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MediaCom is “The Content + Connections Agency”.
We work on behalf of our clients to leverage their 
brands’ systems of communications across paid, 

owned and earned channels to deliver  
a step change in their business outcomes.

MediaCom is one of the world’s leading media 
communications specialists, with billings near  
US$33 billion (source: RECMA June 2017). 

We employ 7,000 people in 125 offices across 100 
countries. Our global client roster includes Dell,  

P&G, PSA, Shell and Universal. 

MediaCom is a member of WPP, the world’s  
largest marketing communications services group, 

and part of GroupM, WPP’s consolidated media 
investment management arm.
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INTRODUCTION

THERE IS AN EMERGING SPECIALISM IN MARKETING 
AND IT’S CALLED INNOVATION 

Of course, to label innovation as a product or service specialism is an oxymoron;  
innovation happens every day, and it can be created by everyone in an organisation.

But ad-hoc innovation is no longer enough;  
all marketers should be looking at improving  
their innovation pipeline. Programmes can  
include working with startups on pilot projects  
and proof of concepts, hackathons for disruptive 
change, and open innovation platforms and 
accelerator partnerships.

The difference between innovation that should 
happen every day and these new programmes is 
structural and procedural: being organised about 
innovation and operationalising innovation will 
ensure that real and scalable change will happen 
across your business. 

This matters because the average life expectancy 
for large companies is dropping. According to 
Innosight, in 1958 US corporations in the S&P 
500 stayed in the index for an average of 61 
years. By 2011 that had dropped to just 18 years, 
and continues to decline with a prediction of 14 
years by 2026. By contrast, companies that place 
technology at the heart of their businesses are 
achieving exponential growth. 

The destabilisation of established players has 
caused many corporates to question their 
business practices and become concerned that 
they are not designed to respond to this type of 
threat or take advantage of the opportunity. 

They now recognise that the innovation gap 
between a company that effectively harnesses 
technological change and one that doesn’t need 
to be closed if they are to survive. This realisation 
is responsible for the rise of an innovation and 
business transformation agenda. 

Marketing is at the centre of this challenge  
because digital platforms have become the new 
storefront and the one that consumers are most 
likely to interface with. With who and how they 
connect is in a constant state of flux.

Voice, artificial intelligence, and evolutions in 
transport, retailer and consumer technology, 
for example, alongside the advent of virtual and 
augmented reality worlds, are just the start of the 
potential change. 

Technology is changing the way brands market to 
consumers and digital marketing is evolving into 
Technology-Enabled Marketing. The same rigour 
of research and development once applied to 
product development now needs to be applied to 
the way we market and sell. 

This guide to the innovation ecosystem  
aims to demystify marketing innovation and the  
digital ecosystem and explain how established 
brands can create a best-in-class Technology 
Marketing practice. 

It’s based on the experiences of MediaCom’s 
BLINK_innovation team, which is helping brands 
leverage new technology and startups to deliver 
smaller, faster, results-driven experimentation to 
reinvent their core businesses and transform their 
competitive advantage.

HANNAH MIRZA
Global Head of Media Partnerships, MediaCom
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The problem is recognising that marketing,  
creative and media – the tools through which 
they persuade and enable consumers to buy their 
products and services – are all facing the same  
level of disruption and all need to innovate.

Jeremiah Owyang’s report “The Corporate  
Innovation Imperative” found that 78.9% of 
companies have a dedicated innovation team,  
but marketing rarely forms part of the remit.  
This creates a gap in innovation that is  
business critical and  
needs to be solved. 

For marketers, innovation 
has often been rooted  
in the 80/20 rule or the 
70/20/10 approach.  
This is where the majority 
of activity plays safe by 
focusing on whatever is 
known to work, while 20%  
or 10% of the investment  
is used to experiment. 

As a media agency, we 
work across clients  
and brands across multiple verticals, many  
of whom have different expectations of what  
it means to experiment. For some, marketing 
innovation means trialling new things that have 
never been done before. For others, it means 
making minor variations to what they are  
already doing.

Unfortunately, most companies tend to play it  
safe. They are happy to be ‘fast followers’, not 
primary risk takers. And that’s understandable 
because real innovation is daunting and comes  
with a risk of failure.

In new businesses built on technology, failure  
is encouraged, but only so long as it enables  
the company to transition quickly and pivot  
in a new direction. In established companies,  
adopting this culture of ‘failure as learning’  
is often harder to overcome.

