, we will get it to 

the market first. 

We don't have to originate the research to 

profit from it. 

The company that gets an innovation to the 

market first will win. 

Building a better business model is better 

than getting to the market first. 

If we create the most and the best ideas in the 

industry, we will win. 

If we make the best use of internal and 

external ideas, we will win. 

We should control our intellectual property 

(IP) so that our competitors don't profit from 

our ideas. 

We should profit from others' use of our IP, 

and we should buy others' IP whenever it 

advances our business model. 

Source: (Chesbrough, 2003) 

Smart People: The assumption is that it is impossible to internalize all the most specialized 

human resources in the fields necessary for technological advancement. Therefore, companies 

look for a strategy that can compensate for this weakness and intercept the knowledge that these 

people generate. 

Profit from R&D: Instead of relying only on discoveries created internally within the 

company, new sources are found outside, using the results of other companies’ R&D. Once 

companies have found and assimilated the external concept, they can still originate profit lines 

from it, for example, by using it to improve their products or services. 

Be the First: There is a shift in the company focus here. Less importance is given to the timing 

of entry into the market and more to the creation or improvement of the business model. Instead 

of entering the market first but with a technology that could still prove immature, companies 

focus on the use that is made of the knowledge generated or acquired and the creation of value 

for the customer. 
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IP Management: Finally, there is greater flexibility in the use of IP. The value and advantage 

that the purchase of patents or licenses can bring to the company is recognized, and the sale of 

IP or services that had remained for internal use only can bring new sources of profit and their 

diversification. 

Figure 1 also illustrates these differences. 

Figure 1 – Closed Innovation Model and Open Innovation Model 

 

Source: (Chesbrough, 2006) 

Clearly, the company not only draws on external knowledge sources to create products but also 

sells internal knowledge before it even becomes a finished product or service. 

"The business model utilizes both external and internal ideas to create value, while defining 

internal mechanisms to claim some portion of that value. Open innovation assumes that internal 

ideas can also be taken to market through external channels, outside the current businesses of 

the firm, to generate additional value" (Chesbrough, 2003, p. 24). 

1.3 Generation, Dissemination, and Absorption 

In his book Open Innovation Results, Chesbrough defined three characteristics of the 

infrastructure that makes open innovation possible and useful. These are generation, 

dissemination, and absorption (Chesbrough, 2019). 

Generation: Obviously, the creation of new knowledge is vital to make open innovation 

possible. This definition includes all institutions or investments, private and public, that have 

as their objective the deepening of particular technologies or exploratory basic research.  
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Dissemination: Assuming that new technologies or discoveries were actually studied, but that 

the fruit of these investments remains private and used by a few actors, the paradigm of closed 

innovation returns. Therefore, this knowledge must also be disseminated in ways that may 

nevertheless be profitable. 

Universities play a key role in this case because they help substantially in the dissemination of 

knowledge through publications, conferences, and yearly graduation of many students who are 

then absorbed by other companies in the labor market (Chesbrough, 2019). 

Furthermore, there are specific technologies that have favored knowledge dispersion. The 

Internet in this respect has created unprecedented possibilities. In modern times, with a simple 

Internet connection, it is possible to deepen knowledge, even up to the state of the art, about 

any topic of interest for an almost negligible cost. Likewise, the technologies related to the 

mobility of people and goods have favored the spread of technologies and information, such as 

trains or airplanes. 

Finally, there are also legal aspects that have contributed to this. A prime example is pension 

reforms, which have made it possible for workers to receive their pensions even in cases of 

dismissal and future employment in a new company. 

In this way, employees are no more obliged to stay in the same company for the entire duration 

of their working life. 

Another element is the anti-trust policy. Dividing a monopoly into smaller entities leads to 

greater competitiveness and lower prices for final consumers, as well as the spread of important 

patents and knowledge. 

"The decision to force AT&T to license its patents in the 1950s powerfully aided the nascent 

electronics industry" (Chesbrough, 2019, p. 24). 

Absorption: Finally, the last factor is to put people in a position to absorb, apply, and transform 

this knowledge into products and services useful for the society. 

Both in the case of companies and research institutions, the ability to understand and integrate 

spillovers from external sources is essential. 

1.4 Inside-out and Outside-in 

The possible implementation methods of open innovation can be divided into two 

subcategories: Outside-in (or inbound) and Inside-out (or outbound). Both and their relative 

methods are described below. 
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1.4.1 Outside-in or Inbound 

This category aroused the most interest among students and companies. In his book Open 

Innovation Results (Chesbrough, 2019, p. 30), Chesbrough stated that "the outside-in part of 

open innovation involves opening up a company’s own innovation processes to many kinds of 

external knowledge inputs and contributions." 

New sources for business innovations are therefore sought. Instead of relying only on their own 

resources, companies intercept relevant information that can be used to improve products or 

services. It is not only about opening up the company to external factors but also about creating 

specific partnership agreements with other structures with complementary skills or needs with 

the aim of having access to technical-scientific knowledge (Bianchi, Cavaliere, Chiaroni, & 

Frattini, 2011). 

The methods belonging to this category are as follows: 

• In-licensing: The firm purchases the right to use a particular technology discovered by 

another firm. 

• Minority equity investments: In this case, the company has access to complementary 

technologies or capabilities or buys part of a startup or pre-existing company, but 

without becoming the owner. 

• Acquisitions: A project, startup, or external company is purchased to have access to its 

intellectual properties, specific assets, or capabilities complementary to the company. 

• R&D contracts and research funding: The company supports external research 

institutions, such as universities or even specific companies, by financing them. Thus, 

it is an outsourcing of the R&D department. 

• Purchase of technical and scientific services: The company externalizes specific tasks 

to specialized personnel. Here, there is the requirement of a well-defined contractual 

agreement. 

• Joint ventures or non-equity alliances: The firm establishes relationships with 

selected firms or organizations to purse a common objective. 

1.4.2 Inside-out or Outbound 

"Inside-out open innovation requires organizations to allow unused and under-utilized 

knowledge to go outside the organization for others to use in their businesses and business 

models. This could result in licensing out a technology, or spinning off a new venture, or 
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contributing a project to an open commons, or forming a new joint venture with outside parties" 

(Chesbrough, 2019, p. 31). 

With this method, the company exploits unused or little-used ideas and makes them available 

to external actors who can use them in their business models or products. The consequences are 

the creation of new sources of revenue and their diversification. Projects that have not been 

judged as promising can find a second life and, in any case, market validation through open 

innovation’s inside-out methods. 

The methods belonging to this category are: 

• Licensing out: The firm sells the right to use specific technologies that it discovered. 

• Spinning out of new ventures: This method includes not only the transfer of 

knowledge but also the sale of at least part of the rights of disposal of a unit of the firm. 

Thus, it also includes physical assets (Lichtenthaler, 2005). 

• Sale of innovation projects: In this case, the firm does not sell an operational part of 

the company and the related assets but limits itself to the design phase of the idea. 

Looking to the funnel scheme of open innovation, they outsource the project directly 

from the initial phase. 

• Supply of technical and scientific services: The firm provides specific services or 

consultations to other firms. 

• Corporate venturing investments: This is the practice of directly investing corporate 

funds into external startups. This is usually done by large companies who wish to invest 

in small, but innovative, startups. They do so through joint venture agreements and the 

acquisition of equity stakes. The investing company may also provide the startup with 

management and marketing expertise, strategic direction, and/or a credit line. The main 

goal of corporate venturing is to gain a competitive advantage and/or access to new, 

innovative companies that may become potential competitors in the future (Corporate 

Finance Institute, 2019). 

• Joint ventures or non-equity alliances: The firm establishes relationships with 

selected firms or organizations with complementary capabilities or assets (as production 

capacity or distribution channels). 

1.5 Why Implement Open Innovation? 

This section answers the question of why a company should implement a structure or methods 

related to open innovation. 
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As already mentioned in the previous chapter, in recent years, the available technologies have 

made it possible to collaborate and organize in ways that were not previously considered 

profitable.  

Moreover, some new factors have come into play, with the consequence of decreasing the 

advantage of a closed approach regarding business innovation. These factors have been defined 

by Chesbrough as "erosion factors" (Chesbrough, 2003). They are listed and explained below. 

1.5.1 Erosion Factors 

Mobility of skilled people. Given the strong focus on internal research and the lack of 

confidence in technologies from outside, experienced scientists with years of accumulated 

studies were treated with jealousy by the company that hired them. In fact, the implementation 

of patents and their control served to prevent other companies from taking advantage of the 

internal research conducted by the individual company.  

One method used to diminish this competitive advantage was to hire scientists and engineers 

belonging to a competitor or industry leader. 

In both the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the mobility of these people has increased. With 

reduced travel costs, the possibility of remote collaboration created by the Internet and more 

favorable contractual conditions have led the most educated people to see the labor market as 

more fluid than at the beginning of the twentieth century, with the possibility of leaving a 

company without strong repercussions. 

Increase in the number of venture capitals. Venture capital companies are individual 

investors or investment funds whose objective is the creation of new startups. These entities 

provide capital, networking, and specific knowledge to people who want to create a company 

based on an innovative product or service. The possibility for scientists and engineers to raise 

capital from external sources and use the complementary expertise with theirs provides a strong 

incentive to abandon the closed innovation system to fund their own startups.  

A recent phenomenon is crowdsourcing. Thanks to these platforms, even people who have a 

small capital can participate in investments in these startups, thus increasing the capital that can 

be raised for an innovative project. 

Increase in the number of qualified suppliers. This factor is a consequence of the previous 

ones. Given the possibility of highly qualified people to be able to change companies or found 

one, bringing with them the experience gained, and the ease with which it is possible to raise 
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capital for innovative projects, the possibility arises for larger companies to make agreements 

with suppliers or highly specialized external research centers. In this way, the cost and risk of 

the research are borne only by the specialized body that will then resell the knowledge to the 

outside. 

1.5.2 Open Innovation for the Private Sector 

(Mortara et al., (2009) reported five macro-sectors on which, through interviews, they studied 

the main characteristics of companies and the advantages that open innovation can create. 

Figure 2 – Description of the Mortara et al. (2009) Study 

 

Source: (Mortara et al., 2009) 

The study was divided into three distinct parts, each consisting of a workshop attended by 

representatives of the companies examined, in-depth interviews with some of the individual 

companies, and specific literature review on the interview topic. 

The topics analyzed were as follows: 

1. Key challenges faced by the companies examined 

2. Structures and skills for implementing open innovation 

3. Cultural issues and incentives during the implementation 
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Table 2 – Benefits of Open Innovation for the Private Sector 

 Industry characteristics What form does open innovation (OI) 

take? 

Electronics 

and telecoms 

Strong need to adapt to growing 

demand from consumers and keep 

up to date with the rapid pace of 

technology development. 

Importance of collaboration to 

create industry standards. Reducing 

costs is a priority. 

New technologies sought with 

increasing speed to anticipate 

competition, follow fast moving 

markets, and reduce costs. Standards 

are both an opportunity to work openly 

and a “constraint” for innovation 

Energy/oil Business is changing because of 

sustainability issues (declining oil 

supplies, global warming). 

OI is an opportunity for identifying 

new technologies to improve oil supply 

and ways to change the industry and 

increase its sustainability. 

Aerospace 

and defense 

Traditional engineering businesses. 

Long technology lifespan and long 

lead times for adoption. Strong 

confidentiality issues, especially 

for defense. Strong influence of 

policy-makers and government on 

innovation strategies. 

OI is a new concept, especially for 

defense companies who are wary of 

information leaks. However, OI 

activities exist in response to 

technology complexity and R&D and 

innovation costs. 

FMCG Need to reduce time to market and 

find new ideas to generate new 

products. Strong marketing 

influences innovation strategy. 

OI is an opportunity to innovate and 

increase competitive advantage. Most 

FMCG companies are currently 

developing their OI strategies (more 

formalized OI). 

Software and 

media 

Software companies have almost 

always been open due to the nature 

of their technology. 

