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Abstract: Building on the imprinting hypothesis, the paper unfolds the founding process of corporate venturing units in order to explain the apparent multitude of different exemplars of venturing activities. Corporate venturing units are approached as organizational forms of corporate entrepreneurial behavior, socially constructed by entrepreneurial agents. The role of corporate entrepreneurs in cognitively constructing and configuring specific elements that remain as fundamental features of these units is proposed. The instrumental cases of the foundation of two venturing units by their parent corporations are employed to illustrate how founding elements constructed as an outcome of the corporate entrepreneurs’ sensemaking and sensegiving process imprint the postfounding behavior of the venturing units.
Introduction


Traditionally, the corporate venturing literature has focused on the outputs of the entrepreneurial process (namely the creation of new ventures) and on developing typologies and models of corporate venturing (e.g. Chesbrough, 2002; Miles & Covin, 2002) in order to make sense of the apparent multitude of different exemplars of venturing activities (Hill & Birkinshaw, 2008). Besides the analytical and empirical progress achieved, there appears to be a paradox. This stream of research has neglected to approach the venturing unit as an organizational entity which affects the configuration and outputs of venturing programs. Anecdotal evidence informs us of the variety of organizational forms adopted by venturing units and the business model followed to create new ventures. This raises questions on how the variety of corporate venturing units can be explained and whether this variety may predict their postfounding behavior and performance.

The paper builds on this analytical gap and conceptualizes the corporate venturing unit as an organizational form of corporate entrepreneurial behavior, socially constructed by entrepreneurial agents, residing within an organization and conducting venturing activities on the behalf of the parent corporation. A corporate venturing unit represents for the corporation a new organizational form within which organizational members enact on, construct and give meaning to entrepreneurial activities. The paper builds upon an existing stream of research interested in the investigation of the origins of organizational forms (Romanelli, 1991), and it suggests that the imprinted process of corporate venturing units affects their postfounding evolution.


Even though the imprinting hypothesis is not new to the organizational studies field, we still know little of how the interplay between agency and structure affects the imprinting process of a new organizational form (Johnson, 2007). Specifically, it is not clear how the social actors’ sensemaking process of existing “stock of resources, knowledge and supporting structures” (Scott & Davis, 2007) contribute to the shaping and reproduction of the characteristics of new organizational forms (Johnson, 2007). The focus of this paper is to uncover how social actors, such as corporate entrepreneurs, identify and make sense of existing knowledge structures, and how they give sense to a new organizational form. Answering this question will provide an insightful understanding of the origins of entrepreneurial forms within established organizations. Two instrumental cases of the founding and postfounding behavior of two corporate venturing units are used to empirically illustrate their imprinting process.

The empirical context of corporate entrepreneurship is a fruitful area to investigate the imprinting hypothesis as the social actors deal with two “stocks” of knowledge and resources to draw inferences from: the intraorganizational and the external environment. Consequently, the sensemaking and sensegiving process of existing knowledge structures become more challenging, and elements of this challenge may be imprinted on the characteristics of the venturing units they establish. Drawing from the sensemaking and sensegiving literature (Gioia & Chittipendi, 1991; Mailtis & Lawrence, 2007; Thomas, Clark & Gioia, 1993; Weick, 1995), this paper unfolds the knowledge structures used by corporate entrepreneurs and identifies practices of sensemaking and sensegiving social actors employ. Drawing from the empirical setting of the establishment of two venturing units, the sensemaking and sensegiving processes used followed by their champions are explored, elements of which are reflected on organizational constructs of the new entity, such as the membership, social identity and embeddedness of the new organization.
In dialogue with theory

Imprinting hypothesis: Founding process and the role of social actors


The imprinting hypothesis stands for the impact of the founding conditions of a new organization on its post-foundating behavior (Stinchombe, 1968). This stream of research, according to Zald (1990: 103), aims to unveil the “impact of the foundations hypothesis”. Significant progress has been achieved by organizational studies and entrepreneurship scholars in unfolding the imprinting hypothesis and the impact of economic, political and cultural elements present at the foundating stage on the emergence of new organizations in a population. However, little is known on how the “foundations hypothesis” is socially constructed, and how social actors contribute to this process (Johnson, 2007). In specific, there is limited empirical work on how social actors form assumptions, develop contingencies between actions and outcomes, create frames of reference, and make choices over the new organizational form in question. 

Johnson’s work (2007) on the founding process of the Paris opera highlights the benefits of studying the founding process of individual organizations. The paper builds upon this approach and argues that a fruitful means to explore the founding process is to explore the sequence of events composing the founding of new organizations. Van de Ven’s (1992: 170) conceptualization of a process as a “sequence of events or activities that … represents an underlying pattern of cognitive transitions by an entity in dealing with an issue” has influenced the paper. A historical developmental perspective in adopted, focusing on the sequence of events which comprise the founding of a new organization, with the emphasis being on the cognitive transitions social actors undergo during this period.

Previous studies exploring the imprinting hypothesis have acknowledged the role social actors play in the founding of new organizational forms. These studies have explored the importance of the founding team’ size (Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 1990) and gender composition (Baron et al., 1999), and the role of the founder’s employment model (Baron et al., 1999), prior industry experience (Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 1990) and management ownership (Boeker, 1989) in impacting the founding and postfounding behavior of new organizations. However, this stream of research does not explain how the founding teams construct specific “foundations hypothesis” and give meaning to the new organization. In other words, we propose that the cognitive contribution of social actors by giving meaning to the new organizational forms is important to understand the founding context of these organizations. The paper argues that it is not only important to explore what kind of experience social actors involved in the founding of new organizations hold, but it is also important to unfold how they use this experience to cognitively create the framework of the new organization.

Further, it is acknowledged that the examination of the imprinting hypothesis is incomplete if it does not include an “assessment of the organizational and other repertoires on which founders draw or by which they are unconsciously influenced as they construct new organizations” (Johnson, 2007: 103). Building on this analytical gap, this paper departs from the tradition of imprinting studies which focus on examining the impact of tangible resources present at the founding of new organizations. Intangible resources such as knowledge structures existing at the founding stage of an organization are suggested to be equally important in constructing the “founding hypothesis” of the organization in question. Such knowledge structures are knowledge-based resources employed by social actors to manipulate and transform tangible resources in order to create value (Galunic & Rodan, 1998; Teece et al., 1997). These knowledge structures may reside within and outside the organizational and industry boundaries, and social actors may have or attempt to access them. For example, a tangible form of knowledge structure may be the prior industry experience social actors have, or intraorganizational knowledge regarding “how things work” within an organization. However, social actors may also be engaged in a process to gain access to knowledge structures, which reside in other industries. Such knowledge structures may be elements of the “organizational and other repertoires” founders draw on or are influenced by.
Sensemaking and sensegiving of existing knowledge structures: Constructing a view of the social world


Mediators to the founding process of new organizations are suggested to be the sensemaking and sensegiving processes social actors undertake. Sensemaking involves the process through which meaning is constructed and reconstructed “by the involved parties as they attempted to develop a meaningful framework for understanding the nature” of an intended change within an organization (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991: 442). Sensegiving involves the process “of attempting to influence the sensemaking and meaning construction of others toward a preferred redefinition of organizational reality” (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991: 442). Both activities are critical in occasions of ambiguity and uncertainty over occurring events, actions and issues (Gioia & Thomas, 1996; Weick, 1995). Sensemaking activities are critical in dynamic contexts, as there is a need to construct coherent understandings which frame relationships and enable collective action (Weick, 1993). 