For many brands, it’s no longer sufficient to plan 
for minor variations. But they can overcome such 
concerns about innovation by putting as much 
rigour into the research and development of new 
marketing solutions as they do the research and 

development of core goods 
and services.

Many companies have 
also recognised that they 
don’t need to have all the 
answers alone. The way 
forward is a model where 
open innovation becomes 
culturally accepted. 
One where they engage 
startups, scaleups and the 
established internet giants 
in new and divergent ways. 

This white paper offers a guide to the ecosystem  
of innovation and outlines some practical 
steps you can take to establish an innovation 
programme that works. It’s about building an 
approach rooted in real business problems and 
tangible outcomes, not just lots of nice trips to 
Silicon Valley and Tel Aviv for employee personal 
development.

For corporations, it’s no longer a case of asking 
‘should I work with marketing startups?’, but more 
‘when should I work with them and how can I  
make sure I am as successful as possible?’.

WHY YOU NEED A RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT APPROACH  
TO MARKETING INNOVATION (AND HOW TO GET ONE)

Brands can only solve a problem if they recognise they have one. But for many companies,  
the problem is not recognising that their core business has changed due to digital disruption.  
It’s not even investing in research and development solutions at a product level.

Real innovation  
is daunting, 

and comes with  
a risk of failure.
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Innovation and the technology revolution have 
become synonymous with startup ecosystems.  
The proliferation of cheap, accessible hardware  
and software has enabled anyone of any age to 
invent their own careers and companies. 

And there are countless success stories –  
like the Instagram team of 13 staff who sold to 
Facebook for $1B, or Kiip creator Brian Wong,  
who started out at 19, has raised the 30M in 
venture capital funding for a product inspired  
while travelling. It all fuels the idea that anyone  
can succeed. 

But not all startups are created equal. 
Importantly, small businesses, even ones  
that are technology enabled, face the same 
challenges entrepreneurs have always had. 
Success is reliant on being better, faster, 
different, easier to work with, relevant to 
consumers or just plain luckier than your 
competitive set. 

It’s great having an idea, but it won’t  
be successful if it can be quickly replicated  
and improved by your rivals. Facebook is 
infamous for taking the best parts of other 
companies’ business plans and executing  
them better as well as making them  
accessible to a larger user base.

The best startups have the agility and talent  
to survive a cluttered ecosystem, and this is what 
differentiates them from established companies. 
Being agile means being able to respond rapidly 
to innovation shifts in a market – a skill that many 
larger companies can only dream of.

Startups also attract the latest hot talent. It’s 
hard to find the right combination of business 
insight, tech knowledge and entrepreneurial spirit 

and many employees at Google, Facebook and 
other tech giants either came from startups or are 
leaving to form them. 

All these risk-taking entrepreneurs are hoping for 
the same thing: they want to build a business 
that becomes a Unicorn (a startup with a market 
valuation of $1Billion plus). The allure of being the 
next Uber, Airbnb, WeWork, Spotify or Pinterest is 
too tempting. 

Inevitably, marketing startups come and go 
quickly. Many creators underestimate the market 
conditions required to break through, and it’s an 
unforgiving ecosystem. According to CBInsight, 
startups typically die after raising $1.3 million.

UNDERSTANDING THE ECOSYSTEM 
1  STARTUPS, SCALEUPS AND UNICORNS 

As marketers, you’ve learnt our industry’s vernacular. Concepts such as reach, frequency and 
ROMI will all be part of your everyday language. The world of innovation has its own language 
though, which you can recap on page 19. And if you want to be able to talk to venture 
capitalists, accelerators, incubators, and angel investors, you’ll need to understand it.

Being agile means being 
able to respond rapidly to 
innovation shifts.
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How to Approach this Brave New World

If you are a corporate wanting to work with startups, it’s important not be dazzled by the bright lights and  
determination of the entrepreneurs you meet. They might have a bold belief in their own pathway to 
success, and it can be both inspiring and rewarding to speak with them, but that doesn’t mean you 
should lose sensibility about doing real business. 

The key is to approach startups in the right way to ensure they don’t see you as time wasters.  
Your approach might differ depending on where you target a startup in its lifecycle.

Early Investments

Working with a true early-stage startup is very 
different to working with a company further on its 
development journey. An early stage startup may 
have a viable product, but it’s likely to be untested 
in market. What’s more, the company might have 
limited team and leadership skills. 

Corporates who engage with companies in this 
stage will have access to first-mover advantages, 
and possible investment and future acquisition 
opportunities. But they will need to invest their  
time and money to make the partnership a 
success. This might involve coaching and adapting 
the startup to work to your business needs 
(without killing them in the process). 