Open-source software and Internet 2.0 

have revolutionized the innovation 

processes so that users (customers) can 

themselves contribute to innovation. 

Source: (Mortara et al., 2009) 

Table 2 above illustrates how each sector tries to achieve its specific goals. Therefore, open 

innovation is to be framed as a tool with which the company can support R&D operations. In 

more developed industries, such as electronics, partnerships with other companies or other 
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outside-in techniques are mainly used to speed up time-to-market, especially where the 

advantages of being a first mover are more pronounced or where the creation of industry 

standards can ensure a position of advantage. 

On the other hand, some sectors suffer more than others with regard to the disclosure of 

corporate information. For instance, in the aeronautics sector, which also includes defense, there 

is a greater fear of risks that can be created by uncontrolled disclosures.  

Nevertheless, even in this case, open innovation is used to cope with the growing complexity 

of the technologies used. 

Finally, the example of the software sector is cited. Here, a special situation has been created 

thanks to the so-called "open-source software." Companies can contribute with their own 

software or benefit from other people's software. Likewise, individual users also have the 

opportunity to contribute according to their own expertise. 

During the study, the researchers interviewed managers about the benefits they expect to gain 

from implementing this new methodology. Figure 3 illustrates the opinions of these companies’ 

managers on where open innovation can achieve the greatest impact in their companies. 

Figure 3 – Managers Answers Concerning Benefits of Open Innovation 

 

Source: (Mortara et al., 2009) 

The figure shows that the open innovation methodology is not used to solve a specific problem 

but rather as an approach to finding a solution to a wider range of questions. Mortara et al. 

observed that roughly the same importance is given to several factors: 
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• Reducing time to market for products (particularly for fast-moving consumer goods 

(FMCG) companies and electronics companies who seem to require the fastest rate of 

innovation) 

• Availability of new technologies (especially important for chemical industries) 

• Access to competencies (especially important for FMCG companies) 

Therefore, the respondents of this interview gave more importance to the inbound part of open 

innovation than the outbound. In fact, it does not seem that the exploitation of internal 

technologies is a general concern, as more importance is given to issues such as obtaining 

complementary technologies or skills or an optimization of business processes. 

1.5.3 Open Innovation for the Public Sector 

(Pedersen, 2020) analyzed in his research various projects related to public sector organizations 

in which open innovation methodologies have been used. However, there are important 

differences from what was described in the previous section. 

The problems being solved in the public sector are different from the private sector. In fact, 

speaking about the research present in the literature of this topic, the author wrote list of the 

main targets: 

• Reduce costs and become more efficient 

• Improve relationships with citizens and other stakeholders 

• Collaborate with other public sector organizations 

• Deal with difficult challenges such as climate change, ageing societies, and increase in 

chronic diseases 

Open innovation in the public sector is directly linked to e-government since the proposed 

solutions almost all refer to IT technologies applied to those that are already assets or services 

for citizens. There are also political pressures that see these solutions as opportunities for 

improving the structures of public organizations (Lee et al., 2012), such as the Obama 

administration's Open Government initiative in the United States. 

In Section 1.4, a differentiation was made between inbound and outbound approaches.  

In the context of the public sector, they are interpreted as follows: 

• Inbound/Outside-in: The organizations in the public sector collaborate with citizens 

and companies in smart city projects or involve citizens in policy development 

through crowdsourcing. 
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• Outbound/Inside-out: Open data projects and publishing data that can be used and 

exploited by citizens and companies. 

The concepts of value and value creation are also different (Pedersen, 2020, p. 2): 

"Value creation differs; for example, private sector organizations are concerned with how to 

create value that can be protected in order to create a sustainable competitive advantage, which 

is less relevant for public sector organizations."  

For the public sector, value creation is perceived as "a process through which IT investments, 

such as the development of a new app, and non-IT investments, such as organizational change, 

are combined in a co-specialization process to change one or more objects, such as 

organizational process or citizen behaviour." (Pedersen, 2020, p. 2) . 

The objective of these investments is to improve the outcome of the services offered by public 

organizations and the efficiency and effectiveness of the structure that makes them possible and 

to solve problems of various magnitudes that may require a discontinuity of the methods applied 

in the past. 

Pedersen conducted his research through an in-depth analysis on the subject in the literature 

and through an evaluation of project descriptions in this area. 

He then coded the information found according to the following scheme: 

• Purpose: Why do public organizations use open innovation? 

o Object of change: What do you want to change or influence through the 

application of this methodology? 

o Value: This metric refers to the types of value defined before. 

• Value Creation: How do the projects evaluated create value for society and its 

citizens? 

o IT investments: Information and telecommunications systems used to 

implement the desired change and thus create value for society 

o Non-IT investments: Investments in changes related to the organization of 

resources 

o External innovative assets: The typology of innovative assets used in the 

open innovation processes, such as citizens in the case of crowdsourcing. 

o Contextual factors: Other factors that impact value creation during open 

innovation 
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o Lag effects: There is a delay between the moment in which the open 

innovation project is realized and the moment in which the metric designated 

for change varies. This category includes all projects that aim to reduce this 

delay. 

Table 3 shows the results of the first bibliographic analysis conducted by Pedersen. 

Table 3 – Pedersen’s Bibliographic Analysis Results 

 

Source:(Pedersen, 2020) 

Two types of possible changes emerge: 

1. Optimize Within: Referring to the definition of value given previously, this category 

includes all the possible solutions that aim to optimize the resources already present in 

society but without entailing a drastic change for citizens or the technologies used. 

2. Radical Change: In this case, there is a change in the business model (Feller et al., 

2011). The available assets are not only used during the implementation of the project, 

but there is also a permanent change for the duration of the provision of the new 

service. However, no significant results have been found within this category. 

(Mergel, 2015) argued that radical changes are rare of public organizations precisely 

because of their nature of operation, while projects for incremental innovations are 

promoted. 

As for “how" organizations try to create value through open innovation, Pedersen evaluated 

projects present in the literature or currently used by public organizations. 

Below is the frequency recorded for each project objective: 

• Innovation of democracy, regulations, and policies (6%) 
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• Innovation in public sector organizations (8%) 

• Innovation of the relationship between public sector organizations (0.4%) 

• Innovation in the relationships between public sector organizations, citizens, and other 

stakeholders (2%) 

• Innovation in society (83%): This is where the majority of the cases observed reside. 

Given the amount of data present, the "value" values found have been divided into 

three general categories: 

o Citizen behavior 

o Citizen capability 

o Citizen experience 

In the methods used to create value for society and citizens, the impact that IT investments exert 

on open innovation projects is predominant. This is in line with what was discussed in Section 

1.5.1, where one of the erosion factors is precisely the possibilities that computer science and 

telecommunications make possible. Therefore, as stated by (Pedersen, 2020, p. 8), "Public 

sector organizations place resources, and regulate and protect resources in society, and the IT 

systems seem to support these activities and to provide public value by optimizing the value of 

new existing resources." 

The framework presented in Figure 4 summarizes the results of the Pederson’s research. 

Figure 4 – Pedersen’s Research Results 

 

Source: (Pedersen, 2020) 
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Therefore, open innovation is generally used by the public sector for innovation in society. 

Organizations seek to create value for their citizens by improving the quality of their lives. This 

is done through investments in IT that then strengthen other structures, with the aim of changing 

the citizens’ behaviors, capabilities, and experiences. 

More inbound or outside-in methods are applied, whereby organizations use external sources 

of knowledge or technology to solve problems they have faced. This contrasts with the low 

presence of outbound or inside-out techniques, where citizens would be more involved in public 

decisions. In any case, the improvements found and sought by the public sector are incremental, 

not disruptive. 

1.6 How to Implement Open Innovation 

As stated by Eelko Huizingh (Huizingh, 2011), the open methodology in the innovation field is 

not completely new. In fact, some of its characteristics, such as absorptive capacity, 

complementary assets, and the discussion of exploration versus exploitation, can be found in 

some older research than those of Chesbrough, (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990), and (Teece, 1986) 

(March, 1991). 

In that case, why has the concept of open innovation described by the aforementioned author 

been so successful, so much that his book published in 2003 has received over 24,000 citations? 

According to Eelko, there are three reasons for this: 

1. Chesbrough gave a name to this theme. This has led many researchers and practitioners 

in this field to use the same term to define the set of methods and approaches that 

distinguish open innovation from closed innovation. 

2. The second reason is related to timing. The author began this trend thanks to his research 

at the beginning of the 2000s, at a time of growing interest in issues such as outsourcing, 

collaboration, and the internet. 

3. Finally, the third reason relates to the possibility of the expansion of these studies. 

Chesbrough laid the foundations on which many other researchers contributed, orienting 

themselves toward different objectives: theories integrated with other methods of 

innovation management, tools for measuring innovation processes, and techniques to 

implement them. 

In this and the next chapter, I would therefore like to dive deeper into the methods that various 

companies and incubators have adopted and adapted to better adhere to open innovation 

concepts. 
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Huizingh identified two different moments that a company goes through when it wants to 

implement this type of practices: 

1. Opening up the company: Making the organization ready for a transition to more open 

methods. This concerns the four organizational dimensions identified by (Chiaroni et 

al., 2010) and refer specifically to networks, knowledge management systems, 

organizational structures, and evaluation processes. They will be described in more 

detail in the next section. 

2. Practices of open innovation: Effective creation and implementation of new methods. 

The examples cited in Section 4.2.1 will be taken from the in-depth analysis carried out 

by Marika Macchi, Ugo Rizzo, and Laura Ramaciotti (Macchi et al., 2014). I will 

describe how different Italian startup incubators differ in their structure and in the 

strategies adopted in managing the relationships between startups and external actors. 

1.6.1 Organizational Dimensions 

In the research published in 2010 in the journal R&D Management, Davide Chiaroni, Vittorio 

Chiesa, and Federico Frattini investigated the properties a company must satisfy to successfully 

attempt the transition from a closed innovation model to one more integrated with resources 

outside the organization (Chiaroni et al., 2010). 

Their work focuses on research conducted through interviews with four large Italian companies 

belonging to mature and asset-intensive sectors, such as cement, steel pipes, sealant for 

buildings, and automotive brake systems. These companies were characterized by the closed 

innovation approach and by: 

• Strong but very narrow scientific and technical competencies in their own areas of 

interest. 

• R&D executed in an unstructured fashion, inside organizational units devoted to 

technical assistance activities. 

• A focus on markets where customers are relatively low demanding in terms of product 

innovations and where competition is rather weak. 

Finding it reasonable to frame the transition between the two approaches to innovation as an 

organizational change process, they used tools specific to this field to study their research 

object. 

Taking up the work done by Lewin Kurt (Lewin, 1947), they outlined three stages that the 

company goes through when it must make changes to its structure: 
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1. Unfreezing: This phase is characterized by the creation of a "sense of urgency within 

the company" and then moves to the creation of a “guiding coalition” (Kotter, 1995) 

assigned to this specific initiative and finally the communication of this change both 

inside and outside the organization. 

2. Moving: In this phase, the actual implementation of open innovation techniques is 

emphasized. Here, the approach is still experimental. New procedures and behaviors 

are aligned with the objectives set for this activity. 

3. Institutionalizing: This last phase is related to the standardization of the norms and 

procedures of the previous phase. After various experiments and iterations, those that 

are the most suitable for the individual enterprise are then adopted and institutionalized 

to prevent a possible return to the previous status quo. 

The researchers then identified four different dimensions through which the change toward 

open innovation happens and that can be stimulated to for adequate transition. These 

dimensions are as follows: 

• Networks: This dimension refers to the extension of networking already present at the 

level of the company or of the individual personalities who were commissioned to create 

it. The effect that new employees, the managers hired for this transition, cause in 

bringing with them the social contacts gained in other previous work experiences is also 

considered. The division proposed by (Laursen & Salter, 2006) is considered here too. 