Such an occasion may be the founding of a new organization as there is ambiguity over its survivability in the marketplace, while “a new vision or mental model of the given business environment must be developed and communicated to others (e.g., partners, employees, investors, potential customers, and suppliers) to gain their support” (Hill & Levenhagen, 1995: 1058). Sensemaking and sensegiving activities deal with such ambiguity by creating rational accounts of the business environment and by communicating these accounts to influential stakeholders enabling action (Mailtis, 2005; Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). In situations like these, social actors deal with significant information (Thomas, Clark & Gioia, 1993) and an intuitive feeling of an open-ended, felt belief system cognition (Hill & Levenhagen, 1995) of an emerging situation. Thomas, Clark and Gioia (1993), building on the work of Daft and Weick (1984) and Milliken (1990) highlight the importance of information seeking through scanning of the environment, interpretation (through the use of metaphors or analogies) and action as key elements of the sensemaking process.


Existing knowledge structures are suggested to moderate the social actor’s sensemaking and sensegiving processes. The outcome of these sensemaking and sensegiving processes is the generation of a cognitive framework which recombines existing knowledge structures producing a new way to organize tangible resources and skills, and to orchestrate organizational action. Studies in this field have explored the frequent use of conversations, documents, and storytelling (Boje, 1991, 1995; Gephart, 1997) as sensemaking practices. Sensegiving practices include holding meetings to exemplify the new organizational reality (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991), and assigning labels to brand new organizational initiatives (Corley & Gioia, 2004).
Corporate venturing units: Tracing their origins

Besides the attention of Burgelman’s (1985) work on the creation of a “New Venture Division” as a critical step in facilitating the internal corporate venturing process, it was only recently that venturing units attracted the analytical and empirical interest of academic research (e.g. Hill & Birkinshaw, 2008). The existing literature neglects to explore how corporations decide on the appropriateness of their venturing units’ configuration. While we know that corporate venturing can be strategically used through various ways (Covin & Miles, 2007), we do not know how this “use” has been constructed and how influential social actors may have been in this process. Answering this question could shed light on the process of forming the “founding hypothesis” of a corporate venturing program and may provide an explanation for their postfounding behavior.

As an activity, corporate venturing presupposes a process in which different individuals of various functional groups and hierarchical positions (Burgelman, 1983) interact, make decisions and take actions around a new business opportunity, resulting in the creation of new venture as an outcome of a new, for the corporation, combination of resources. This conceptualization highlights the role of a team/group (as entity) which bears the responsibility to conduct venturing activities. We perceive corporate venturing as a focused corporate entrepreneurship activity, in contrast to intrapreneurship, which is perceived as dispersed corporate entrepreneurship activities (Birkinshaw, 1997). We treat the construct “corporate venturing unit” as equivalent to the organizational form of a “New Venture Division” as proposed by Burgelman (1984; 1985), and we argue that by studying corporate venturing units we study organizational forms of corporate entrepreneurship. The basic characteristic of this form is that “it provides a fluid internal environment for projects with the potential to create major new business thrusts for the corporation, but of which the strategic importance remains to be determined as the development process unfolds” (Burgelman, 1984: 163). Venturing units are configured around (a) a set of goals (intentionality) or objectives (strategic and/or financial), and (b) a set of administrative (i.e. governance and control mechanisms) and operational (i.e. communication, information flow, dissemination of skills and knowledge) linkages with the parent corporation (Burgelman, 1984; 1985).

Drawing from the imprinting hypothesis, the outcome of the corporate entrepreneurs’ sensemaking and sensegiving processes of existing knowledge structures present at the founding of a new corporate venturing unit are suggested to influence the configuration of venturing units. Further, the founding configuration has an imprinting effect on subsequent decisions regarding the unit. The paper contributes to the stream of studies, which emphasizes the role of middle managers in facilitating the corporate entrepreneurial process (e.g. Kuratko et al., 2005) and identifies middle managers as corporate entrepreneurs. These are the social actors under investigation, and it is argued that their interpretation and recombination of existing knowledge structures residing within and outside the organizational boundaries create a cognitive framework for configuring the corporate venturing unit in questions. Mediators to this process are the sensemaking and sensegiving processes corporate entrepreneurs undergo and their outputs (namely the creation of discourse and perceptions surrounding the cognitive framework). These cognitive frameworks are new to the parent organization, and the discourse and perceptions surrounding them are argued to influence how corporate venturing units are assessed by other organizational members and how they become embedded within the parent organization.
Illustrative cases

In order to contextualize the theoretical grounds of the paper on the empirical context, we draw from the initiation process of the corporate venturing (CV from now on) units of two multinational corporations (Corporation A and Corporation V). The paper draws from a broader study on how CV programs arise and are organized within large corporations. The two cases were selected by employing theoretical sampling techniques (Eisenhardt, 1989), considering the categories of CV activities proposed by Covin and Miles (2002) (internal/external venturing activities, entrepreneurial focus). The venturing units of Corporations A and V act as instrumental cases (Stake, 2000) of internal and external venturing activities when the corporations have a focus on entrepreneurial activities. During the fieldwork, the “Aster” venturing program of Corporation A was categorized as internal venturing activity, while the “Verde” venturing program of Corporation V as external. Pseudonyms have been used instead of the real names of individuals and organizations to protect their anonymity.
Data collection and analysis


A qualitative methodology was employed to capture the dynamics of the founding process of the two units. Qualitative methods are appropriate to study the dynamics of a process given their sensitivity to organizational context and their ability to unfold activity sequences (Pettigrew, 1992) and are unlikely to bias researchers before the ultimate outcome become apparent (Van de Ven & Engleman, 1990). Primary data were collected by conducting semi-structured interviews with the founders of the two venturing units. “Brian” was the founder of the “Aster” program and James was the founder of the “Verde” program. Additionally, interviews were conducted with senior corporate managers involved in the founding stages of the units and with their members. Three interviews per case study were collected during 2003. Multiple informants diminish biases (Miller, Cardinal & Glick, 1997), lead to verification of facts and events, provide a richer account of the empirical setting (Schwenk, 1985) and facilitate informants’ triangulation (Denzin, 1970). Table 1 provides a detailed outline of the interviewees’ characteristics. The interviews were tape-recorded and lasted one to two and a half hour. Interviews started by collecting background information about the interviewees, their role and involvement in the venturing unit in question, followed with questions regarding how the venturing units were formed and operationalised in terms of their organizational form, resources and cultural traits. Each interview provides an interviewee’s historical narrative of their involvement in and relationship with the venturing unit in question. In order to increase the reliability of the primary data and to add further depth to our insight, I incorporated secondary data in the form of annual reports, media releases and academic case studies written for the two venturing units collected prior and during the interviews.
Insert Table 1 around here


I analyzed the data aiming to unfold the role social actors have in the founding process of new organizations. I started looking for evidence around three main areas: a) the knowledge structures used by social actors to make sense of an emerging situation; b) how social actors interpret and recombined existing knowledge to form the founding elements of the new organizations; and c) the actions social actors take. I combined a mixture of principles applied in grounded theory (Glaser, 1968) and the logic of analytic induction in analyzing the data. Initially, we developed narratives for each interview, which produced a “thick” description of the data (Langley, 1999) and in combination with the secondary data we produced a case study report (Yin, 1994) on the formation of each venturing unit. This analysis revealed the chronological phases and sequence of events leading to the formal establishment of the two units. This initial analysis also verified the critical role Brian and James played during the founding process.