Advertisers who are already investing in R&D and 
technology as core business practices will find 
it easier to generate results from these kinds 
of engagements. If this isn’t your normal way of 
working, then you need to make sure you take 
stock early and modify your business accordingly.

Ready Made Solutions

It’s more common for marketing corporates with 
open innovation programmes to seek out plug-
and-play solutions from startups further on their 
journey who are ready to go. These are startups 
that have moved beyond seed funding and into 
the A-B-C investment stages of existence. They 
will probably have launched and tested their 
offerings in market (although, perhaps not at 
scale), and will be surer of their trajectory.

Working with later stage startups will still  
require you to dedicate time and resource,  
but not to the extent that the startup might  
fail if you are not around. 

By the time a startup is into multiple funding  
rounds, it may still look and act like a startup,  
but, technically, it’s actually more of a scale-up. 

The most common stage at which most  
marketing clients are happy to trial startups is 
 after one or two other blue chip companies have 
already worked with them. For the risk adverse, 
these prior successes provide evidence that the 
startup can progress a relationship. On the flip  
side, of course, that also means these aren’t  
unique opportunities. 

Established Alternatives

The final option is to engage with startups  
who have already established themselves as  
big businesses (think Rubicon, Sprinklr, Pinterest,  
Deliveroo and Spotify). Such firms are working  
through the challenges created by rapid growth  
and have potentially set their sights on an IPO. 

Establishing an open innovation marketing  
programme will require you to engage with all  
three types of companies, but your most 
successful partnerships will always be those 
designed to meet the needs of your business 
objectives.
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Accelerated Learning

At the start of the process, accelerators invest 
in startups that have passed the ideas phase. 
Accelerators have been a hot topic since the 
inception of US-based Y Combinator in 2005,  
and there are now approximately 800 more 
accelerators crowding this space. 

The first accelerators were focused on helping 
startups at all stages in multiple industries. The 
‘traditional’ accelerator model worked by investing 
capital in exchange for equity in startups. They 
worked with small teams of co-founders who had 
a minimum viable product and needed to grow 
multiple aspects of their businesses. 

But as the industry has grown, accelerators  
have begun to specialise, targeting either specific 
stages of investment or industries. The Brandery 
accelerator, for example, focuses on the branding 
and marketing of startups.

The evolving nature of the accelerator business 
model means accelerators are incredibly difficult  
to define. Nonetheless, most share a number of  
key characteristics. 

Most Accelerators: 

  Have a set time-period for  
the relationship

  Work in small clusters or cohorts  
of companies in a batched process

  Have a competitive selection process  
to select the startups they work with 

  Provide mentors to help guide 
the startups

  End the process with a demo day  
where investors and corporates are  
invited to see presentations

Accelerators also provide training opportunities, 
infrastructure support, client networking,  
headcount, mentoring and more. 

While some serial entrepreneurs are confident 
enough to leap-frog this stage, others rely more 
heavily on accelerator support to advance their 
product and help them become easier to work  
with (and therefore, ready to engage with 
corporate companies).

Unsurprisingly, the most recognised accelerator 
programmes receive the most applications from 
startups, identify the best ideas, and achieve the 
highest number of scale-ups and unicorns. But  
good accelerators are extremely competitive and 
there are many different models. 

Some, such as Rocketspace, put co-working 
at the heart of their approach. Others have 
entirely different models, like staking equity for 
service exchanges or charging corporates for 
introductions to those within their portfolios.

Importantly, startups do not have to work with 
an accelerator exclusively. Many cycle through 
several at a time until they find their ideal match. 

2  ACCELERATORS, INCUBATORS AND VENTURE CAPITALISTS
 
The startup world is supported by a whole ecosystem of Accelerators, Incubators, and 
Venture Capitalists. These are companies which provide finance and help and guidance  
for startups at specific stages of their life cycle.

Startups are also not  
exclusive to one accelerator. 
Many cycle through several.



BLINK_Innovation  8

Time for Incubation

Incubators help startups in other ways. 
They provide strategic value in a monitored 
environment, create workspaces, and are not 
worried about time restrictions. While incubators 
are often non-profit and academic university-
based models, there are for-profit incubators as 
well. Idealab is one of the most successful of 
this new breed; it has achieved 45 exits, and its 
founder, Bill Gross, has started and exited seven 
unicorns. 