Two variables are defined: 

o Search breadth, related to the number of connections with actors outside the 

company that it owns and on which it can act as a partner 

o Search depth, related instead to the multitude of possibilities that can be used 

with regard to each individual connection 

According to the authors of this research, by "Working on these variables, increasing 

both search breadth and depth, firms are able to implement inbound Open Innovation" 

(Chiaroni et al., 2010). 

• Organizational Structures: This dimension is applied to the creation of absorptive 

capacity. With the aim to acquire external resources, the structure of the company must 

be able to maximize the benefits it can derive from these resources. A reorganization to 

this effect may refer to: 

o Organizational structures: The definition of an independent unit dedicated to 

open innovation activities (Kirschbaum, 2005). 
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o Organizational roles: Highly motivated managers who can act as leaders for 

this transition (Chesbrough & Crowther, 2006). 

o Rewarding and incentive systems: Systems suitable for the promotion of 

behaviors in line with the predefined objectives. This also implies a series of 

objectives and metrics aimed at implementing the correct methodologies 

(Chesbrough, 2003). 

• Evaluation Processes: Procedures and metrics suitable for the evaluation of 

opportunities and projects from external sources. This means that situations and 

technologies characterized by a strong uncertainty will have to be evaluated, given that 

they have been developed outside the company and, therefore, with different standards. 

Processes in this sense are instead related to the continuous search for possible 

stakeholders or innovations that could be useful to business objectives. 

• Knowledge Management Systems: With open innovation methods, the aim is to use 

both the internal and external knowledge to create an advantage or profits for the 

company. This must be supported by an adequate structure that makes possible "the 

diffusion, sharing and transfer of knowledge within the firm and the external 

environment" (Chiaroni et al., 2010, p. 226). Both the use of ICT technologies and IP 

management systems are considered here. Moreover, the IP protection systems are used 

as a defense from the competitors or also from the collaborating companies that can 

exploit the knowledge (Chesbrough, 2003). 

The researchers then created a matrix using the three stages presented by Lewin and the four 

dimensions mentioned above. This is illustrated in Figure 5 below. 
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Figure 5 – Union between the Four Dimensions and the Three Lewin Stages 

 

Source: (Chiaroni et al., 2010) 

The authors then noted that a change in one of the four dimensions can have or require 

repercussions in the others. An example could be the request for a more refined ICT structure 

in the case of the expansion of the company's network of contacts. 

In the results of their research, constant and significant characteristics that have led the analyzed 

companies to complete the transition from closed innovation to open innovation are identified. 

Using the three moments identified by Lewin, these characteristics are detailed below: 

1. Unfreezing: At this stage, the need for the organization to create a separate entity with 

specific personnel roles so that it is possible to modify this knowledge management 

system is clear. In particular, the characteristics found are: 

a. A crucial role is played by the top management of the company. It is this role 

that initiates the process of change, thus suggesting a top-down approach. This 

feature proved to be constant even if the difficulties that led to the adoption of 

the new approach were different for the four companies. 

b. Re-design of the organizational structure. To encourage the project, units 

independent of the rest of the organization were created. These units were either 

R&D or IP offices. According to the researchers, these changes in the 

organization were effective because (Chiaroni et al., 2010, p. 240): 

i. “they made the change immediately visible to everyone within the firm” 

ii. “they did not interfere with the basic process and routines of the firm” 

c. Creation of specific roles for managers dedicated to the transition. The jobs 

created by the establishment of the new R&D or IP offices were filled by both 
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internal and external managers. This has created a sense of urgency and an 

environment with motivated staff to drive change forward. 

d. Use of contacts of new managers. The research showed that in this first phase of 

the project, it is not the company's own networking contacts that create an 

advantage but rather the personal contacts of the hired managers. Precisely, this 

networking has allowed access to new technologies or opportunities for 

partnerships with external actors in the cases studied. 

2. Moving: The creation of an independent unit is also made necessary by the growing 

network of contacts being created. In this second phase, the methods of open innovation 

are put into practice, although still not permanently. The characteristics found are as 

follows: 

a. To test the new approach, projects and experiments are created. These must be 

separate and distinguished from the normal organization of the company. In this 

way, it is possible to measure its results and see whether the new strategy 

actually leads to gains for the company. 

b. Creation of a company network. Starting from the already mentioned personal 

network of managers dedicated to these projects, the contacts are formalized to 

make them corporate. Initially, these contacts are exploratory; therefore, using 

the terminology of Laursen and Salter (Laursen & Salter, 2006), the search 

breadth component prevails rather than the search depth. At this stage, the 

preferred partners are the universities (Chiaroni et al., 2010). The companies in 

the research consider it less risky to have relationships with universities rather 

than with suppliers or customers regarding the possibility of unwanted 

spillovers. As the authors stated, "Focusing on universities as external sources 

of technical knowledge is therefore consistent with the low attitude of the 

companies towards IP protection" (Chiaroni et al., 2010, p. 241). 

c. More formalized evaluation system. At this stage, a critical role is that of the 

company's IP office, as it tends to outline procedures for evaluating projects or 

opportunities that emerge outside the organization. 

3. Institutionalizing: In this last phase, the processes and metrics used and deemed 

significant are standardized and made the norm. In detail, at this stage the following are 

noted: 

a. New roles: In this phase, new roles are defined for management, in particular, 

the gatekeepers, who deal with the external scouting of opportunities, and the 

innovation champions, who manage specific projects and evaluate their progress 
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according to specific indicators. Therefore, in this phase, new roles are 

institutionalized, defining their tasks and consequently abstracting them from 

the individual people who cover them. 

b. Metrics: As mentioned above, the metrics used for the evaluation of projects 

and technologies regarding open innovation are standardized. 

In this phase, the target is to normalize the changes made. In the authors’ words, “in 

order to avoid a quick slip back to the traditional, Closed Innovation approach, it is 

useful to establish new organizational roles in charge of managing the evaluation and 

development process of innovation opportunities generated in an Open Innovation 

environment” (Chiaroni et al., 2010, p. 242). 

Below is the summary outline of the structural changes made in the transition from closed 

innovation to open innovation: 

Figure 6 – Changes in Transitioning from Closed Innovation and Open Innovation 

 

Source: (Chiaroni et al., 2010) 
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2 What is an Incubator? 

In the words of Hackett Sean and Dilts David, a business incubator is a shared office space 

facility that seeks to provide its incubates (i.e. ''portfolio-'' or ''client-'' or ''tenant-companies'') 

with a strategic, value-adding intervention system (i.e. business incubation) of monitoring and 

business assistance (Hackett & Dilts, 2004). 

However, this definition is not univocal in the literature, and the researchers mentioned have 

listed the many alternatives they have encountered during the study of the topic. 

The definition given alternately focuses on different aspects of the incubator, but all important 

and central in the role it plays in economic development. 

Generally, almost all definitions give weight to the function of the incubator to reduce the 

"failure rate" of incubated companies. These are interested in the functions of the incubator 

precisely because of their inexperience in creating and managing a company. This type of 

definition includes that of Raymond Smilor: "Reducing the rate of failure in small business by 

assistance in the critical stage of business development—the early years" (Kuratko & 

LaFollette, 1987, p. 49). 

Within an incubator, services are offered to fill the gaps that the startups’ teams have, offering 

complementary skills. According to Candace Campbell, this is done “By providing a variety of 

services and support to start-up and emerging companies, the incubator seeks to effectively link 

talent, technology, capital, and know-how to leverage entrepreneurial talent, accelerate the 

development of new companies, and thus speed up the commercialization of technology” 

(Hisrich, 1988, p. 229). 

Other definitions found in the paper wrote by Hackett and Dilts emphasize the local aspect of 

incubators: According to (Mian, 1996), the main role of a business incubator is to encourage 

and support the business development in the place where it is based. Therefore, the role of the 

incubator is also to develop local economies by supporting entrepreneurial projects in the area.  

Linked to this, university incubators have been identified. These aim to transfer the knowledge, 

created within their university of belonging, to the market through the creation of startups and 

small companies that, by innovating, create useful products or services. (Mian, 1994) identified 

the university technology business incubator as a tool used by universities that aim to support 

the birth of new startups or technology-based firms in general. 
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In these and many other definitions that the literature assigns the term "business incubator," two 

elements are recurrent: 

• Support of entrepreneurial projects through the offer of workspaces (co-working), 

equipment, management services of the startup, and the provision complementary skills 

to those possessed by the startup team. 

• The objective to strengthen the local economies in which the incubator is present. This 

is done through the aforementioned services as well as with networking activities with 

specific local partners, such as universities, companies, or organizations. 

2.1 Local Development 

As early as 1989, the importance of small businesses in creating new jobs in declining 

economies and sectors was noted (Campbell, 1989). It is such companies that generate most of 

the new jobs (Birch, 1980). However, most of them lack the actual growth prospects toward 

more mature business stages, with only 10–15% of these classifiable as "growth firms” 

(Campbell, 1989). Therefore, services such as the assistance in finding sources of financing for 

projects and the geographical concentration of technology-based companies are necessary. 

Incubators, by providing low-cost co-working spaces, business development activities, and 

assistance in financing, can contribute to the economic development of the area in which they 

are located. By helping small businesses to develop, they consequently lower their failure rates, 

thus contributing to the creation of new jobs positions. According to Campbell, "Business 

incubators are a sensible strategy for economic development only if they can accumulatively 

assist in the survival and accelerate the growth of new enterprises" (Campbell, 1989, p. 57). 

The main goals that these organizations try to achieve are (Moleiro Martins et al., 2020): 

• The creation of employment in the community 

• The creation—or acceleration of growth—of a local industry 

• Diversification of the local economy 

Incubation can be both physical or virtual (examples are given in Chapter 4). Physical 

incubation has the possibility to use all the services of the organization and the possibility to be 

in appropriate offices and labs as a workplace. Generally, the rental price in incubators is lower 

than the average of the local market thanks to the effects of public funding provided to support 

local entrepreneurship. The result is the advantage of being able to create a closer network of 
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networking and exchange of services with other incubated startups or with the staff physically 

present in the building. 

On the other hand, virtual incubation offers all support services, as in the physical case, but 

without the occupation of spaces. However, meeting rooms and a credible address for the 

market for professional contacts remain available (Moleiro Martins et al., 2020). 

2.2 Effects of Business Incubators on Startups 

Startups by definition cannot invest heavily in R&D (Paternoster et al., 2014); therefore they 

need external funds or even external sources of knowledge. Moreover, there are cases where 

they need specific skills that are complementary to those they already have, such as marketing 

and logistics. 

In these aspects, incubators can help startups in two ways: The first is to provide skills to 

startups to help them manage their network of knowledge or specific skills; the second is by 

providing scouting on possible external partners that would be useful for the startup. 

Through a quantitative approach, Sedita, Apa, Bassetti, and Grandinetti (Sedita et al., 2019) 

analyzed 243 startups and SMEs present in the territory of Northern Italy in the mechanical and 

service sector to verify whether and how much the incubator is actually useful in increasing the 

innovation performance of the startup as well as whether this partnership has significant effects 

on the internal skills and external collaborations of the incubated company. 

The startup's performance was measured by creating a variable (INNO_PERF) formed by the 

amount of the turnover related to products new to the market. This has made it possible to 

analyze the mechanical and the service sector even though they are clearly different. 

The following figure displays all the variables used by the statistical model. 
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Figure 7 – Variables Used in the Model Creation 

 

Source: (Sedita et al., 2019) 

The model produced by the researchers consists of two standard regressions, shown in the 

following figure. 
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Figure 8 – Tables Describing the First Model’s Tests 

 

Source: (Sedita et al., 2019) 

In the first column of the first table in Figure 8, the model was tested without independent 

variables in it. Two variables were significant: 

• Initial R&D expenditure, positively correlated with INNO_PERF 

• AGE, negatively correlated with INNO_PERF. However, this result is due to the lower 

number of companies founded in 2009. 
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In the second column, it is instead tested whether belonging to an incubator affects the 

innovative performance of the startup. The result is positive: "incubators facilitate the return 

from the innovation process" (Sedita et al., 2019). 