Initially, the attention was on the transcripts of the two founders and I employed a coding strategy allowing for codes to emerge inductively representing structures of knowledge, and evidence of sensemaking and sensegiving practices. I developed propositions on the types of knowledge structures the founders use (scanning internally and externally to the organization), propositions on the practices of sensemaking (interpretation, identification of business opportunity, identification of contingencies between inputs and outputs) and propositions on the actions the founders took as a consequence of the sensemaking process (physical attributions, use of analogies or metaphors). I also coded for sensegiving practices the founders used to convey the vision of the venturing units such as meetings, issue selling, and assigning labels to the new organizational form. 

 Further, I coded for evidence of imprinting effect on the postfounding characteristics of the units. In this phase, the transcripts of the other interviewees were incorporated in the analysis. The second order coding looked at organizational level constructs charactering the new organizational form (i.e. the venturing units). These included the phases of the founding process of the venturing units, the perceptions created among organizational members toward the units, and the social identity each unit was projecting within and outside the organizational boundaries. Their validity was tested until they were supported by all three interviews for each cases study.
Empirical setting


Corporation A is a leading telecommunications company with a £18,727 millions group turnover employing 104,700 people around the world (in 2003). It was privatized in 1984, serving both individual customers and corporate clients. With its business operations dependant on communication technologies, the corporation had been committed to R&D to ensure a technological edge in providing its businesses and clients with advanced communication services. This is reflected by the establishment of a technological park employing almost 5,000 scientists generating a portfolio of over 15,000 patents, and managing a R&D budget of £268 million in 1999. In the period 2002-2003, the corporation invested £380 millions in R&D. In the late 1990s, the emergence of the Internet and data communication technologies, combined with the progressive deregulation of the domestic and international markets created a very concentrated and competitive environment for the corporation, putting pressure on its performance. Corporation A’s strategic objective was twofold: to become a leading player in the global telecommunications sector and to capitalize on technological advances.


Corporation V operates in the information news services industry with an operating profit of £126 millions and employs approximately 15,000 people in 86 countries (in 2003). With a global network of B2C and B2B customers, the organization was highly dependent on information technologies related to the acquisition and distribution of information from around the world. Historically, Corporation V was keen in following developments in external “disruptive technologies”, as they represented potential threats to its operations but also new opportunities to explore. This was in parallel with the R&D activities of its in-house technology office.

Drawing propositions from the cases
Founding process of venturing teams
Social actor’s sensemaking process: Linking knowledge structures and interpretations

Examining how Brian and James got involved and constructed the configuration framework of the venturing units revealed a coherent cognitive process accompanied with actions. The data indicate that the formation of the “foundations hypothesis” of a new organization implies a process of making sense of an emerging situation, a discontinuity in the environment. It involves the interpretation of the given discontinuity, the cognitive recombination of knowledge structures and the configuration of a cognitive framework to address the discontinuity. Corporate entrepreneurs enact on each of the steps of this process, and their contribution influences the final output, namely the cognitive framework of the new organizational form. Table 2 provides an outline of how Brian and James arrived at the specific founding elements of the venturing units they created.

Table 2 around here


“Aster” venturing program: In early 1999, a new CEO was appointed at the R&D division of Corporation A and his prime aim was to improve its performance. Corporation A had traditionally valued the technological contribution of the division to the rest of the organization and had committed significant amount of resources on R&D. However, the division remained a cost centre, as noticed in an internal audit, which took place in 1997. One of the first things the new CEO observed was that while a vast amount of patents was created, still a very small proportion of then was commercialized. Shareholders were critical of the corporation’s inability to capitalize on intellectual property, especially when it became public knowledge that the corporation had missed out the opportunity to commercialize patents, which could have created significant contribution to the corporation’s net value. The new CEO realized that the division was not considering the value potential of its intellectual property. He could appreciate though that each patent carried potentially its own value, which could be realized through commercialization. While the corporation had some experience on patent licensing, this was not proving sufficient. A new commercialization approach needed to be explored and exploited.


In late 1999, the CEO approached Brian and asked him to lead the creation and implementation of this new approach needed. Brian had been with the organization since 1967 and had an extensive experience in commercialization activities and in creating new ventures. He knew how important intellectual property was for the corporation, as well of the time and cost implications of developing patents. He was aware of the outcomes of the 1997 internal audit and he agreed with the CEO’s prompt that a new approach towards the commercialization of patents needed to be followed. One of the first things that Brian did upon his appointment as the leader of this initiative was to go at the division’s industrial park and to start engaging and talking with the scientists. He was trying to understand their expertise and the business potential of what they were doing, but he was also trying to understand their approach towards commercialization activities. After four months of observing and talking to scientists his feedback to the CEO was that:

“they had lots of ideas, but what staggered me was these were people with PhD’s, they seemed to be very confident about their subjects, but if you asked them to talk about their own idea, they got embarrassed, which was interesting”

It was this kind of feedback that influenced critically the approach that Brian took towards his initiative. There was a “hidden value” among the patents and scientists of the divisions, but there were some processual and cultural constrains to realize and extract it. The inability of the scientists to identify the commercial opportunity behind each research project, combined with the lack of a commercial mindset, had to be managed effectively.

“Verde” venturing program: Corporation V is also a technology intensive organization. James had been working since the mid 1980s as a salesperson in international markets, heavily regulated by the state. The exposure to such conditions taught him that the only means to differentiate Corporation V’s offerings from these of other competitors was the network technologies Corporation V used. He progressively developed an interest in network technologies and followed any developments in this field. He could see that in the early 1990s, there was a significant progress in the field and small companies like Netscape started to develop network and information technologies. Many similar small companies, financially supported by private equity firms, were starting to create a cluster by the early 1992 in Silicon Valley in California. These new technologies were very similar to the ones Corporation V had based its competitive advantage on. James thought that in the scenario that internet-based technologies were commercially successful, the survivability of the corporation was under threat. However, the in-house technology office of the corporation had not developed similar technologies to fight back. James realized that the corporation needed to be proactive and to turn this potential threat into an opportunity by gaining access to these new technologies. This was an initiative, which he felt that he could champion considering his knowledge in these technologies.