But the incubator model is also nuanced. Startup 
studios such as Rocket Internet and Betaworks 
turn ideas and entrepreneurs from the conception 
stages into living and breathing companies. These 
companies aim to reduce the number of failed 
ventures by helping these nascent companies 
from the point of conception. 

Betaworks also invests seed funding into many 
of its startups and has had success building GIF 
search engine Giphy and weather service Poncho. 
Meanwhile, Rocket Internet has been notorious 
in building companies in emerging markets that 
appear to be copies of what’s already been 
created in Silicon Valley.

Incubators also provide workspace solutions  
where startups can work side-by-side and 
intermingle. They bring companies and 
entrepreneurs together. The most famous 
is the WeWork campus, which offers a global 
network of offices. Though not technically an 
incubator, much of its positioning is about  
proximity to like-minded entrepreneurs and  
the ability to co-mingle in these circles.

WeWork offers a new, more flexible solution  
that supports individual as well as startup  
leases and offers all the perks of being at a 
cool corporate much larger than these nascent 
businesses. The Factory in Berlin has tweaked  
this model by creating a campus within its  
co-working environment. 

Scaleups, such as online audio platform  
SoundCloud and transport company Uber,  
also give their time to smaller startups,  
working as both incubator and accelerator  
as part of a self-contained ecosystem.

Incubators add strategic  
value in a monitored  
environment and offer  
workspaces with no 
time restrictions.
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Venturing Forth

Venture Capital (VC) firms remain a primary  
part of the startup community. Everyone in  
Silicon Valley wants to receive investment  
from high profile investors like Sequoia or 
Andreessen Horowitz. 

But while funding is crucial to the development 
of startups and scaleups, it doesn’t guarantee 
success. Startups can – and often do – die after 
raising considerable investment. Jawbone, for 
example, which produced wearable fitness  
tracking devices, folded after raising $984m. 

Generally, though, corporates fare better when 
they work with startups that have had VC backing 
– often because these startups will have already 
started solidifying their business processes and 
receiving mentoring from seasoned professionals. 
In short, a funded startup will have been put 
through its paces. 

Blurred Lines

Right now, the ecosystem of accelerators, 
incubators and venture capitalists is becoming 
increasingly blurred. Many accelerators now  
have venture capital arms, while incubators can 
provide investment and accelerator functions. 
Meanwhile, many others incorporate services  
right across the spectrum.

Combine that with startup factories, who aim 
to build multiple startups in succession, and 
incubators set-up by individuals, governments  
and corporates, and it quickly becomes a tricky  
area to navigate. The main thing to remember  
is that all parts of the ecosystem have the  
same overreaching goal: to aid startups  
and entrepreneurs. 
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3    EXPANSION OF TECHNOLOGY HUBS  
AND THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT 

 
Technology has a significant impact on GDP. In the US, Engine Advocacy, a lobbyist  
group for technology startups, has been pushing the government to ensure its policies 
encourage entrepreneurship.

One of its key arguments is that employment  
growth in high-tech industries is reported to be 
three times faster than the wider private sector. 
It’s no surprise then, that governments around the 
world are putting so much effort into replicating 
the success of Silicon Valley by forming their own 
technology innovation hubs. 

National leaders are beginning to take notice of 
the technological revolution and understand what 
being left behind could mean for their place in the 
world. Local governments are also pushing their 
own innovation efforts to bring the benefits of 
innovation to their communities. 

Such efforts work best when tech hotspots 
enable collaboration between public and private 
ventures. The Cintrifuse in Cincinnati, for example, 
is a non-profit organisation charged with creating 
sustainable innovation in the city.

It does this by offering office space and  
business services to local investment-worthy 
startups, and helping introduce them to  
investors, corporates, local universities, and 
accelerator services. At the same time, it is  
also investing in other venture funds around  
the US to expand its reach and influence and  
create a new model for tech hot spots.

The Israeli government has taken a  
different approach. Thanks to a perfect  
storm of academia, military conscription in  
a largely technological age of warfare, and a  
culture of calculated risk-taking and innovation,  
it has created a tech hub to rival the US.  
The Economist magazine even reported that  
Israel has a larger concentration of high-tech 
startups and venture capital per capita than  
any other country in the world.

There are many other examples. London has  
Silicon Roundabout, and across the UK there  
are locations tied to science parks and 
universities. Elsewhere, Paris’s Station F is the 
largest startup campus in the world. Meanwhile, 
Hong Kong is promoting its unique route into 
China and access to that country’s unique 
ecosystem of players. Significantly, the Chinese 
Government is committed to making the country a 
$150B Artificial intelligence powerhouse by 2030 
and is focused on establishing the technology 
hubs needed to get there. Even the US is 
spreading its bets beyond Silicon Valley. 