The third column of the first table tests the hypothesis of which internal business skills or 

technological skills of the startup are important for its performance. This hypothesis is not 

confirmed, but it should be noted that during the research, entrepreneurs were directly asked to 

assess their gaps in the internal skills of their organization. This exposes the hypothesis of 

overestimation of internal competences. Precisely in this topic, however, the role of the 

incubator could be useful, as it could more adequately estimate the skills present in the 

incubated persons and therefore also understand the complementary skills needed. 

Even the variable related to collaboration breadth is not significant in influencing the startup’s 

performance. One possible explanation mentioned by the researchers is that the startups under 

consideration are still too young to have developed a profitable network of contacts. 

The correlation with the initial R&D intensity variable is positive. According to the researchers, 

“This result paves the way to a more careful debate on the role of open innovation for start-ups, 

since the phenomenon has been prevalently looked under the lenses of the large corporation, 

which often ‘uses’ start-ups for knowledge exploration through acquisition processes, corporate 

incubators, crowdsourcing platforms and online competitions” (Barkema & Vermeulen, 1998) 

(Becker & Gassmann, 2006) (Lampel et al., 2012).  

Proceeding with the second table, the first column tests the hypothesis of which technical or 

management skills are significant only for those startups that have gone through an incubation 

process. INCUB*TECHNICAL is in fact positive and significant. 

Finally, in the second column of the second table, the relationship between the dummy variable 

of incubation and the types of collaboration outlined in the research is tested. 

The collaboration types two and three are significant. However, the authors noted: “Given our 

specification, the coefficient for the sole variable INCUB captures the average innovation 

performance of firms that have been incubated but are not engaged in any type of collaborations. 

Notice that, despite the number of these firms is too small to draw any reliable conclusion, their 

performance does not significantly differ from that of firms engaged in all types of 

collaborations” (Sedita et al., 2019, p. 10). 

The explanation for these values could lie in the quality of the collaborations that incubated 

startups have and from which they can therefore receive value. One of the purposes of startup 
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incubators is precisely to provide support in relations with other external actors. As previously 

mentioned, the incubator can help the startup to develop its network, as well as provide new 

quality contacts. Help can also materialize in providing services and skills that are not present 

within the startup team. 

Therefore, this advantage can be translated into a better performance of the incubated company, 

leading it to generate greater profits from the marketing of new products. 

2.3 Services 

Rice Mark, in a study published in 2002 (Rice, 2002) analyzed the services that incubators offer 

and develop with a co-creation method. In this case, the main actors in the phenomenon of co-

creation are the incubated entrepreneurs and incubator staff. Through the interaction between 

the two parties, specific activities can arise that the organization offers to cope with a lack or 

problem encountered by startups. 

Therefore, both the entrepreneur and the incubator managers participate in the development of 

these activities, but it must be noted that the startup team chose incubation precisely to obtain 

the advantage that the greater experience and knowledge of the incubator can bring to the 

project. 

The services offered can be divided into the various functional areas, such as risk management, 

marketing, finance, legal and intellectual protection, product development, business planning, 

and team building. These needs can be filled by the staff or with the possibilities that the 

incubator proposes, as well as by its networking abilities. The subsequent sections will explore 

how open innovation firms try to leverage the resources outside them to create an advantage to 

internal processes. Especially in the case of laboratories or specific instrumentation, the 

incubator may not have such assets internally or consider it inconvenient to purchase for too 

specific needs, thus preferring the rental of this equipment from external sources, such as 

universities or already established companies. 

In Figure 9, the services offered by the incubators that participated in Rice's study are shown, 

with the count of incubates that requested them. 
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Figure 9 – Types of Services Provided by the Incubator or Incubator's Network 

 

Source: (Rice, 2002) 

The co-creation modes are divided into three categories: 

1. Passive environmental intervention: This category concerns all the cases in which the 

service is provided without the direct intervention of an incubator manager. For startups, 

the advantage here comes from the simple belonging to the structure of the organization 

and thus with the possibility of coworking, the use of special rooms for meetings, and 

above all, the proximity to other startups. 

2. Counseling: "Counseling refers to the actual dissemination of knowledge and advice to 

entrepreneurs in the domain of business start-ups" (Rice, 2002, p. 174). In this case, the 

consultancy can be substantially different from the one offered by external parties, such 

as chambers of commerce or consulting companies, because the manager is present 

within the organization together with the entrepreneurs of other startups, with the 

possibility of monitoring the progresses daily. Moments of "peer-to-peer review" 

between the incubated teams are therefore also possible, with the incubator staff as 

mediators. 

3. Networking: If the incubator does not have the resources or knowledge to support the 

incubated enterprise, it must be able to leverage its network of knowledge to respond 

with the right resources. Therefore "developing and managing a networking 
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infrastructure is a critical function of the incubator" (Rice, 2002, p. 176). The absence 

of an entrepreneurial past for the startups makes them risky actors, with an unproven 

reliability, whom external companies may not want to work together with. Therefore, 

there is a lack of credibility that can be compensated by the interceding of the incubator, 

who acts as guarantor and mediator for the relationships that the teams have with the 

outside world. 

2.4 Italian Incubators 

2.4.1 The Relevance of the Open Innovation Structure 

In a 2014 study, researchers Marika Macchi, Ugo Rizzo e Laura Ramaciotti deepen “strategies 

business incubators adopt in respect to the creation of incubates intellectual capital, with 

particular focus on the link between business incubators structural capital and the creation of 

incubate relational capital” (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 554). 

The authors considered incubators as gatekeepers for the contact network needed by the startup 

to acquire the resources it needs. In their paper, they are defined as intermediaries of innovation 

and their structure, the motivations underlying it, and how this influences the exchanges of 

knowledge are studied. 

Five of the major Italian incubators were then examined, and then analyzed the methods used 

to increase what is defined as relational capital of incubated startups, that is, their external 

connections with suppliers, partners and other bodies and organizations that are relevant to the 

company's activities (Suciu et al., 2012). 

(Provan & Kenis, 2007) outlined two dimensions to measure how the incubator implemented 

techniques related to open innovation: 

• Management centrality-structured strategies: This is the degree of specialization of 

the social connection that an incubator can and want to offer to the incubates. Only a 

highly specialized staff has the capacity to decide ex ante the type of connection that 

better fits with the startup’s needs. 

• Existence of bottom-up-based strategies versus top-down decision-making: This the 

type of structure that the incubator has adopted or obtained from its decisions. Specific 

networking activities that are conducted are also included, as well as co-working areas 

and regular meetings. 
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The five different structures analyzed will be briefly presented below, as well as the results of 

the research. Table 4 provides additional features on each of them, such as sectoral 

specialization, which will then be useful in the conclusions. 

Table 4 – Characteristics of the Incubators Examined 

 

Source: (Macchi et al., 2014) 

2.4.1.1 The First Incubator 

Figure 10 – Alpha Incubator Structure 

 

Source: (Macchi et al., 2014) 

The first incubator was defined by its administrator as a "light incubator," as the goal is to let 

the knowledge streams be created autonomously. This simplicity in the structure can also be 

caused by the few staff numbers, in turn caused by the difficulties that the incubator faces in 

appropriating funds from the finances of the university to which it is connected. 
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Regarding the knowledge flows, the administrator commented: “Within the incubator there are 

companies. Their aim is to produce and sell. Companies and entrepreneurs interact when they 

identify a common objective and when the collaboration will bring advantages to both of them. 

If these preconditions are in place, an exchange of information and knowledge will take place 

and they will develop some joint project; or in supply chain logic there will be some exchange. 

This is a normal way of interaction, daily, and mostly linked to the sharing of the same 

workplace" (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 559). 

Therefore, it is the startups that autonomously take action to search for the contacts they need, 

even directly to the incubator. In fact, these are still provided if the startup requests them. The 

only activity that the incubator of its own initiative provides to the incubates is an annual 

training event. The topic of this event changes from year to year according to the startups’ 

needs. 

2.4.1.2 The Second Incubator 

Figure 11 – Beta Incubator Structure 

 

Source: (Macchi et al., 2014) 

The second incubator is affiliated with a university and is among the 15 best university 

incubators in the world (Ubi Global, 2022). It has 40 startups inside, but for 10 of these, it 

operates as a virtual service for their support. Although it does not have a specific sector of 

reference, the incubator has prepared ad hoc spaces for startups operating in the ICT world. 

The activities are supervised by senior tutors, people with previous experience in the working 

world, also directly in the creation of a startup, who advise according to their specific skills. 

Below these are the junior tutors, graduated in engineering management and working there with 

post-graduate scholarships. 
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The organization of this second incubator focuses essentially on tutors, as they provide the 

social contacts that the startup needs, as well as the specific consulting aspect for the sector in 

which it finds itself operating. 

As stated by the authors, “They provide the large majority of contacts and help answer the 

firms’ needs: they recognize needs and advocate solutions" (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 561). 

Knowledge management is centralized in the roles of the tutors and in the incubator itself, both 

as regards the contacts between the various startups and in case of contacts with the outside 

world. 

"[in the second incubator] structural capital effectiveness depends substantially on human 

capital involved" (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 561). 

In this case, ad hoc events for incubates are not organized. However, there are small events, not 

recurring from year to year, that emerge when necessary. The administrator's answer to the 

question of whether or not meetings were organized for startups was thus: "No, no, they simply 

emerge, we know them. There are some kinds of mini-meetings which we have when necessary, 

where we discuss various issues, etc" (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 561). 

However, the incubates belonging to the ICT sector are managed differently. In fact, these have 

a dedicated co-working space, and consequently, the contacts between the startups happen more 

spontaneously. The incubator then organizes events for the latter. In any case, the figure of the 

tutor remains of central importance, offering their skills in identifying needs and solving 

problems. The role of the administrator and president of the incubator is also relevant when 

looking for external contacts for financing or partnerships with large companies. 
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2.4.1.3 The Third Incubator 

Figure 12 – Gamma Incubator Structure 

 

Source: (Macchi et al., 2014) 

The third incubator has seven startups, all belonging to the ICT sector, and all still incubated at 

the time the research was carried out. Initially, they were organized in an open space, and then 

the workspaces were located in offices close to the startups but with the possibility of being 

independent of each other. 

How the collaborations between startups are seen is interesting. In the words of the 

administrator and founder:  

“Consultancies among our firms happen and we like them […] So yes, there are spontaneous 

deals, but there is never the joint production of a product, because problems may arise about its 

management, its property, and so on. This may lead to complications in terms of investments 

of intellectual property rights, and so on and so forth. […] So, we do not favour them, but 

sometimes they happen and we do not hamper them” (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 563). 

The relationships of mutual help are therefore left to emerge spontaneously, as in the previous 

incubator, while the relationships that also underlie a co-development of a product are seen in 

a more problematic way.  
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In this incubator, the consultancy for the startup is done by an expert designated by the 

organization, who enters the incubate directly as a shareholder—this allows them to have a key 

role in the management.  

It is therefore this person who provides the first social contacts, even outside the incubator, to 

the startup.  

As for the relationships between startups, below is the administrator's response:  

“Well, there is a great deal of discussion, especially at the beginning. Obviously there is 

gradually less discussion as the company sets itself up. Dialogue is also fostered by us. Every 

3 months we have a meeting which we call the CEO meeting; this is a meeting with the 

incubates CEOs, our staff, and some external experts are invited, always in attractive locations. 

[y] Here strategies are shared. [y] Often ideas stem from these meetings” (Macchi et al., 2014, 

p. 563). 

A robust top-down strategy emerges, where it is the incubator staff, together with the expert 

who joined the startup, who influence its decisions, especially in the early phase. The figure of 

the CEO of the startup remains clearly central, and it is up to them to make the final decision. 