James, building on his working experience in Corporation V, knew that in order for his idea to be heard and to be supported by his boss, he needed to prove that it was worth exploring. Corporation V was encouraging its employees to take initiative and champion their ideas, but it was their responsibility to prove their business and financial viability. After numerous meetings with his boss (the CFO) James convinced him to allow him to relocate to Silicon Valley with a modest budget to explore his initiative. The relocation to California in 1994 allowed James to directly interact with, meet the founders of these startups, and engage in confidential discussions with them on the technologies they were developing and marketing. James also had the opportunity to gain significant knowledge by interacting with venture capitalists and private equity firms on the investment process they followed in investing in early stage technologies. He also hired a journalist and someone with technological knowledge to assist him in scanning the various startup companies. In late 1995, he did the first minority equity investment in a start-up called “Delta”, which achieved $848 m market capitalization in the first week of its public offering. James’s idea needed to work and it was proven to work really well. Back in the London headquarters, the news of the IPO of Delta was received with enthusiasm. James realized that the corporation needed to continue these minority investments and he was very happy to continue to be the champion of the initiative he started: “it was my thing, my opportunity”.


Knowledge structures: Both cases illustrate the core role the two corporate entrepreneurs have in the initial stages of configuring the cognitive framework of the two venturing units. There is no sole reliance on their locus of control of resources. Rather, they draw from knowledge structures residing within and outside the organizational boundaries. The intraorganizational knowledge structures serve to define expected relationships, behaviors and actions for organizational members (Argyris and Schon, 1978). Brian engaged in exhaustive observation and discussions with the R&D division’s scientists to gain understanding on the issues preventing them to commercialize their patents, which had not been codified in the form of cultural traits but tacitly determined the behavior of the scientists. James, on the other hand, draws from the explicit expected behaviors in Corporation V to champion the “Verde” unit. The external knowledge structures represent cognitive structures originated in other industries and organizations, to which the two corporate entrepreneurs intentionally gain access. For example, James needed to engage with venture capitalists back in 1994 and 1995 in order to gain access to tacit knowledge on the business model venture capital firms use to make investments in startups and manage their portfolio. It is this prior knowledge that he reconfigured between 1997 and 1999 to form the business model of the “Verde” unit (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990). 


Both corporate entrepreneurs identify these knowledge structures while scanning the intraorganizatinal and external environment and they use them to refine their own interpretation of the discontinuity and to crystallize their vision of the new entity (Thomas et al., 1993).

Sensemaking: Both corporate entrepreneurs interpreted the intraorganizational and external knowledge structures into structures for understanding and action, for them and the organizations they intended to establish. Brian and James, in their own context, interpreted as positive, gain and controllable the discontinuities they faced (Jackson & Dutton, 1988). Brian, following the observations and discussions with the scientists evaluated that the creation of a new commercialization process could happen and it would be positively perceived by the scientists. James, even though could foresee the potential threat imposed on Corporation V following the dominance of internet based technologies, evaluated that the corporation could be positively affected, if it was to gain access to these technologies. Both Brian and James also evaluated that their proposition would have a clear, potential gain for Corporations A and V, accordingly. Brian evaluated that the potential gains for Corporation A would be strategic (creation of commercialization process; extending the businesses, products and services range), financial (extracting economic value out of patents) and cultural (scientists could feel worthy; commercialization culture was to become mainstream within the organization). James evaluated that the potential gains for Corporation V would be strategic (protecting the core corporate competitive advantage), technological (gaining access to technologies which could not be developed fast enough in-house), operational (acquiring technology through a less costly and time consuming process) and financial (buying stakes to potentially profitable external companies). Lastly, both corporate entrepreneurs evaluated that their business propositions to the organizations were controllable, with this becoming one of the main features of the business models of the new organizational entities they created. Brian and James evaluated that formal and detailed processes and a clear value creation model needed to characterize the new entities, either in terms of commercializing existing patents (Brian) or in terms of investing in external startups. 

Consequently, the use of the label “opportunity” to describe the cognition and motivation attached to the initial discontinuity (Thomas et al., 1993) by Brian and James crystallized their vision and mobilized their commitment and involvement in the new initiatives. Both corporate entrepreneurs made the first initial steps in developing the cognitive framework of the new initiatives and in making recommendations about them to other organizational members, deciding on the actions they needed to take to champion the two initiatives.
Moving in between sensemaking and sensegiving: Linking interpretations, contingencies and actions

Both corporate entrepreneurs drew from these positive, gain and controllable interpretations to identify contingencies between cognitive frameworks and actions. These actions involved changes Brian and James evaluated that needed to introduce for their initiatives to meet their vision, but also to be viable and to survive within the organizational. The changes primarily involved the formation of the business model and the hierarchical structure of the initiatives. 

“Aster” venturing program: Even though Corporation A had experience in licensing, Brian needed to identity a more efficient business model for the new initiative, where the commercialization of the patents required the involvement of the scientists and led to the creation of new businesses, which could bring rents back to the parent organization. The analogy of the “incubator” described sufficiently enough the rationale of the new initiative and was familiar to Brian as a practice used in other technology intensive organizations. An incubator implies a physical attribution and a process that evaluates, develops and grows patents into sustainable ventures. This configuration was fitting the needs of the division.

This label also conveyed how this initiative would look like, which resources and who would be involved, and how value would be created. Brian also crystallized the focus of the investment and the operational objectives of the new initiative (see Table 1), as well as the characteristics and milestones of the commercialization process. The new initiative was introducing for the first time the creation of businesses out of the corporate IP, which would have autonomy and could reside within or outside the corporate umbrella. Further, for the first time, scientists would have been engaged in the commercialization process, championing their ideas and identifying internal sponsors, while external industry experts would have evaluated the incubation process and business potential of the incubated patents. Concerning the hierarchical status of the new initiative, Brian evaluated that the new initiative required to be an autonomous entity within the R&D division, but fully integrated with it. The rationale was to differentiate symbolically the new initiative from the rest of the R&D division, departing from previous practices used within the division.

“Verde” venturing program: Even though Corporation V invested heavily in R&D, James was proposing a new way to gain access to new technologies, which was less costly (by buying stakes in startups) and quicker than developed by the in-house division (buying externally developed technologies). This was a departure from the current corporate practices. Further, for the initiative to be viable and to survive James evaluated that it needed to operate as a “corporate venture capital fund”, an investment practice similar to the one used by venture capitalists. The analogy of the “venture capital” as used by private equity firms and venture capitalists provided James with an accurate description of the cognitive characteristics of new initiative’s business model. In detail, the new initiative proposed the creation of an investment portfolio of startup companies in which the corporation has a minority stake and a seat in their boards. This was a practice that other established corporations in the USA were already using with great success. The “corporate venture capital” analogy described a business model through which a corporation creates a fund, which is invested based on financial criteria in externally developed startups. James’s proposition to the Board was similar to this business model principle.