Startups can’t afford to be local, however. For 
many, the pathway to growth lies beyond domestic 
markets into larger territories with more advanced 
consumer bases. Government-funded technology 
showcases are becoming a regular feature at 
international trade shows such as CES, SXSW, 
Mobile World Congress and DMEXCO among 
others.

Startups can’t afford to be 
local. The pathway to growth 
lies in the expansion of their 
offering to larger markets.
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It takes a lot of work to finesse a brief to the  
point where it’s ready to present to startups.  
It’s even harder to find the right startups to  
pitch out to. 

In theory, there are tools you can use to search 
for them. You could log onto online directories like 
CrunchBase, Mattermark and AngelList, and you  
can also search for lists of accelerators and  
venture capital firms.

To improve your chances of success, however, 
you need an established network and an eye for 
the jewels. Aligning with just one venture firm, 
one accelerator or one portfolio look-book only 
gives you a narrow view of the playing field. It 
also doesn’t give you the strategic overlay you 
need to line up the right players for your business 
challenges. 

Moreover, databases and long lists will not help 
you tell a good startup from a bad one. Only 
trusted and transparent advisors can help you 
identify the full breadth of opportunities, without 
hidden incentives or agendas.

You should take time to understand these 
advisors’ business models though. Some 
accelerators, for example, have revenue models 
that are non-transparent and will take revenue 
from potential investors and partners, as well as 
equity/revenue from successful startups.

But it pays off to work with companies who truly  
care about the outcomes of the startup 
ecosystem and their corporate clients 
concurrently. So you need to fund them fairly to 
help you find diamonds in the rough.

Borderless speed and agility are the keys to  
success at scale, something that location-based 
hubs may not always be well positioned to deliver. 
As MediaCom is part of the WPP global network  
and has offices in multiple geographies, we 
can use our scale to your advantage. We work 
with accelerators, incubators, governments and 
venture firms who can play an important role in 
helping you gain access to startups.

USING MEDIACOM TO NAVIGATE THIS ECOSYSTEM

How do you know the right problem to start solving? How do you translate that into a 
brief for a technology provider? How do you find the right startup for your business? 
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For employees of corporations, startup culture  
is attractive (often because it seems like the 
opposite of big company culture). There’s a 
stereotype that corporates are dated and stale  
while startups are stimulating and progressive.  
But the reality is different. 

Innovation is finally becoming part of  
corporate culture. According to joint research  
from Mass Challenge and Imaginatix, in 2016,  
more than 80% of large companies said that  
they viewed engagement with startups as  
important as other partners.

The first corporates to highlight the symbiotic 
relationship that can be formed between 
established large companies and emerging  
small to medium enterprises were in fact, the 
internet giants themselves. 

Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos is famously quoted as 
saying he sees his next competitor coming from  
a basement office rather than the established  
elite his company are already battling in the  
stock market.

That’s why companies like Amazon are seeking  
to mitigate risk by working with new companies  
first. Google, Facebook, Apple, Microsoft and 
more have all been progressive in developing 
venture arms, accelerators and startup support 
solutions to foster networks in companies they 
may want to acquire or replicate in the future. 

Startups know how the game works, though.  
Offers of software, technology and data APIs,  
cloud storage, training curriculums, and office  
space in locations like Google’s Campus don’t 
always come for free. The savviest startups  
know when and how to leverage these offers. 

At a 2017 Microsoft accelerator, for example, 
one company was selected because it had 
managed to secure a patent in an area of video 
technology that Microsoft didn’t have. Continuing 
the relationship was a way to remain close to 
the development of this solution. The attraction 
for the startup was that their patent also 
complimented the wider video patents  
Microsoft owned. 

Beyond these technology giants, other corporates 
who have established collaborative working 
spaces and accelerator programmes include:

  Payment Companies, such as Visa,  
PayPal and American Express; 

    Telecommunications Companies,  
such as Verizon, Telefonica, Orange,  
and Deutsche Telekom;

 Hardware Firms, such as Dell and Lenovo.

All of these relationships have the potential to  
create business opportunities for both sides, but 
less obvious corporations are also looking at the 
open innovation ecosystem.

4  CORPORATES AND STARTUPS
 
For employees of corporations, startup culture is attractive (often because it seems  
like the opposite of big company culture). There’s a stereotype that corporates are dated  
and stale while startups are stimulating and progressive. But the reality is different. 