In the words of this incubator’s administrator:  

“The strategy to be adopted is firstly discussed both with myself and with others, that is to say 

that the contribution played by this figure is the result of a group decision. It is clearly this 

person alone, however who holds responsibility in so far as he is part of the CDA, and therefore 

it is up to him to make the final decision. At the same time, we always discuss, exchange 

opinions, etc.” (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 563). 
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2.4.1.4 The Fourth Incubator 

Figure 13 – Delta Incubator Structure 

 

Source: (Macchi et al., 2014) 

Similarly, this incubator hosts only startups belonging to the ICT sector. They are initially 

arranged in an open space, where they remain for a period of three to six months and then move 

into a space more separate from the others incubated for three or four years. 

Contrary to the previous case, here, the startup must request the services of the incubator, if it 

deems it necessary:  

“The philosophy of the incubator is to let the firms create ab shape relationships both within 

the incubator and with the external environment. The incubator offers space and some initial 

funding, and series of consultancy services, if and when the firm requests it” (Macchi et al., 

2014, p. 563). 

Companies can request the intervention of the so-called "investment team." It helps in strategic 

decisions, but without a strong link with the rest of the incubator staff.  
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Therefore, the top-down approach is absent in this case. However, the investment team can 

elect a mentor for the specific problem that has emerged from the startup. This mentor will then 

act as a consultant with their specific skills. A mentor helps multiple startups, and a startup can 

be helped by more than one mentor at once. These figures are professionals outside the 

incubator since they are not part of its ordinary staff. 

This, in this case, there is a more bottom-up approach, as it is the startup that requests the 

services that the incubator can provide or for advice such as those of mentors. 

Once the startup has reached a higher level of maturity, both as a business model and as a social 

contact, it is moved to a more independent office but still maintains the services and contacts 

provided by the investment team. 

At this point, there are events in which the incubate can participate, organized by the incubator. 

These are the moments when there is a greater exchange of ideas and more possibilities for 

creating networking. In fact, there are six international events organized every year, each on a 

specific theme with the invitation of experts in the field. There are also minor events organized 

monthly. 

2.4.1.5 The Fifth Incubator 

Figure 14 – Epsilon Incubator Structure 

 

Source: (Macchi et al., 2014) 

The last incubator is also of the university type. Like the second incubator on this list, this one 

also operates as a virtual incubator for some of its startups. 
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According to the researchers, the approach in this case is as follows: “[the incubator] tends to 

let the firms exchange information and knowledge among themselves and the external 

environment in a natural way, supporting them mostly through the provision of space and 

through the organization of events” (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 565). 

In this case, the events are repeated throughout the year, even in the topics. The staff of the 

organization then participates in many events, mainly regional, to create a network of contacts 

that can be useful to startups. 

Moreover, this incubator is characterized by a "local" approach: It tends to establish contacts 

with geographically close actors—not only universities but also the chamber of commerce, 

industry associations, business Angels, and more. 

Many consulting services are offered to incubates, and generally, partnerships are activated at 

the request of these, or even by an initiative of the incubator staff when it is believed that the 

startup lacks the necessary skills. 

Each six months, an event is organized where startuppers describe their achieved objectives and 

those still in progress. The administrator of this incubator described these events as follows: 

“We created this biannual initiative, with the formal aim of discussing the balance sheet state 

of the art, and to force the firms to explain their activities, their advancement and their plans. 

With the excuse of asking them to prepare a sort of mini -balance sheet, we force them to 

explain the details of their activities and strategies. We have to do this if we want to monitor 

and help the firms that lack their own initiatives as needed” (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 565). 

With a view to open innovation, this incubator therefore adopts both bottom-up methods, 

originated from the initiative of startuppers, and top-down methods, with a control over the 

results and skills present in startups. 

2.4.2 Conclusions 

From the examples seen, three different types of organizations used for knowledge management 

within startup incubators emerge: 

• Bottom-up strategy: As in the first case examined, maximum freedom is left to 

startuppers. In fact, they are the ones who request the intervention of the incubator staff 

when they deem it necessary. In this case, the gatekeeper role played by the incubator 

is in the early stages of the startup, helping it with its business contacts. The organization 

therefore needs technical skills to evaluate which are the best projects to incubate. 
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• Cross-fertilization strategy: This is the second and third cases analyzed. The incubator 

manages the events and creates the right tools to make the startups communicate with 

each other or with external actors. The staff then facilitates networking with other 

relevant actors but does not exert a strong influence on the startuppers’ decisions. The 

incubator in this case does not need in-depth technical skills but much commitment to 

the management and coordination of activities. 

• Gatekeeper centrality strategy: This is the last two cases presented. This is the method 

that requires the most structure from the incubator. The strategy is in fact top-down, and 

the incubator manages the interactions that startups have both between each other and 

with external actors. Therefore, in-depth management skills and technical skills in the 

sector to which the startup belongs are necessary. 

Below is a summary image of the methods analyzed with reference to the gatekeeper role (y-

axis) and the incubator strategy (x-axis). 

Figure 15 – Incubator Strategy and its Role as Gatekeeper 

 

Source: (Macchi et al., 2014) 

Table 5 – Incubator Strategy. Bottom-up vs. Top-down 

 

Source: (Macchi et al., 2014) 
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The researchers then identified three other variables that characterized the structure of the 

incubators and have consequences on the open innovation strategies adopted by each of them: 

• Sectoral specialization: It has been found that some sectors naturally develop 

networking activities (ICT, software, etc.). 

• Co-existence of startups from different sectors in the same incubator: Some 

previous studies revealed a positive correlation between innovation performance and 

mono-sectorial incubators (Schwartz & Hornych, 2010). On the contrary, other studies 

showed evidence of a positive correlation between innovation performance and multi-

sectorial incubators (Stuart & Podolny, 1999). Finally, "technology brokering offers a 

perspective on innovation and innovators that recognizes the value not only of invention 

but of inventive combination" (Hargadon & Sutton, 1997, p. 748). 

• University involvement in the incubator structure: There are advantages to being an 

incubator linked to a university, as well as disadvantages, such as cognitive lock-in and 

low commitment in managerial approach. 

Finally, we explore how the generation of relational capital (the networking) changes according 

to the strategy adopted by the incubator: 

• Relationships between startups 

o Bottom-up: The initiative must be incubated 

o Gatekeeper: Relationships generally discouraged, if not for simple advice 

o Cross-fertilization: The incubate initiative is essential, but the incubator prepares 

events or procedures for this purpose 

• Relationships between startups and external actors:  

o Bottom-up: The initiative must be incubated 

o Gatekeeper: The incubator leads the startup completely 

o Cross-fertilization: The incubator encourages such links through the 

organization of networking events 
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3 Open Innovation at Bio4Dreams 

3.1 Yin’s Qualitative Case Study 

To bring greater value with this thesis to the literature on the topic of open innovation in startup 

incubators, I decided to link to this paper a first-hand practical experience within a startup 

incubator present in the area. 

A case study is described in the next pages in which I analyze various aspects described above 

regarding open innovation and how they were applied. 

A case study is defined as an "intensive study of a single unit for the purpose of understanding 

a larger class of similar units [...] observed at a single point in time or over some delimited 

period of time" (Gerring, 2004, p. 342). 

This possibility has allowed me to better understand the activities that are conducted and what 

is perceived as valuable within a business incubator. By interacting both with the staff of the 

organization and with other actors, I was able to describe in more detail the activities executed 

by giving an in-depth explanation in this thesis. 

In conducting this research, I followed the representative scheme of (Yin, 2009) related to the 

structuring of complete and exhaustive case studies. In the subsequent sections, I will describe 

the six sub-topics that characterize this scheme and include them in the examples that I report 

in these pages. 

The image below shows the structure of a case study. 
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Figure 16 – Case Study Structure 

 

Source: (Yin, 2009) 

3.1.1 Plan 

This first step is related to defining the research demand, deciding on the research method, and 

understanding its limitations (Yin, 2009). 

In the case study literature, there are no unanimously agreed definitions of the types of case 

studies. Thus, the main ones of the authors Yin and Stake as well as more detailed ones of the 

General Account Office of the United States are examined here. 

According to Yin, case studies can be of three types: 

• Exploratory: In this case, the study of the event or subject can occur before the actual 

definition of the research question. They are generally used for theory building. 

• Descriptive: In this case, the main objective is to give shape to a theory, but the 

studies focus on describing in the most in-depth way possible different characteristics 

of a phenomenon. Precisely for this reason, they can be used in cases where we try to 

create a classification of the phenomena or subjects studied. 

• Explanatory: These cases study are used to investigate the relationships of causes and 

consequences between two or more phenomena. 

They are well suited in cases where the research question refers to how or why a specific 

phenomenon happens and where the researcher has little control over the surrounding 

environment and the events that happen. Thus, this method is suitable in situations where a 

phenomenon is studied in the real context and at the precise moment in which it happens. 
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Yin then explained that it is not in the objectives of the case studies to generalize to the entire 

population (statistical generalization) but rather to generalize by creating a theory (analytical 

generalization). This happens "if two or more cases are shown to support the same theory" (Yin, 

2009, p. 38). 

(Stake, 1995) divided case studies according to these categories: 

• Intrinsic: These studies are conducted when one wants to acquire more information, 

in general, about an event. 

• Instrumental: This type of case study is used to investigate a specific problem or 

characteristic and for the refinement of a theory. 

• Collective: This is the case when there are more instrumental case studies. 

Finally, listed below are the types of case studies according to the classification of the (General 

Accounting Office (GAO;), 1990): 

• Illustrative: This case study is descriptive and intended to give realism and in-depth 

examples to other information about a program or policy. 

• Exploratory: This is also a descriptive case study but is aimed at generating 

hypothesis for later investigation rather than for illustrating. 

• Critical instance: This examines a single instance of unique interest or serves as a 

critical test of an assertion about a program, problem, or strategy. 

• Program implementation: This case study investigates operations, often at several 

sites, and often normatively. 

• Program effects: This application uses the case study to examine causality and 

usually involves multi-site and multi-method assessments. 

• Cumulative: This brings together findings from many case studies to answer an 

evaluation question, whether descriptive, normative, or cause-and-effect. 

In the case study I analyzed, the research subject is a startup incubator based in Venezia-Mestre. 

The goal I set myself to achieve is to have a greater understanding of the creation of value for 

the actors involved in the open innovation activities that the organization has implemented. 

Therefore, according to the descriptions of Yin, Stake, and GAO, this case study falls into the 

categories of exploratory, intrinsic, and illustrative. 
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3.1.2 Design 

The design phase of the case study focuses on the definition of the unit of analysis and on the 

aspects that will be deepened, the development of theories or hypotheses regarding the studied 

element, and the development of procedures for maintaining quality throughout the duration of 

the study (Yin, 2009). 

Thus, according to the GAO and Yin, a case study could be an event, a process, an individual, 

a group, or an organization. 

Here arise some problems given by the orientation of the researcher. According to (Dubé & 

Paré, 2003), in many studies, there are difficulties in selecting the right subject due to several 

reasons, which are listed in the following table: 

Table 6 – Selecting Different Subjects 

 

Source: (Dubé & Paré, 2003) 

Moreover, in another research elaborated by (Flyvbjerg, 2001), problems that can be 

encountered in the selection of the case study were highlighted. 
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Table 7 – Problems during the Case Study Selection 

 

Source: (Flyvbjerg, 2001) 

As mentioned above, the case study I selected to investigate the open innovation techniques 

applied within a business incubator is a startup incubator in which I had a direct experience of 

the tasks performed. For this reason, it is to be classified as a paradigmatic case, as an example, 

or prototype, whose general rules can be generalized to a wider spectrum of companies. 

According to Edmonds and Kennedy (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2012), there are four metrics that 

can be used to measure quality in empirical research: 

• Construct validity: This concept is related to that of operationalization, that is, the 

process of defining a research subject through attributes and variables so that 

empirical observation can then be used to measure them. However, in this research, no 

ex ante variables have been defined, so future studies will certainly bring value by 

improving this point. In this case, interviews were conducted, which will be described 

in more detail later. According to (Yin, 2009), there are three strategies that can be 

used to improve the construct validity: 

o Using multiple sources of evidence 

o Having key informants review the case study report 

o Maintaining a chain of evidence 

In this case, I used multiple data sources to verify the variables that are affected to 

increase the value produced for both the incubator and the incubated startups. 