The success of Delta in 1996 helped James, as a catalyst, in negotiating a generous budget with the Board to continue what he had been doing with great success in previous years (Hill & Levenhagen, 1995), forcing the corporation to change the way it was allocating resources to bottom-up initiatives. Concerning the hierarchical status of the new initiative, James evaluated and achieved through negotiations in 1997 the new initiative to be an autonomous business unit, having clear financial performance and operational objectives (see Table 1).

Retrospectively reflecting on the sensemaking process social actors undergo at the pre-configuration stages of a new organizational form, it is proposed that:
Proposition 1: Founding social actors, by scanning internal and external knowledge structures, redefine their locus of control and inform their self-efficacy regarding a discontinuity, leading to the development of novel cognitive contingencies between actions and outcomes around the discontinuity in question
Sensegiving process of the venturing units’ cognitive framework


Significant part of the founding process of the two venturing units was the means both founders used to communicate their “vision” on venturing. Both founders were actively engaged in a communication and justification process of their vision and in identifying critical social actors to influence toward it. 

 “Aster” venturing program: Brian was aware that he had the support of the top management in introducing any initiative that could tackle the lack of commercialization output by the R&D division. However, the top management also needed to understand what the new initiative would involve. The “incubator” label was familiar to them as a practice employed in other industries and universities. The discourse surrounding the label in these industries made it a legitimate practice. Brian capitalized on the external legitimacy of the label and the internal support toward it by the top management to “sell” the new initiative to the division’s scientists. He held numerous meetings with them (Gioia & Chittipendi, 1991), introducing a new discourse describing the new innovation process and highlighting its utility firstly for them as “champions” of their patents and secondly for the division. Brian was diffusing his enthusiasm and passion about the new initiative in the meetings and discussions he had with other organizational members. Elements of the new initiative’s rationale became evident by the way Brian deliberately designed its physical attributions. He decided that the incubator needed to have a distinctive presence reflecting an innovative, open and welcoming atmosphere, in which scientists could feel trusted and explore their ideas. Brian was influential in introducing an open plan, no-desk working environment full with sofas and whiteboards. This was a departure from the more traditional office based working environment. While the new initiative was configured, a new discourse was created around the innovation process and its stages. Brian decided to use a distinctive brand to name the new initiative. This was a new practice for the organization, as well. After its launch in early 2000, the “Aster” brand was used as a verb to describe the commercial potential of the patent. The role of the “Aster” venturing program was to identify internally business opportunities, to nurture and grow them through an explicit incubation process and eventually to spin them off as independent ventures.

“Verde” venturing program: As a bottom up infinitive, James knew that he needed the support of the top management, in providing internally social-political legitimacy and financial support to his proposition for creating an autonomous corporate venture capital unit. He capitalized on his intraorganizational network of contacts, and indentified key individuals such as the CFO, who was his boss, and other members of the Board (Mailtis & Lawrence, 2007) to infuse his idea of investing in external startups and to convince them to let him relocate in Silicon Valley in 1994 in order to do so. The relocation was symbolic in explaining to the Board that the initiative was quite novel in relation to the existing corporate expertise, and external knowledge structures needed to be accessed.

James also realized that his initiative needed external social-political legitimacy from and visibility among venture capitalists and founding entrepreneurs of startups. The corporation did not have any legitimacy in these domains of activities, so James needed to explain to these external audiences what his initiative was doing on the behalf of Corporation V. Adopting the “Verde” brand name was part of this sensegiving process. Venture capital firms were using such practice. In the brand name, the word “fund” was included to signal the investment character of the new initiative to external audiences, but also to differentiate it from other corporate activities. In late 1999, the unit was formally launched as “Verde” unit, legitimizing it as the corporate vehicle to make minority investments in externally developed technological ventures.

However, the strongest way for a new initiative to gain external and internal legitimacy was its performance. James used the corporate media releases and the media coverage of his activities in this direction as the “selling” issue of his vision (Corley & Gioia, 2004). The 1996 IPO of the “Delta” investment attracted media attention, and the activities of the “Verde” venturing program occupied one page in the corporate annual review. The positive financial performance of the new initiative supported its rationale and significance of existence, reinforcing its official launch in 1997.

Reflecting on the sensemaking and sensegiving practices and processes the two founders went through to construct a tangible cognitive framework which supported the creation of the two venturing unit, we propose that:
Proposition 2: Founding social actors, through social interaction with their social context, employ metaphors and analogies to develop novel discourse in conveying their locus of control and self-efficacy around the discontinuity in question
Proposition 3: Founding social actors, through social interaction with their social context, allow for positive perceptions and expectations to be developed by third parties around the discontinuity in question
Unfolding the role of the founder during the founding process

 The outcomes of the founding process lead to the creation of a novel cognitive configuration, the basis of which are the novel cognitive contingencies between actions and outcomes of the founders, as well as the discourse, expectations and perceptions developed around the discontinuity in question. The discontinuity is positively interpreted by the founders as a controllable, gain-oriented opportunity. In turn, they developed strong self-efficacy around it and were keen in transmitting their self-efficacy to other important parties within the organization. A socialization process begins, as the discontinuity is transformed through a dialectic process between the founding social actor and the social context into a new organizational form. The outcome of this process is the development of a business model and the assignment of operational objectives to the discontinuity.


Through out this process, the role of the founder and of the social context changes, leading to the progressive emergence of a new organizational entity which is distinct from the social actor’s initial self-efficacy and locus of control, and which has been refined by the engagement of the founder with the social context. The chronological evolution of the two venturing programs reveals three phases (exploration, justification and configuration) during which the role of founder changes. Tables 3 and 4 provide the sequences of event, leading to the launch of the two venturing programs.

Insert Tables 3 and 4 around here


The sequence of the three phases indicates a transition from an informal, intuitive and within-person articulation of what the new organization could be like, to a more formal, rational and social configuration of what the new organization becomes. This processual representation of the founding process allows us to explore in detail the role founders play in the three phases, as well as the type and intensity of their activities during these stages.