In 2016, more than  
80% of large companies  
said that they viewed 
engagement with  
startups as important  
as other partners. 
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Every Fortune 500 needs to make innovation a strategic  
priority; not just an exercise that exists on the fringe of the 
organisation. Working with startups and venture capital can  
give these companies tremendous insight into their business, 
helping them foresee the how and when the future of their 
industry will happen. It has never been more important for 
today’s largest companies to be externally focused and to  
build their relationships in the innovation economy

Unfortunately, corporates often waste time  
and money going into startup programmes  
that don’t have clear and well thought through, 
tangible objectives of what success would look 
like (for both sides).

Corporates can lend the startup their credibility  
and provide financing, co-working spaces and 
access to many other business services. All  
startups want to be able to add a blue-chip  
brand name to their credentials to help them  
win investment to run pilots and test products.

To get the most out of open innovation, as 
marketers, you must be honest about what you  
can bring to the table for startups and be rigorous  

in developing programmes that engage with and 
invest in mutual successful outcomes.

As Dave Knox, author of Predicting the Turn, the 
High Stakes Game of Business between Startups 
and Blue Chips, observes, the rewards for 
corporates far outweigh the cons. By working with 
startup communities, corporates can: 

1) Create Innovation Driven Acquisition 

2) Invest in Change 

3) Identify partners for Innovation 

4) Disrupt the Disruptors 

DAVE KNOX
Author, Predicting the Turn

A key challenge in making a partnership work is when the value exchange is  
less clear; if the startup doesn’t need the product or service of the corporate  
to survive, why should they listen?
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HOW TO MOVE FORWARD
With so many options, it can be challenging for companies to identify what success looks like 
for their innovation unit, what type of innovation programme are they going to run, and how 
this programme is going to be run. 

It may seem appealing to copy and paste programmes from competitors, but to succeed, every company needs  
its own vision of innovation and disruption unique to them. Take the vast differences in how programmes like  
Coca-Cola’s The Bridge, The Unilever Foundry, Launchpad @ Mars and KC Labs from Kimberly Clarke have 
taken. They are all examples of corporate innovation programmes that run with great success, but each is 
customised to the organisation it works within.

While each programme functions slightly differently, they are all helping corporates strategically connect with  
the startup community to solve specific business problems, raise funding for pilots, and formalise partnerships.

1)  Identify what you are trying to solve for 
your business. Either by having a mechanism  
to isolate the problems at grassroots levels 
or by having clarity around your top priority 
business challenges (and ensuring all 
stakeholders are aligned with them).

2)  Operationalise a model to serve those 
challenges. You should agree on the type of 
support you are going to direct resources to, 
including outlining how this will be delivered on 
the ground and in what locations. That might 
include setting aside money for pilot projects, 
loaning of resources such as office space 
and peripherals, or mentoring hours in areas 
you have strengths, such as marketing and 
professional services.

3)  Adopt a flexible and agile approach to  
working with startups. This includes:

    Streamlining your contract and  
payment terms

   Being conscientious in how your time  
and resources are used

   Ensuring your key decision makers attend 
meetings (and scrapping those they can’t 
attend – endless meetings are killers of 
small businesses). Meanwhile, decision 
making is fractured in large corporations and 
attendees need to be empowered)

   Defining, early on in the process, what 
success looks like (as many scaled learnings 
should come from these partnerships 
alongside scaled results).

4)  Be transparent (which isn’t easy in a 
corporate culture). As well as establishing 
such programmes you must also think how you 
publicly share your requirements and results. 
Testing and learning means acknowledging 
failure as a positive outcome for learnings as  
well as the scaling of successes. 

5)  Empower specialists and play to their 
strengths. As the corporate, your expertise 
is in your business while the startup’s is 
in the technologies and solutions they are 
representing. Successful programmes take 
away the risk that serendipity alone is required 
to pair a corporate with a startup. Companies 
organised for innovation know what they 
are looking for, and don’t overstep their 
qualifications in finding it. They have isolated 
business problems that are worth solving and 
are seeking out solutions in a targeted way 
with the right support.  

 
  Doing all this will 

ensure your innovation 
programme will be rooted 
in tangible business 
outcomes that drive your 
bottom line. 

There are five steps you must take to set up a credible innovation programme:
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CONCLUSION
 
All companies want to be more innovative. But there are many ways of defining innovation 
and many underestimate the skills needed to innovate successfully. To safeguard the 
future of your business, you sometimes need to look for inspiration outside of your 
organisation. That’s where startups, scaleups and established players can help.