• Internal validity: This concerns the justification of cause and consequence 

relationships that arise during the analysis of the case study (General Accounting 

Office(GAO), 1990). Precisely for this reason, this metric is applicable only to the 

case studies of the explanatory type but not descriptive and exploratory. 

• External validity: This concerns the assumption that the results found in a study are 

also generalizable to other study subjects. The fact of having used a single subject as a 

case study does not allow me to generalize or refute hypotheses that may or may not 

have been reflected in other business incubators. Limiting myself to the description of 
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a single case, greater contributions to the literature can be pursued precisely by 

increasing the number of business incubators involved in the same research. 

• Reliability: This last metric is related to the possibility that the results are the same in 

case the search is repeated in the future. As will be deepened in the next sections, I 

have analyzed several aspects of the same incubator. The results can also be found 

from future research if the incubator maintains its structure and some of its activities 

remain unchanged. In conducting interviews, the results may change if the respondents 

are different. 

3.1.3 Prepare 

The prepare phase regards the developing of skills as a case study investigator, training for a 

specific case study, developing a case study protocol, conducting a pilot case, and gaining any 

relevant approvals (Yin, 2009). 

As already mentioned, I personally conducted a study on a single case, so there were no pilot 

case studies. 

Before conducting the interviews or other insights, I studied the literature on open innovation 

with special regard to that on business incubators. This allowed me to have already schematized 

what would have been the situations of greatest interest and the main topics to be explored. In 

addition to this, during the internship period within the incubator, I was able to request a check 

on the analysis conducted several times to the reference staff who, as a task, dealt with open 

innovation and managed its related activities. Using their feedback, I was then able to calibrate 

my questions in the interviews and my requests regarding the documents examined. 

3.1.4 Collect 

The collect phase involves following the case study protocol, using multiple sources of 

evidence, creating a case study database, and maintaining a chain of evidence (Yin, 2009). 

As already mentioned in the previous sections, I used multiple sources to analyze the open 

innovation activities that a single case study offered. This allows case studies to "likely to be 

more convincing and accurate if [they] are based on several different sources of information" 

(Yin, 2009, p 116). Confirmation of the importance of using diversified sources of information 

comes from the GAO (General Accounting Office (GAO), 1990, p. 21): "examining 

consistency if evidence across different types of data sources is akin to verification." 
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As a first source of information, I used interviews with incubated subjects or those who 

collaborate with the startup incubator. Interviews can be of three different types: 

• Structured interviews: In this case, they have questions already defined ex ante and a 

limited range of admissible answers. In this way, it is possible to categorize the 

answers according to a predefined scheme (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

• Semi-structured interviews: This is also called focused interviews (Dane, 2010). In 

this case, there is more variability in the questions that can be asked, but the reference 

scheme for the answers remains. 

• Unstructured interviews: The interviewer has more freedom, as there is no need to 

stay within a predefined scheme. Therefore, the answers can be more varied and 

flexible, and the questions can change as topics deemed relevant to the study emerge. 

In the case study for this thesis, interviews were made according to the unstructured interviews 

mode. To better understand the phenomenon of open innovation, I gave priority to the 

possibility of investigating in the most varied way possible, both vertically and horizontally, 

any topic considered valuable by the interviewees, obviously remaining relevant to the research 

topic. 

3.1.5 Analyze 

The analyze stage relies on theoretical propositions and other strategies, considers and employs 

analytic techniques, explores rival explanations, and displays data (facts) apart from 

interpretations (Yin, 2009). 

As mentioned above, quantitative research is more prone to analytical generalization than 

statistical generalization. Analytical generalization involves the extraction of abstract concepts 

from each unit of analysis (Yin, 2009). 

The subjects interviewed are of different natures and will be described in more detail in the 

subsequent sections. Having more qualitative answers opens up the possibility of making a 

comparison. Moreover, according to (Tesch, 1990), the most used tool in qualitative analysis is 

the comparison tool, as it give the possibility to group the objects of study into themes and find 

differences and similarities. 

It follows that the main objective of the qualitative data that can be obtained from one-to-one 

interviews is to identify similarities or differences between the respondents' answers (Belk et 

al., 1990). 
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In this case study, I then categorized the interviews according to the type of interviewee. This 

allowed me comparisons in both categories whose similarities and differences will be explained 

and mentioned in the subsequent sections. In interpreting the data, I then followed the 

previously in-depth literature and feedback from the incubator staff. 

3.1.6 Share 

The share phase focuses on defining the audience, composing textual and visual materials, 

displaying enough evidence for a reader to reach their own conclusions, and reviewing and re-

writing until done well (Yin, 2009). 

To better understand the case study analyzed in the context of this thesis, I have, in this section, 

described the phases in the conception of the case study, the choice of the same, and the 

structure followed. In the next section, I will describe in all its parts, and the data collected will 

be interpreted and compared with each other. 

In the part relating to the interviews, quotations taken directly from the transcribed text were 

showed directly and repeatedly. This will help readers gain greater understanding and the ability 

to form their own opinion about the answers given. Quotations of the interview participants 

should be used to support the arguments exposed(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). 

3.2 Introduction of Bio4Dreams 

Bio4Dreams is a startup incubator founded in 2018 in Bresso (MI). They define themselves on 

their website as "certified incubator fully dedicated to very early stage innovative startups in 

Life Sciences" (Bio4Dreams, 2022a). 

They were born as a spinoff of Sanipedia in collaboration with F3F. 

The first is a company founded in 2007 that has the networking between companies and 

organizations specialized in the scientific sector of life sciences as its core business. The 

services offered to their partners are "scientific research, project consulting, support for 

innovative startups, clinical trials, bioinformatics and digital applications for health” 

(Sanipedia, 2022). 

On the other hand, F3F is an investment vehicle founded by Laura Iris Ferro, current president 

of Bio4Dreams, after having founded the startup Gentium, leading it to an IPO on the 

NASDAQ. 
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The specialization in life sciences is maintained by the incubator, which provides services to 

startups that operate mainly in the following sectors: biotech and pharma, medical devices, 

diagnostics, and AI and e-Health. 

At the time of writing, the company has 12 active subsidiaries in various Italian cities, including 

Milan, Rome, Turin, Genoa, and Venice, with 31 incubated startups, 10 of which are directly 

financed through corporate capital. There are also partnerships with specific innovation hubs in 

the rest of Europe (Pecs, Krakow and Ljubljana) and in other countries in the world (Japan, 

China and the USA). 

Between August 2021 and January 2022, I was hosted by the Venice-Mestre office for an 

internship experience to develop my thesis. 

In this chapter, I will describe in detail some of the open innovation activities in which I 

participated directly, designed and implemented by the incubator’s staff. Within the 

organization, great importance is given to collaborating with local actors, given the difficulty 

that is encountered sometimes in meeting the demands and needs of startups, especially in the 

life sciences sector.  

In addition, specialized laboratories and equipment are needed, and it would be too expensive 

to develop internally. Therefore, it is preferred to involve partners with complementary 

resources and knowledge, with whom the incubator could collaborate to provide a complete 

solution to startups’ needs. 

3.3 Startup Meetup 

Startup Meetup is an event that was held in Venice-Mestre on November 19, 2021. The 

objective was twofold: To present the Bio4Dreams’s reality and the incubated startups to new 

possible partners and investors present at the event and to create a moment of networking in 

physical presence not only between startups and external actors but also among the startups 

themselves. 

With this in mind, the day was organized in two different moments: 

1. In the morning, there was a frontal presentation, also broadcast live on Bio4Dreams' 

own channels. Initially, the staff of the incubator opened the presentation with a 

summary on its network and ecosystem, the results achieved, and future objectives. 

Then there were the startups that described their projects and their needs to continue to 

develop it with a pitch of three minutes each. 
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2. In the afternoon, one-to-one meetings with startups were organized inside the 

incubators’ offices. Each of them was arranged with its own dedicated desk, and the 

interested people could dialogue directly with the founders present, deepening the 

possibility of a collaboration. 

This type of event has been seen several times in the previous chapter, in other Italian 

incubators. In all cases, the importance that networking with external actors has in finding the 

resources that the project needs, be it funding, consultancy, or the acquisition of services, is 

highlighted. The meetings between CEOs of startups were also found in the examples described 

above, with benefits regarding the sharing of advice on project management or as a simple 

psychological support to cope with the different problems that this type of activity entails. 

To investigate the motivations that lead startuppers and local entities to participate in these 

events in more depth, I conducted four interviews. 

The people interviewed were a CEO of a startup, the marketing and communication manager 

of a second startup, and two representatives of the technology transfer offices (TTOs) of two 

universities in the region. 

Both TTOs highlighted how these networking-friendly events are perceived as valuable to the 

activities they perform. The opportunity to meet the managers of the incubator makes it easier 

to understand the challenges that can be resolved.  

"Regarding the moment about the Bio4Dreams ecosystem, was extremely important [...] 

because our work is based on having a network and having a partner for each phase of this 

project" (TTO1, Startup Meetup Interview, 10/12/2021). 

From the second part of this statement, one can guess that the TTO has sought partners with 

which collaborate to draw services for the development of the university’s projects.  

It is therefore a case of inbound open innovation, given that an internal lack of skills is resolved 

through a collaboration activity with a third-party actor. 

His point of view on collaboration with startups is also interesting:  

"with some of these you can find synergies for perhaps European planning, access to funds and 

maybe solve the needs that a researcher has or that a company has" (TTO1, Startup Meetup 

Interview, 10/12/2021). 

In this case, university researchers who collaborate with this TTO can, in turn, collaborate with 

a startup to obtain institutional funds, which it would otherwise not be able to win. This type of 
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collaboration would lead to a situation of inbound open innovation from the startup’s 

perspective because, in this way, it can acquire the skills of the researcher while playing the 

role of gatekeeper about the participation in national or international calls with the aim of 

obtaining funding. 

In any case, the preference of both TTOs to interact with the incubator, rather than with 

individual startups, remains evident. This allows them to simplify the network while keeping it 

efficient in scouting for opportunities. Regarding the Startup Meetup event, it is the first part of 

the presentation that is perceived as the most useful. 

Both TTOs then showed interest in the other participants in these events, so that they could 

trace new synergies with other partners in the sector: 

"Then it is also useful because if maybe these events are attended by people for example from 

Confindustria or other investors who may be interested, or in any case stakeholders in this area. 

Clearly, we are universities but we have spin offs and we have spinoff projects, therefore groups 

that have intentions at an entrepreneurial level" (TTO2, Startup Meetup Interview, 15/12/2021). 

"If the activities that Bio4Dreams carries out with other actors similar to us, or with other 

universities had been deepened, it would have been more interesting, always with the aim to 

creating networks and having a pull of actors with which I can interact directly to offer my 

products and services" (TTO2, Startup Meetup Interview, 10/12/2021). 

Interest was shown in meeting other players in the area, as well as other TTOs, but also investors 

and industry associations. In this way, the TTOs would have more sources of demand for the 

research projects they manage. 

As for the people of the TTOs participating in these events, in both cases, it was found that the 

choice lies with the directors of the offices or on delegated representatives, supported when 

necessary by technical staff with specific skills on the subject of the event. 

"Where it is most important to be there is always the director of our office [...] near to this figure 

there is always the project manager, who in the specific case is following the project or has 

more skills or more sensitivity on the issues that are addressed at the events" (TTO1, Startup 

Meetup Interview, 10/12/2021). 

"At most it is either the director or a representant [...] if it is not a technical event. Otherwise 

the technicians participate, but normally the technicians are flanked by research characters" 

(TTO2, Startup Meetup Interview, 15/12/2021). 
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I then tried to understand whether in the creation of networking they preferred generic events, 

on presentations of organizations or on the theme of innovation in a broader sense, or more 

specific events focused on well-defined sectors. 