During the exploration phase, the founder has a critical role in engaging in the initial identification and scanning of existing knowledge structures and the environment to make sense of discontinuities. This stage initiates the sensemaking process of the founder and the move from an intuitive mode of making sense (Hill & Levenhagen, 1995) to a proactive search for metaphors or analogies to recombine existing knowledge structures and resources and identify appropriate language to express their vision. In both cases, the founders proactively tried to identify knowledge structures either within the organizational boundaries, or even outside of them. This emphasizes the brokering role founding social actors need to employ, drawing from different domains of knowledge schemata, which can redefine their locus of control and inform their self-efficacy. This leads us to propose that:
Proposition 4a: The cognitive exploration process of a discontinuity into an organizational form is highly depended on the founding social actors’ practices in identifying and scanning existing knowledge structures

The exploration phase leads to the crystallization of the discontinuity into an opportunity and of the contingencies between action and outcomes required to enact on the opportunity. The justification stage is a critical stage in the founding process of a new organization, as it signals an interaction between the founders and other social actors whom the founder needs to positively influence toward their vision of the new organization. The founders are engaged in a proactive and highly political process of identifying influential social actors and in communicating to them their vision. In the two cases, these social actors were the top management and key participants in the venturing process. This emphasizes the nesting role founding social actors have in embedding the new organizational entity within a population at large. This leads us to propose:
Proposition 4b: The cognitive justification process of a discontinuity into an organizational form is highly depended on the founding social actors’ practices in identifying the social context within which the new organizational needs to be embedded 


The data also indicate that there is an overlap between the founders’ sensemaking and sensegiving processes during the justification phase. As the message to other organizational members becomes clearer and more coherent, the sensemaking process fades away. The sensegiving practices by the founding social actors are critical in delineating the strategic context (Burgelman, 1983) of the new organizational entity to the rest of the organization. The discourse used during the justification phase is influential in shaping perceptions and expectations others form for the new organizational form, negotiating its existence with the current structural content. The use of the analogies and metaphors in both cases were critical in shaping the value (“Aster” CV program) and financial (“Verde” CV program) orientation of the two programs, accordingly. This emphasizes the legitimating role of the founding social actors. This leads us to propose:
Proposition 4c: The cognitive justification process of a discontinuity into an organizational form is highly depended on the founding social actors’ practices in rationalizing contingencies between actions and outcomes to the identified social context


The configuration phase involves the formalization and exemplification of the contingencies between actions and outcomes, around the opportunity. The operational objectives and competences of the new organization are finalized and formally communicated to internal and external stakeholders. The use of language is crucial in attracting attention toward the new entity and in signaling its role within its embedded environment. Evidences of configuration can be considered the allocation of resources to the new organization and its physical articulation at geographic premises. The configuration stage ends with the launch and formal establishment of the new organization. By that phase, the role of the founding social actor is less intense as in previous phases, as the new organizational form has gained impetus (Burgelman, 1983).

Comparing the two cases, it can be argued that the length of founding process of the new venturing programs is highly dependent on the level of social-political legitimacy the new cognitive configuration enjoys and the sooner in the exploration phase the social context is involved. The “Aster” program was induced from the top management, while the “Verde” programs was a bottom-up initiative (Burgelman, 1983). In the first case, it took only 6 months between the initial approach of Brian by the CEO to be involved in setting up the program, while in the second case, it took five years for James to prove the business concept of his vision to the top management. This leads us to propose:
Proposition 4d: The cognitive justification and configuration process of a discontinuity into an organizational form is faster when the new configuration enjoys higher levels of social-political legitimacy from the social context 

The element of “time” appears as a characteristic of the founding process, which has not received enough attention by the literature. Johnson (2007) identifies time as significant in the founding process but she refers to the timing of the founding as a contextual element. The proposition refers to the length of the founding process and its dependence on to the founding conditions of the new organization.
Reproduction of founding elements

Johnson’s (2007) work illustrates that the examination of the imprinting hypothesis in the evolution on new organizations needs to involve evidence on the reproduction of the founding elements of the new organization during its postfounding behavior. The two historic cases indicate events of reproduction, as the interviews were conducted in summer 2003 when both of the venturing units had spun off from their parent corporations for two years but continued to be characterized by elements present at their founding phase. Table 5 provides an outline of the alignment between the founding (operational objectives) and postfounding elements (team membership, social identity, and perceptions and assessment criteria toward the unit). 
Insert table 5 around here


The data indicated that one of the first imprinting effects was the recruitment by the founder of other individuals to join the venturing units. Brian’s vision on the “Aster” program’s business model influenced the criteria he used to recruit his team members. He set up a formal recruiting process to do so, which remained the same throughout the life cycle of the unit. The persistence on the same recruitment procedure supports the imprinting hypothesis. An alternative explanation could have been that this procedure was efficient for Brian and the Aster program. Due to the focus on the “Aster” unit on early stage technologies, a sound technological and commercialization background and related skills were highly considered in selecting the members of the unit’s core team. The majority of the core team’s members were recruited from within the corporation, capitalizing on the interpersonal networking and relationships these individuals had with scientists and corporate managers, who potentially could become venture champions for the unit’s incubating patents. Behavioral characteristics such as commitment to the team and the unit’s objectives, feeling passionate about the unit’s role and its commercialization process, and proactiveness were highly significant for Brian. He saw these attributes on Martin when he approached him to join the unit in 2000. Martin refers to the other individuals who joined the team as “very enthusiastic and energetic individuals”, a reflection of Brian’s envision of the team.

Throughout the interview, Brian demonstrated his passion for the “Aster” unit and he argued that he was keen to see similar emotional engagement by the other team members. He believed that such “emotional energy” is a critical contributor to the entrepreneurial process, boosting the levels of creativity and personal drive among individuals. He even argued that this energy should have been the main incentive for individuals to join his team. As a reflection of this working ethos, Brian’s recruitment policy and process had eliminated individuals who were motivated by financial rewards to join his team and lacked any passion or commitment to the team. Martin agrees that “we were so filled with the passion of just building the ideas” that he did not consider any other financial incentives to work for the Aster unit. 

Similar process was followed by James, throughout the life cycle of the Verde unit. His role was critical in the composition of the initial team which operated between 1995 and 1999. He selected his team members based on their expertise to identify technologies and evaluate their financial potential, which were the two operating mandates of the team. Further, he recruited people he could trust from within the organization and its external network of contacts in the private equity industry. They were “perfect” for him. When these two individuals left the team, Colin and Andrew were recruited meeting the same criteria James had used for the initial team. Andrew joined the team as “I liked [James], and … his vision” and having worked with James in previous positions within Corporation V he could align his interests with these of the Verde program. Colin was a venture capitalist prior to joining James’s team, and he became responsible for the recruitment of new partners and managers to the team in 2000. The data indicate that he maintained the same recruitment criteria James had been using for over five years. In his case though, his network of individuals he could entrust with a position in the team were not from within the corporation, but from his own professional network of contacts.

The social identity projected by each venturing unit was another area in which the imprinting effect of the founding conditions. Comparing the social identities of the two units, the data indicate that each identity was constructed to describe the operational objectives and to meet the needs of audience (internal/external to the corporation) of each unit. As part of the sensegiving process, both founders assigned brand names to the two venturing units with the intention to differentiate them. Social identity theory (Tajfer & Turner, 1986) inform us on the process individuals follow to understand and position themselves and others in terms of social group categories. The brand names of each unit served as descriptions of the operational objectives of the two units. In the case of the Aster initiative, its brand name was used as a verb to describe the commercialization process developed by Brian and his team, projecting the aim of the unit to create value. Further, this social identity supported by its physical articulation was projecting a friendly, informal, open environment where scientists could go and explore the potential of their patent. This is a direct reflection of the informal engagement of Brian’s with the scientists during the identification phase of the founding phase of the Aster unit. In the case of the Verde unit, the use of the work “fund” in the brand name of the unit was indicative of the strong financial element of its operations, and its projected image as the minority equity investments centre of the corporation. This was in alignment to its operational objectives and an image which was preserved throughout the life cycle of the venturing unit. It was a social identity, supported through a discourse representing the unit as a successful investment vehicle and a profit centre.