At MediaCom, we want our clients to achieve 
transformation today for an exponential 
tomorrow. But we have a problem. Innovation 
doesn’t happen by chance, nor in isolation. 
We are no longer planner-buyers working with 
incumbent vendors to service staid business 
models. We are strategists and implementers 
who understand how technology is shaping 
and changing consumer behaviours – and your 
communications strategies should be adapting 
to follow these trends.

This is where BLINK_innovation @ MediaCom 
fits in. We can develop the right innovation 
programme for your business. This includes 
everything from developing focused briefs 
or charters around themes that have clear 
stakeholders and budgets to outreach and 
curation of the technology community (bringing 
pilots and proof-of-concept projects forward in 
the fastest route to market).

We can support you in establishing and  
harnessing all the benefits of open ecosystems 
without the pitfalls of going it alone. And we can 
help you benefit from best practice strategies 
and cross-client programmes to maximise your 
returns. 

We can bring best practice 
strategies and experience  
from cross-client programs  
to maximise your returns.

HANNAH MIRZA
Global Head of Media Partnerships, MediaCom
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BLINK_innovation @ MediaCom
 
Digital platforms have become the storefront consumers are most likely to interact  
with. But with whom and how they connect is in uncertain. Voice, artificial intelligence, 
evolving retailer and consumer technology, and virtual and augmented reality worlds  
are changing the landscape.

Technology is changing how brands market  
to consumers, enabling new opportunities and 
disrupting existing ways of working. Digital  
marketing is evolving to Technology-Enabled 
Marketing, which means the amount of dollars 
companies used to spend on research and 
development in product innovation should now  
be invested in marketing innovation. 

But for marketing innovation to be more than  
just for show, it must be organised into a rigorous 
business practice. And we are already seeing 
successful brands practice open innovation in  
a systemised way. 

They are hot-housing innovation and enabling  
a two-way dialogue to surface work already 
happening at the grass-roots level of daily 
business. Meanwhile, they are centralising, 
experimenting and learning outside of their  
day-to-day business to enable quick scale 
learnings and solutions.

MediaCom established the BLINK_innovation 
team to help brands work beyond media into all 
areas of marketing technology partnerships.  
We are helping brands leverage emerging 
technology and startups to accelerate digital 
innovation in their businesses and help them gain 
a competitive advantage.

We establish accountable innovation programmes 
and create ecosystems of technology suppliers 
that can maximise their engagements with 
consumers – while evolving their existing 
relationships with internet giants. 

We provide two core and interlinked services:

1)  Marketing Technology Innovation  
Programme setup and Execution

     We can work with your internal stakeholders 
to establish bespoke initiatives and identify 
the work streams they encompass that are 
right for your business

     We can build and launch programme 
communications plans and programme 
mechanics

2)  Marketing Technology  
Partnership Matchmaking 

     We can help you isolate the key areas 
of your business ripe for innovation and 
development of your strategic briefing 
requirements

     We can source and match make 
partnerships and prototypes against 
your briefs with startups, scale-ups and 
established digital giants

      We can run pilots with partners to establish 
proof of concept case studies 

We are helping our clients answer questions like: 

  How do I move my point of distribution to pace 
the on-demand economy? 

  How can I use fast and slow moving data sets  
to had better predict consumer trends?

  And how will I operate in a world where voice 
becomes a primary user interface?

As an agency partner, we are focussed on helping our clients achieve excellence today and become  
agile enough to evolve with the ecosystems surrounding the key media platforms and technology  
solutions emerging from new providers. 

Working with MediaCom’s BLINK_innovation team gives you an exciting opportunity beyond media,  
into the technology marketing future that will drive the content and connections ecosystem of the  
digitally-enabled consumer.
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Why is MediaCom best-placed to support the innovation agenda?

We have:

  A deep understanding of your businesses 
and its customers, which means we 
can source intelligently as we know 
what success means to you. 

  Significant trading power with established 
providers, which gives us deep access to 
resources outside the client-facing sales force. 

  An extensive network of universities, venture  
capital firms and accelerator hubs who represent  
a portfolio of startups relevant to your needs. 
BLINK_innovation operates independently, having 
no equity or incentives in our recommendations. 
That makes us unique among our competition.

  Innovation practices in multiple local hubs, 
including London, Silicon Valley, Tel Aviv,  
Shanghai and New York.

   Established partnerships with developer 
and technology organisations, such 
as Adobe, Oracle and Globant, for 
solutions beyond our core offering.