In this sense, the actual difference in the contacts that are going to be created and the types of 

collaborations possible in the different events have been identified, but they remain profitable 

in both cases: 

"The things you bring to home are different. Maybe from a more generic event you come home 

with some ideas, who is working on what. You are a bit on the surface. In the most vertical 

events, we have the pro that if they are on issues that interest us and on which we are ready, 

that we have skills to spend, they are very fruitful. Imagine that if there is the specific event on 

hydrogen, if it were tomorrow, we would have already left the office knowing anyone in the 

university who dealt with hydrogen" (TTO1, Startup Meetup Interview, 10/12/2021). 

"The more general event is more interesting because we can put in place more transversal skills 

and also on the other hand it can happen that there are collaborations that operate in the same 

field. But it is equally possible that putting in communication or finding opportunities for 

communication between startups operating in different areas is useful for everyone precisely 

for a matter of skills. Maybe a startup that works in the medical field could find it useful maybe 

some contact with people who deal with marketing communication or management when the 

business begins to grow and needs to organize itself a little inside. So, I think the generalist 

event can also be useful” (TTO2, Startup Meetup Interview, 15/12/2021). 

The possibility of participating in a more specific event, as in the example of hydrogen in the 

first quote, is therefore linked to the need to support technical staff with the director or 

representative of the TTO participating in the event. Precisely, the possibility to understand 

each other more deeply thanks to the technical knowledge on both sides increases the 

possibilities of a profitable collaboration. 

I then asked two startups that were present at the event to tell me the usefulness they found by 

participating in Startup Meetup and other events in general. 

“The first part of the morning was not very relevant, as the presentation of the Bio4Dreams 

ecosystem did not bring new information to the startups that were already part of it, while the 

opinion returns positive with the various pitches of presentation of the startups. […] The 

moment with the intervention of the startups, was very useful to know the other startups of the 

network because some I had never known” (Startup1, Startup Meetup Interview, 06/12/2021). 
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In the specific case of the quote above, the startup came from outside the region, so thanks to 

this event, the CEO present was able to know other projects of the Bio4Dreams network that 

he would otherwise not have known. 

The second startup interviewed also came from outside the region, specifically from Trentino. 

She mentioned the lunch as a very constructive time for social contacts. 

"It was an important moment for me because it allowed me to meet people I would not have 

known otherwise since our startup is located in Trentino [...]" (Startup2, Startup Meetup 

Interview, 03/12/2021). 

The same startup then highlighted how the afternoon played an important role in creating a link 

with another startup in the network: 

"I'm developing a relationship with another startup thanks to that networking moment" 

(Startup2, Startup Meetup Interview, 03/12/2021). 

Both startups have been present at other events organized by Bio4Dreams and outside its 

network. There are many occasions during the year in which they are called to do a presentation. 

In one of the two cases, the project won a cash prize by participating in a call promoted by the 

region. This led the startup to be summoned to other events related to this appointment, where 

it was able to get to know the teams of the projects that had won the previous editions.  

On these occasions, more institutional, it had the opportunity to forge links with non-technical 

actors, belonging to regional, national, and European organizations, as well as possible 

investors and representatives of the TTOs of the universities. 

I then asked the two startups if they had found more benefits in participating in industry-specific 

or generalist events. Similarly, in this case, as in the interviews with the TTOs, the difference 

between the two types of events is recognized, and the benefits derived from them are different 

from each other. 

From the most vertical event on a topic, it is easier to communicate the added value of the 

startup because one can go into detail, knowing that the public can understand a more technical 

vocabulary. 

"When an event is more vertical the audience is more into the industry and therefore it is easier 

to interact" (Startup1, Startup Meetup Interview, 06/12/2021). 
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Instead, the event with a more general audience, belonging to different functions, can bring to 

the startup complementary links that can satisfy the non-technical needs of the project. 

Therefore, connections can arise with other startups, territorial subjects, or financial actors. 

As for the people involved in attending this type of event, in the first case, it is the CEO who 

represents the project, both in the case of pitches and when they are invited as guests.  

However, in the second case, a person specializing in marketing and communication has been 

included in the team who presents the project and represents it in case it is part of the guests. If 

the event is more vertical and therefore technical aspects or product demonstrations are 

necessary, a project manager with the necessary skills is supported, similar to what is reported 

above in the case of TTOs. 

Therefore, from the interviews conducted, the tendency of the CEO to participate in all events 

emerges if the staff of the team is still reduced, while there is a tendency to delegate this aspect 

with the growth of the startup, with the possibility of having technical staff in place in those 

situations in which the public also proves to be well prepared in the issues of that sector. 

Speaking instead about the incubator, it is present through representatives in various events, 

both digital and physical and local and international. 

The manager at the head of the department of technical evaluation of startups has held the role 

of judge in various events, whose goals were the award of a cash prize. Precisely, these 

experiences make it possible to recognize possible problems already at the beginning of the 

evaluation process, thus using previous experience as the first filter. These events were held 

both in physical and online locations, thus making it easier to promote the professionalism of 

the incubator in foreign countries. 

There are also events organized by the network's own partners, such as the TTOs. For instance, 

the manager of an incubator’s subsidiary was invited to be present at an event organized by the 

university's TTO, where the presentations of the partners belonging to this network followed. 

Each of them then described what its objectives and functions were.  

In addition, the TTO staff repeatedly proposed arguments on which the participants could then 

discuss with each other, having been divided into small groups of 10 people. Precisely, the 

choice to structure the event in this way was thought with the aim of encouraging the birth of 

collaborations between people who did not know each other before. 

Finally, the incubator managers, both the headquarters representatives and those in charge of a 

specific function, participate several times during the year in virtual meetings where startuppers 
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from various nations and staff from other incubators can request one-to-one meetings of 15 

minutes each. Thus, there is a similarity with the one-to-one meetings proposed in the Startup 

Meetup event, but with the limits of the interaction that video calls impose. 

In the interviews conducted, both startuppers and TTO representatives considered the meetings 

that can be done online profitable, but their limitations are also recognized. The lack of human 

contact makes the connection that is established more fragile, and in many cases, the interaction 

is limited by time and by the material that can be uploaded or shown within the platform used: 

"From my point of view the online pitch could work, but if you want to deepen with the 

networking part it is better in presence. I also tried to attend online networking events but the 

relationship is colder" (Startup1, Startup Meetup Interview, 06/12/2021). 

The startupper indeed recognizes the advantages of physical presence: 

"It is very useful because 1: people can approach you as in a fair but also 2 because you can 

bring material to show and place it on your desk" (Startup1, Startup Meetup Interview, 

06/12/2021). 

3.3.1 Similarities with Other Incubators 

Given the examples of incubators in Chapter 2.4, and regarding the events, Bio4Dreams has 

chosen to adopt a strategy similar to the incubators Epsilon and Beta, the latter in the activities 

dedicated to ICT startups. 

It is the incubator that organizes and hosts the networking event and asks for the participation 

of startups. Therefore, even in less-structured projects, it is the incubator staff who helps and 

guides the team to present the project and promote it within the network. The important role 

that the incubator managers play in creating the first social contacts of the project and creating 

collaborations, at least for the first moments of the startup's life, is clear. 

Similar to the Epsilon incubator, the companies incubated at Bio4Dreams participate in 

recurring meetings with the startup manager to analyze the project’s past performance, take 

stock of the situation, and predict the possible corrective actions to be taken. Therefore, the 

request for a service provided by the incubator can be made directly by the CEO of the startup, 

according to the bottom-up mode, or by the startup manager who is following the project and 

who considers this service useful. 

At the time of writing this thesis, there is no evidence that the incubator had organized training 

events for startups, such as the Alpha incubator.  
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Advice is given, including managerial advice, both by the experts belonging to the incubator 

staff and by the participants of the board of directors. They have many years of experience in 

the field of innovation and health and are therefore able to guide the choices of the teams. In 

any case, it is the CEO of the startup who has the last word on a project choice. 

3.4 Innovation Circle 

In 2020, the Bio4Dreams project called Innovation Circle was born. It is defined as a "physical 

space where the players of the innovation and technology transfer chain can meet and work 

together, combining resources, networks and skills to enhance and promote the most promising 

startups in Life Sciences" (Bio4Dreams, 2022b). 

With a quarterly deadline, within the platform theinnovationcircle.com, the participants in this 

initiative can evaluate the startups and projects that Bio4Dreams selects and express their 

interest through financial contributions, participation in the capital of the startup, and the 

request for specific services that the startup can offer or give availability for the productive 

assets, logistics, or skills that the project needs. 

Partners belonging to Innovation Circle can also present their own projects, thus activating a 

collaboration network and thus corporate companies, professionals, and the Bio4Dreams 

incubator. 

A project of this type embodies the essence of open innovation. Clearly, the situation that will 

be created by involving various types of actors and innovative projects already evaluated by 

Bio4Dreams is favorable to almost all the open innovation methods described in Chapter 2: 

1. The technology of a startup may be of interest to the corporate company that operates 

in the same sector or that has a product to associate with it; Or the startup can manifest 

the need for a technology that an external actor can provide (licensing-out, in-licensing, 

supply or purchase of technical knowledge). 

2. Investment foundations or already structured companies can invest directly in the 

startup through the capital increase, finance its research, or directly acquire the project, 

creating the opportunity of an exit for the startup (sale and acquisition of innovative 

project, corporate venturing, joint ventures, R&D contracts, and research funding). 

3. Startups may need a service, such as logistics or large-scale manufacturing or specific 

labs, that they do not have. A company that owns these assets can then provide them to 

the project (non-equity alliances). 

The organizations participating in this initiative are: 



62 

 

1. Corporate companies: Companies of various sizes that can offer specific consulting 

services or that may be interested in the development of products deriving from startups 

(IBM research and business, Chiesi, Dedalus, Dompè, Janssen, rnbgate) 

2. Investment funds, specialized in supporting startups or in the life sciences sector 

(Biovalley Investments, Value Italy, Liftt) 

3. Offices of technology transfer and enhancement of the territory (Hub Innovazione 

Trentino, Friulia Finanziaria) 

4. Real estate companies (Landlease) 

Therefore, the heterogeneity of the components of the Innovation Circle can be observed, a 

feature that makes the initiative more profitable given the complementarity of the know-how 

and services that can be offered. The value of the diversity of the actors involved was also 

recognized by one of the two TTOs interviewed: 

"The larger and more varied the pull of customers, the more we can match what is the university 

counterpart. [...] Already the community is heterogeneous, the more it continues to be, the more 

it is an advantage" (TTO1, Startup Meetup Interview, 10/12/2021). 

There are two categories of partners within Innovation Circle: 

1. Executive partners: They can be public or private entities. In addition to an annual 

membership fee, each partner provides its own representative who is available at least 

once a month to participate in the meetings. The partner then makes available its skills, 

expertise, or network to develop activities promoted by Innovation Circle. 

2. Research partners: Likewise, in this case, they can be both public and private 

companies, which conduct R&D activities in the life sciences field. These partners select 

internally the technology transfer projects to be presented to an executive partner for the 

structuring of the project and for the possible presentation within Innovation Circle. 

Finally, the research partners offer their skills and scientific and clinical networks for 

the development of startup projects. 

Bio4Dreams in this case also plays the role of gatekeeper because it evaluates the projects 

presented by the research partners and decides whether or not to introduce them in Innovation 

Circle. In addition to this, it is also the responsibility of the organization to manage the 

interactions between partners and startuppers. 
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As also seen in the previous chapter, this approach is part of the top-down methods with which 

the incubator tends to control and influence the contacts and collaborations that external actors 

stipulate with incubated startups. 

3.4.1 Similarities and Differences with Other Incubators 

The only incubator that offers a service similar to Innovation Circle is the Delta, with its 

Investment Team: "This team, composed of three people, represents the starting point of all the 

strategic consultancies the firms need: firms ask for it, and there is no particular top-down 

directional suggestion by the incubator staff” (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 564). 