Closely related to their social identity are the perceptions other organizational members developed toward the two units. These perceptions were also aligned and consistent to the operational objectives of the two units. In the case of Aster, the direction and meaning Brian assigned to the unit was successfully communicated to the scientists and top management of the R&D division of Corporation A. Brian, even though he was the founder and managing director of the unit, was directly involved in all meetings scientists would have with the Aster’s team. He explicitly conveyed his enthusiasm and passion for what he was involved in to the scientists in order to get them involved in the venturing process of their patents. As Tony recalls, following the first few months after its launch, the “Aster” unit was perceived by the scientists as fully integrated in the R&D division, as the right place to go and talk about their patent and as a place were entrepreneurial and innovative behavior were exemplified. With the operational objectives of the unit clear from its founding, the top management team of the R&D division were perceiving and consequently assessing it as a value generation unit. They did not have any expectations from it to be a profit centre with specific financial targets, but rather they were keen to see patents turning into self-sustainable venture, which could survive in the market place.


The case of Verde is slightly different though. The founding elements of the unit to focus on external venturing activities and in acquiring externally developed technologies created a negative perception among the in-house technology office personnel. This is explained by the fact that the technologies James was acquiring were potential technological projects for them. They perceived the Verde units and its activities as a threat to their operations. Other organizational members and the top management reflecting on the unit’s projected social identity started to perceive it as a “money machine” centre, or as Colin recalls, a “goldmine”. This had implications on the expectations the top management developed over the unit and its financial performance. While the initial reason for being involved in venturing activities was to acquire technology, the emphasis throughout the founding process on the financial performance of the fund amended its assessment criteria to become primarily financial. 


Looking back at the sensegiving practices both founders used during the founding process of the two units, it can be concluded that these had an imprinting effect on the perceptions and expectations organizational members and external audiences developed toward the units. These practices were mediators in creating an intraorganizational discourse around the two units and around corporate venturing as an activity. The brand names of the two units had connotation not only on the operational role of the units, but also on how successful and how integrated they were. It can be argued that organizational members cognitively associated “corporate venturing” with the way the two units were configured. Based on this, it is proposed that:
Proposition 5: Imprinting elements of the dialectic founding process can be traced on the social identity, boundaries and embeddedness of the new organizational entity, as they are reproduced through membership practices and inertia tendencies
Discussion and future research areas

This paper contributes to a dynamic view of the imprinting impact of founding elements on the evolution of new organizational forms. In contrast to popular literature, which studies founding events, the paper underlines the importance of approaching the founding of a new organization as a dynamic process of sequence of events, which represents cognitive transitions by the founder of a new organization in dealing with a discontinuity. Mediators to this dynamic process are suggested the sensemaking and sensegiving processes the founders undertake to scan existing knowledge structures, interpret and recombine them and act on them by constructing cognitive configurations about the new organizations. The elements of the cognitive configuration of a new organization are reproduced following the founding phase of an organization, and evidence of this imprinting effect can be traced on the membership, social identity and embeddedness of the new organization.


I used the empirical context of corporate venturing to illustrate that in order to understand the enactment and evolution of corporate venturing programs we need to explore their founding process. The paper contributes to a dynamic approach in studying the formation of organizational forms of corporate entrepreneurial behavior, such as the founding of venturing units. The paper adopted an ex post approach in illustrating how the sensemaking and sensegiving processes corporate entrepreneurs undertake mediates the founding conditions and their imprinting effect on the postfounding evolution of the venturing units.

Looking at the founding process of individual organizational forms bears its analytical and empirical limitations. The two cases presented in this paper do not aim to generate results and conclusions, which could be generalized to the population of new organizational forms. There are contextual limitations primarily associated with the timing of the founding of the two organizations, as well as with the number of cases investigated. However, the two cases provide a rich, historical accounts on two theoretically sampled founding events through which analytic generalization could be articulated (Yin, 1994). Besides the differences in the economic and historical context within which venturing units are formed, it is their founders (corporate entrepreneurs) and their interpretation of discontinuities that configure them with distinctive elements (Johnson, 2007). 


Another limitation of this paper lies on the life span on the new organizations, which is relatively short (namely only a few years). It could be argued that due to the short life cycle of the units, it is not appropriate to examine the reproduction of founding element. As the units were at the early stages of their developed, it was necessary for their founders to emphasize their founding elements in order to gain attention and space within the organization. However, the fact that both units spun-off from their parent corporations to become independent venture capital companies and continued to operate with the same principles indicates a strong imprinting affect.


A fruitful area to expand this study would be to empirically test the propositions outlined above, and to explore whether other sub-processes and activities of sensemaking and sensegiving were used. In the late 1990s, the incubation of patents and the investment in small firms through minority equity investments were well accepted practices. It can be argued that there was an institutional setup, which was facilitating or even guiding the founding of venturing units. This might not be the case though in economies were the corporate venturing practices are not well developed, and possibly the lack of such an institutional setup might have prevented the sensemaking process of the corporate entrepreneurs in terms of the knowledge structures or cognitive configurations used. 


Another area to expand this study would have been to explore the social embeddedness of corporate entrepreneurs and to unfold how social interactions with other social actors within and outside the organizational boundaries influence the construction of the “foundations hypothesis” of new organizational forms of corporate entrepreneurship. Further, it would have been interesting to examine whether in the absence of a distinctive founder a similar founding process would have been followed or whether intraorganizational political issues construct the founding conditions of the new organization.
Concluding note

By focusing on the origins and configurations of entrepreneurship forms within an established organization, a better understanding of their variation, selection and retention by the organizational context can be achieved. Such an analytical swift acknowledges the role corporate entrepreneurs have in articulating a business opportunity, in nesting it in the corporate environment, and in influencing its postfounding characteristics. This requires the dialectic engagement of the corporate entrepreneur with their social context.  
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Appendix

Table 1

Interviewees’ characteristics

	
	Association with venturing program
	Core responsibility
	Duration of involvement in venturing program
	Employment background

	“Aster” venturing program of Corporation A

	Brian
	Founder
	Manager and creative leader
	1999- time of interview
	Joined Corporation A in 1967

	Martin
	Head of Business Development 
	Business development and evaluation
	2000- time of interview
	Started his career in Corporation A as scientist, left the corporation to develop his own ventures and re-joined in 2000

	Tony
	His team merged with the “Aster” initiative in 2000
	Dealing with external investors
	2000- time of interview
	Joined Corporation A in 1985 as a scientist, and later as commercialization of technology manager

	“Verde” venturing program of Corporation V

	James
	Founder
	Executive director 
	1994-time of interview
	Joined Corporation V in 1984

	Andrew
	Partner and CFO
	Verde's portfolio manager
	1999-time of interview
	Joined Corporation V in 1996

	Colin
	Partner
	Verde’s investment process manager
	Early 2000-time of interview
	Private equity firm – joined the Verde’s team in late 1999