  A wide portfolio of WPP specialist expertise  
and knowledge at our disposal. 



BLINK_Innovation  18

GLOSSARY OF TERMS
Stages of Funding

  Seed  
Seed funding can come from personal wealth, 
friends, family and accelerator contributions, 
as well as Angel (high net worth individual/s). 
It’s designed to kick-start product 
development and growth of the company. 

  Series A 
This is the first significant round of funding 
and may involve venture capital investments, 
further angel investments or strategic 
investments from corporate partners,  
for example. 

  Series B & C and Beyond  
These subsequent funding rounds should  
build and grow businesses that are proving 
successful and have the potential to take 
advantage of rapid growth that additional 
financing can enable.

Stages of Startup Development

The stages provide an insight into the 
unpredictable life of a startup. Not all startups will 
take the same path and stages can be missed. 

  Stage 1 – Business Conception  
The birth of the business begins with an 
idea designed to solve a problem. Once an 
entrepreneur is ready to act on their concept, 
they must validate their idea and transform 
it into a viable business model. Seed funding 
from crowdfunding, pre-accelerators and 
Angels is typically used to the business 
beyond concept. 

  Stage 2 – Lean Startup 
This is often the riskiest stage for a startup. 
Mistakes are frequent and the wrong choices 
can drastically impact growth further down 
the line. The goal at this stage should be to 
develop a minimum viable product and launch 
customers in order to produce revenue. Agility 
is a fundamental skill as early client feedback 
will help shape and adapt the product or 
service. New customers then lead to further 
refinement with growth arising from increased 
market traction and additional investment. 

 
 
  Stage 3 – Established Startup 

Growth should now be building as new 
customers, increasing revenues and 
fine-tuning of the product commences, 
establishing the startup in the chosen market. 
At this stage, hiring new staff that fit the 
organisation and higher levels of profit can 
create new challenges for entrepreneurs, while 
further rounds of financing continue. 

  Stage 4 – Expansion and Scale 
The time and effort invested by entrepreneurs 
now begins to pay off with rapid growth and 
higher revenue. As an established player, 
looking to new markets and geographies for 
growth becomes feasible with larger rounds 
of investment. New markets and distribution 
channels can create fresh challenges but the 
aim should be to grow sustainably. 

  Stage 5 – Carry on or Exiting 
There may still be additional rounds of 
investment but typically by Stage 5 the 
company should have reached a stable 
level of growth and be able to function 
independently. The company leaders will 
be left with a decision to either continue 
expanding or look for an exit. 
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The Startup Ecosystem

Accelerator 
An organisation that assists the rapid growth 
of a startup, normally for a fixed period of time. 
Accelerators vary in the services they offer but 
typically offer mentorship, office space, capital 
investment and networking opportunities. 
Startups graduate in groups with a presentation 
to potential investors and partners at a demo day. 

Incubator 
These are programmes that develop and  
nurture startups and small businesses. They  
offer mentorship, office space, seed investment 
and networking opportunities and can appear 
similar to accelerators. However, they work with 
startups from an earlier stage. Top incubators 
take on promising entrepreneurs and provide 
them with the resources to build a startup. Time 
spent in an incubator varies but it is often longer 
than most accelerator programmes. 

Startups 
A company at the start of its business journey.  
It is usually growing at a much faster rate 
than typical small businesses and established 
companies. Technology startups are common  
due to their ability to scale quickly and cheaply  
but the tech isn’t a definitive characteristic. 
Startups operate in a dynamic environment 
where decisions can be made quickly but they 
can vary in size, valuation and age.

Unicorns  
A private company (usually a startup) that has 
had a valuation of $1 billion or more. The largest 
unicorns are Uber, Airbnb, Didi Chuxing, Xiaomi  
and SpaceX. 

Venture capitalist 
A venture capitalist is an individual who invests 
capital in a startup or other business ventures 
because he or she sees the potential for large 
returns. They often work for a private equity firm 
and take substantial equity in the startups as  
well as giving advice. 

Angel Investors 
Individuals who want to help other entrepreneurs 
get their business started. They usually appear 
during the first stage of funding and have been 
known to invest anything from $150,000 to 
millions of dollars.



www.mediacom.com/blink

If you want to have a chat with us or are curious  
to understand how MediaCom can help your  
business leverage startups successfully, please  
contact us directly.

HANNAH MIRZA
Global Head of Media Partnerships, MediaCom
hannah.mirza@mediacom.com
+44 (0) 207 158 4448