The similarity can only be perceived by those startups or projects that Bio4Dreams chooses 

from those it has available to present them to other partners. Moreover, as already clarified 

above, the incubator plays the role of gatekeeper for these teams, given that through Innovation 

Circle, one can obtain contacts or build valuable collaborations for startups. However, only the 

most promising projects or startups fall into this process. The evaluation is also based on the 

possibility that these connections occur based on the expertise and assets of the other executive 

and research partners. 

The investment team of the Delta incubator was instead a central organ of the incubator that 

managed collaborations both between incubated startups ands between startups and external 

actors: 

"With respect to the build-up of relationships both within and across the incubator boundaries 

the central role is played by the so called investment team" (Macchi et al., 2014, p. 563). 

Therefore, from the startups’ perspective, Innovation Circle and Bio4Dreams as gatekeepers 

can be a solution similar to the methodology used by the Delta incubator with its investment 

team, but with the addition of the exclusivity resulting from the selection made by the 

Bio4Dreams staff. 

Clearly, all the other methods that the incubator possesses and uses for the construction of social 

contacts remain in place, such as the specific offices for the search for funding, the direct 

contacts that the incubator has with other partners present in the territory, and the personal 

contacts that the incubator staff can employ if necessary. 

Another difference in the functioning of Innovation Circle compared to the investment team of 

the Delta incubator is that its functions can also be used in a specular way. In fact, even 

executive partners can present projects and seek collaborations. This would make Bio4Dreams 



64 

 

a partner from whom one can request a qualified service to develop an external company’s 

project, such as a company spin off.  

In addition, a partner may require a startup’s specific technology as a complementary resource 

for their project’s needs. The presentations of the startups participating in Innovation Circle are 

deposited within the platform and therefore visible to all the organizations that are part of it. 

This allows the incubator to be exposed to possible collaborations thanks to the research that 

other organizations support. 

Therefore, there would be a case of out-licensing, a method typical of outbound open 

innovation. 

3.5 Business Chart 

Figure 17 – Bio4Dreams Structure 

 

Source: own elaboration 

Taking up the variables that Macchi and other researchers used to classify the incubators 

analyzed in their study (Macchi et al., 2014), it is possible to have a first look at the 

characteristics of Bio4Dreams. 
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Table 8 – Bio4Dreams’s Characteristics 

 Ownership Sectoral 

specialization 

Multisectoral 

incubatees 

University 

linkages 

Bio4Dreams Private Life Sciences No External 

Linkages 

Source: own elaboration 

The incubator is a private company and operates in the life sciences sector, a specialization also 

maintained by its incubated companies. Startups fall within the fields of chemistry, biology, 

medicine, and bioinformatics. 

It has connections and collaborations with various Italian universities. Precisely, the 

geographical diversity of the various Bio4Dreams locations allows the incubator to more easily 

create links with local public entities. 

In its corporate structure, the role of incubator management is of central importance. It has an 

active role in the management of the startup and in the search for possible contacts with which 

the startup can create partnerships.  

In this case, it is the experience and past career of the members of the board of directors and 

the investment committee that creates the added value. The experience in its own startups and 

projects related to the life sciences sector makes it efficient in identifying and assess the needs 

of incubated teams. 

As stated by (Macchi et al., 2014), for the creation of social contacts in incubators, especially 

when the project is in the early phase, the social network owned by the managers and tutors 

who cooperate for the development of the project is of primary importance. 

These links are then extended to Bio4Dreams incubates. 

For each startup that is incubated, an analysis is initially made of what its needs are and possible 

collaborations. As stated by a staff member: 

“For each of them, regardless of the source, an analysis process is activated aimed at framing 

the project from a technical/scientific, market, clinical need, intellectual property and 

stage/development plan point of view. This analysis, which can last even a few months, is 

divided into steps in which the depth of the due diligence is gradually increasing and in which, 

you begin to identify the needs of the startup interacting immediately with the ecosystem.” 

(Bio4Dreams Staff Member). 
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Each project is then assigned to a "startup manager." This person, chosen for their expertise and 

for the geographical proximity to the project team, is part of the Bio4Dreams staff and plays 

the role of intermediary between the incubator and the incubated company. This manager does 

not enter into partnership with the other participants in the project, but brings know-how and 

social contacts and helps in interfacing with the services of the incubator. 

“The feedback from the various players in the innovation chain is central to outline the direction 

and objectives of the project already on day 0. In addition to this, [...] the startup manager 

identifies, with the support of the entire Bio4Dreams team, the points where he can bring value 

to the startup and shares them with the startup itself.” (Bio4Dreams Staff Member). 

As for contacts with external actors, these can be implemented through direct partnerships, or 

through Innovation Circle. 

The first case refers to the identification of a collaboration between the startup and any other 

external actor. The incubator staff then evaluates the possible partnership with the external actor 

and the advantage that would be created. 

Innovation Circle (described in depth in the previous sections) allows one to connect with a 

subgroup of the actors present in the Bio4Dreams ecosystem, considered more appropriate for 

the types of services they offer. Moreover, in this case, it is the incubator staff who selects and 

presents the project to the research and executive partners of Innovation Circle. 

In both cases, the role of the incubator staff is of central importance. Therefore, there is a top-

down approach in the relations between startups and external actors, while the incubator also 

plays the role of gatekeeper in case the project passes through Innovation Circle. 

Regarding participation in events, the incubator periodically organizes events, such as Startup 

Meetup (described in depth in the previous sections), as well as meetings with more frequent 

recurrence between the startup manager and the project team to discuss progress made, any 

needs that have emerged, or possible changes to be made. 

Moreover, in this case, it is a top-down approach where the organization manages the occasions 

in which it is possible to network and helps the startup in the preparation of its presentation to 

obtain the maximum advantage. 

3.5.1 Differences and Similarities with Other Incubators 

For the characteristics presented in Table 4, it is clear that the incubator that comes closest to 

the bio4Dreams case study is the Delta, presented in the study by (Macchi et al., 2014). 
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The so-called "Investment Team" present in the Delta incubator can be reviewed in the 

investment committee and board of directors of Bio4Dreams. In fact, it has a strong role of 

guide and advice for the activities of startups and the services provided to them. The previous 

experience of the members of these groups plays a crucial role in the interpretation of the needs 

of the teams and in the satisfaction of the same. 

However, the investment team, when deemed necessary, designates a mentor who guides the 

incubate in its choices. This does not happen in this incubator, where already at the beginning 

of the incubation process, the startup manager is called.  

This means that necessarily in each team, there is a reference person who exerts an influence 

on the processes in place. In Delta, it is the startup that must request the intervention of the 

investment team, while in Bio4Dreams, the startup manager can intercede in this sense. 

In Gamma, the consultancy is done through an external expert designated by the organization 

who enters and takes over a share of the startup. This is a strong difference compared to 

Bio4Dreams because startup managers do not actively participate in the social capital of the 

incubate, potentially giving up a tool for the alignment of interests. 

Similarly, the Beta incubator uses senior tutors, also with a working past in the reference sector 

directly with the company’s start-up. There are no junior tutors in Beta in Bio4Dreams. 

A further resemblance to this incubator is when referring to the initiative in organizing events 

for its ICT startups. The incubator of this case study organizes meetings both between incubated 

startups and opportunities for contact with external actors. Therefore, the approach is also top-

down in this case. 

As proposed by (Macchi et al., 2014), one can finally divide the approach of Bio4Dreams in 

creating relational capital into the two strategies that characterize it: 

• Relationships between startups: Cross-fertilization. The incubate always has the 

opportunity to take the initiative and participate in events, even outside the ecosystem, 

or to find new business partners. On the other hand, the incubator prepares a series of 

tools and organizes ad hoc events to increase the possibilities of contact and 

advantageous cooperation. 

• Relationships between startups and external actors: In this case, there is a double 

path, based on whether or not one participate in Innovation Circle. 

o Non-participation: Cross-fertilization. Bio4Dreams organizes events or uses 

the knowledge of its staff to create social contacts that can benefit the startup 



68 

 

o Participation: Gatekeeper. In this case, the incubator also plays the role of 

gatekeeper because there is also a project selection process and is then 

presented by the incubator to the partners participating in the initiative. In case 

a partnership is born from this meeting, it is regulated according to precise 

rules defined ex ante between Bio4Dreams and the partners. 

The incubator strategy of this case study can then be summarized according to the scheme of 

Table 5, presented by (Macchi et al., 2014) for other organizations. 

Table 9 – Bio4Dreams’s Strategy 

 Incubator's 

strategy 

Intensity of BIM's 

guide 

Bottom-up 

strategies 

Bio4Dreams Cross-fertilization High Medium 

Source: own elaboration 
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Conclusions 

In this thesis, I addressed many issues related to open innovation and business incubators, thus 

contributing to the literature that concerns them. 

First, I have extensively described the phenomenon of open innovation, grouping several 

authoritative sources to give a presentation in several aspects, from the most abstract to the 

types of applications that companies can implement. I then described the various causes that 

made this approach necessary and the benefits derived from it. 

This has been done both for the private sector, where most of the studies are concentrated, and 

the public sector. I then traced similarities and differences between the two aspects. 

In addition, I described the concept of the business incubator. In the literature on this subject, 

the definitions are not completely concordant. Thus, I took them from different studies and 

grouped them by their common characteristics. In this way, it was possible to have a clearer 

idea of what the research papers called "Business Incubator." 

Next, I listed the services that provided by these organizations, focusing on the co-creation 

activities between the incubator and the incubated startups. These are activities that approach 

the concept of open Innovation, as they base their value on the collaboration of the actors 

present in the ecosystem of companies, helping the incubated through open innovation methods. 

Furthermore, this thesis contributes to the literature on open innovation and business incubators 

through a case study that I had the pleasure of following personally. 

Thanks to a six-month experience in which I took an active part in the activities executed, I was 

able to investigate and collect data relating to Bio4Dreams, an incubator active in Italy in the 

life sciences sector. There are three aspects that I have deepened the knowledge of: 

1. Description of the event organized ad hoc as an open innovation method. 

2. Description of Innovation Circle, a digital platform to facilitate the exchange of 

services, know-how, and IP between startups and corporate companies in the life 

sciences sector. 

3. I compared the activities and structure of this incubator with those described by 

(Macchi et al., 2014), revealing differences and similarities. 

However, there are also some limitations that can serve as a starting point for the research 

questions of future studies. 
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In this thesis, I have described and compared Italian incubators. This can certainly lead to biased 

data, as all organizations can be influenced by regional issues, such as laws, policies, or 

particular cultures that affect them. It would therefore be appropriate to repeat the same analyses 

for incubators in other nations of the world or conduct a comparative analysis of the 

methodologies implemented by the various locations of an international incubator. 

The open innovation activities present in the literature can be of various types, even very 

different from each other. Those actually implemented by the incubators examined are similar 

to each other, but they are certainly not exhaustive with respect to the possible paths that could 

be taken. Therefore, future studies may focus on peculiar open innovation activities that are not 

described here. This can be done through both qualitative and quantitative research. The first, 

as demonstrated in the case study analyzed in this document, allows an in-depth description of 

the phenomenon, investigating its causes and consequences, while the second could be based 

on the frequency of adoption of a given open innovation technique. 

In the examples reported by (Macchi et al., 2014), the Gamma incubator uses mentors for its 

startups, but it enters directly into the corporate structure of the project. This method is certainly 

particular compared to the other cases described here. Thus, future research could explore 

deeper, in the startup sector, whether this could positively influence the final outcome. 

Finally, regarding the public sector, it is possible to note how the paradigm of open innovation 

approaches that of open data. By making public administration data available to anyone who 

wants to analyze them, extremely fertile situations of innovation and improvement for the 

citizen are created. As with the activities of the incubators described above, also in this case, 

new studies can address this issue both qualitatively and quantitatively. 
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