Table 2

Linking scanning, interpretation and actions: Contingencies between knowledge structures, sensemaking and founding elements

	
	Brian and the “Aster” venturing program
	James and the “Verde” venturing program

	Trigger of founding process
	- R&D division’s CEO wanted to improve the financial contribution of the division to the group 
	- James, ad salesman, knew that technology was key differentiation element for Corporation V but newly established companies were developing advanced information technologies

	Opportunity 
	- R&D division’s unexploited patents
	- Gaining access to new technologies not developed in house

	Scanning the environment
	- Internal audit on the R&D division’s commercialization output: the division was a cost center 
- Informal engagement with R&D division’s scientists: a) scientists were frustrated as their work was not commercially recognized and valued by the corporation, and b) there are no processes in place to commercialize patents
	- External technological environment: identifying new technological protocols and companies developing them outside the UK

- External private equity industry: understanding process of acquiring companies with technological IP

- Intraorganizational environment: the championing of new initiatives is rewarded but it is a highly political process

	Interpretation
	- Positive interpretation: it was an occurring issue which could be tackled with the appropriate means

- Gain interpretation: a) the financial performance of the R&D division could have been improved by creating value out of the patents; and b) the scientists could feel worthy when participating in the creation on businesses out of their patents

- Controllable interpretation: formal and detailed commercialization and new venture creation processes was needed
	- Positive interpretation: while the occurring situation was threatening for the core competence of Corporation V, the corporation needed and could proactively tackle it with the appropriate means

- Gain interpretation: a. possession of threatening new technologies by buying stakes from companies developing them, and b. less costly and time consuming process than developing them in house,

- Controllable interpretation: a. formal and detailed investment processes was needed, and b. the investments needed to be financially viable

	Formation of business model
	- Identification of “incubator” as an analogy to describe the framework of new commercialization process

- Clarity over the focus of investments, operational objectives, the need to run incubator as an autonomous activity

- Clarity over the stages and milestones of the commercialization process
	- Identification of “corporate venture capital” as an analogy to describe the framework of the new technology acquisition process

- Clarity over the external focus of investments, operational objectives and autonomy of the new framework

- Clarity over the financial orientation of the new process

- Clarity over the intraorganizational negotiations needed to gain the approval of the top management

	Physical attribution
	- Changes in the physical environment of the venturing program’s offices

- Distinctive physical presence within the industrial park
	- Relocation to Silicon Valley to identify and invest in start ups

- Involving the CFO and other board members in the negotiation process

	Actions and language employed
	- Creation of a brand name to describe the venturing process

- The brand name used as verb to describe the potential of a patent to be commercialized

- Enthusiasm and passion were core emotions infused in media releases regarding the activities of the venturing program
	- Creation of a brand name to describe the venturing process

- Company media releases praising the financial success of initial investments


Table 3
Founding process of Aster venturing unit

	
	Identification Phase
	Justification Phase
	Configuration Phase

	Events
	1999: New CEO appointed for Corporation A’s R&D division 

Dec 1999: Brian approached by the CEO of Corporation A’s R&D division to lead the discovery of value in the industrial park

Dec 1999 – Early 2000: Brian engages with scientists and observes their behavior towards the commercial aspect of their research projects
	Early 2000: R&D division’s CEO appoints Brian as champion of an innovation initiative to tackle this issue
Spring 2000: Brian presents the idea to create an incubator to commercialize patents to the CEO and the Board of the R&D division. Brian outlines the rationale and intent of the incubator
	April 2000: The Aster unit is launched

- Communication of incubator’s operational objectives to the internal stakeholders (i.e. scientists)

	Outcomes
	- Brian provided feedback to the R&D division’s CEO
- Need for action identified
	- The incubator is approved by the R&D division’s Board and the corporation’s top management

- Brian becomes the leader and the founder of the incubator which is branded “Aster”
	- The new commercialization process and its milestones is developed

- Aster unit starts operating and Brian recruits other members to join the team

- The first scientists started approaching the Aster team

	Actors involved
	CEO of Corporation A

Brian
	Brian
	Brian

Aster team members

	Length
	3-6 months
	2 months
	2-3 months

	
	< - - - - - - - - - -- - - - -- - -  Sensemaking ---------------------------------( 
                  (------------------------ Sensegiving ------------------------------------------------(


Table 4

Founding process of Verde venturing unit

	
	Experimentation phase
	Realization phase
	Configuration Phase

	Events
	1992: James gets interested in networks technologies and follows the trends

1994: Corporation V makes an investment in California and James persuades his boss to move to Silicon Valley

1995: First minority equity investment by James on an internet directory (Delta)
	1997: James returns to UK and sets up a venturing team comprised by a technical person and a journalist 

- The team continues to conduct investments in Silicon Valley and in Europe

1998: Top management recognizes the accumulative skills and learning by investing in internet startups, and encourage the expansion of investments in Europe
	Beginning of 1999: Establishment of the Verde unit

- The financial venture capital model is formalized

- Communication of operational objectives and prior successful performance of the fund to shareholders

	Outcomes
	1996: Delta’s IPO: $848m market capitalization in the first week 

- More investments follow by James

- Corporation V gains geographic presence in Silicon Valley

- James develops a network of contacts in Silicon Valley
	1998: “there will be a series of solid opportunities to invest in new start ups in 1999… we call it [Verde]. The idea is that it will be self-financing and make regular contributions to our results as it has done in 1998”

	- Acceleration of activities of the Verde unit

- Recruitment of personnel resulting in an increase of its size

- Increase of its venture portfolio

	Actors Involved
	James

CFO of Corporation V
	James and his venturing team

CFO of Corporation V

Board of Corporation V
	James and his venturing team

CFO of Corporation V

	Length
	4 years
	1 and a half years
	6-8 months

	
	< - - - - - - - - - -- - - - -- - -  Sensemaking ---------------------------------( 

                  (------------------------ Sensegiving ------------------------------------------------(


Table 5

Venturing units’ founding and postfounding characteristics

	
	“Aster” venturing unit
	“Verde” venturing unit

	Founding element

	Operational objectives
	- To incubate and develop internally developed business ideas

- To create a new commercialization process and culture
	- To carry out minority equity investments to external business ideas

- To achieve high financial performance for the company portfolio

	Postfounding characteristics

	Team membership
	- Individuals chosen on their 
	

	Social identity
	- Projected as an informal and trusted environment to explore the commercial potential of patents 

- Projected as a value creation entity
	- Projected as a minority equity investments’ centre

- Projected as an process efficiency centre

	Perceptions towards the unit
	- Initially perceived as a distinctive entity but after 8 months it was perceived as part of the R&D division

- Exemplification of entrepreneurial activities
	- As a threat to the in-house technology office

- As distinctive entity within the organization, “treated as a special case”

- As a “money machine”, a “goldmine”, a profit generating centre

	Assessment criteria
	- Emphasis on number of ideas incubated and creating a commercialization process
	- Clear financial criteria assessing the returns of the unit’s investment portfolio
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