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Sammanfattning 
Den tidigare stabila finansbranschen har snabbt blivit hotad av den digitala transformationen. Ett strategiskt 

verktyg som används av etablerade banker som står inför denna nya och föränderliga miljö är strategiska 

riskkapitalinvesteringar i det närliggande området av finansiella teknologier (FinTech). Denna studie 

undersöker strategiskt riskkapital i termer av organisatorisk design; närmare bestämt graden av autonomi i 

riskkapitalverksamhetens investeringsprocess. Studien undersöker konceptet riskkapitalautonomi och 

analyserar kvalitativt konsekvenserna av den valda nivån av autonomi. 

 

En abduktiv metodologi används, där insamling av empiriska data från fyra fallföretag sammanflätas med 

en omfattande litteraturstudie inom området organisationsdesign. Studien genererar en förlängning av den 

aktuella litteraturen då få tidigare studier undersökt riskkapitalorganisationers grad av autonomi och dess 

konsekvenser i kvalitativa termer. 

 

Studien finner att graden av autonomi hos strategiska riskkapitalverksamheter i finansindustrin bör mätas 

på en kontinuerlig skala, och föreslår en sådan skala baserad på två dimensioner: autonomin i sökandet efter 

möjliga investeringar och autonomin i beslutsprocessen. Studien finner också skillnader i de valda nivåerna 

av autonomi hos det studerade urvalet och diskuterar två möjliga förklaringar till dessa skillnader; målet 

med riskkapitalaktiviteten samt miljön organisationen verkar i. 

 

Vidare visar studien att olika grader av självständighet ger olika kvalitativa möjligheter och begränsningar 

för riskkapitalorganisationer vars syfte är att uppnå strategiska fördelar för ett kapitalgivande bolag. Det 

visar sig att en lägre grad av autonomi underlättar för riskkapitalenheten att leverera strategiskt värde till 

kapitalgivaren, men att det även kan begränsa vilka investeringar enheten kan göra. Högre autonomi kan 

istället möjliggöra fler typer av investeringar men begränsar vilken kunskap, och därmed strategisk nytta, 

riskkapitalenheten kan leverera till kapitalgivaren. 

 

Studien konkluderar att flera aspekter är viktiga att ta hänsyn till vid beslut av en riskkapitalenhets grad av 

autonomi och bidrar med en fördjupad förståelse av den strategiska ledningen av riskkapitalaktiviteter. 

 

Nyckelord 

FinTech, strategiskt riskkapital, autonomi, organisationsdesign, strategisk ledning   
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Abstract 
The previously stable financial industry has rapidly been threatened by the digital transformation. One 

strategic tool used by incumbent banks facing this new and changing environment is strategic venture 

capital investments in the closely related field of financial technologies (FinTech). This research studies 

strategic venture capital in terms of the organisational design of VC activities; more specifically, the degree 

of autonomy of the VC’s investment process. The study investigates the concept of VC autonomy and 

qualitatively analyses the implications of the chosen level of autonomy. 

 

An abductive approach is used, performing empirical data collection on four case companies and 

intertwining the results with an extensive literature study within the field of organisational design and 

performance. The study generates an extension of the current literature as few previous studies have 

investigated a VC’s level of autonomy and its implications in qualitative terms. 

 

The study finds that the degree of autonomy of strategic VCs should be measured on a continuous scale, 

and proposes such a scale based on two dimensions: the autonomy of the sourcing of possible investments, 

and the autonomy of investment decision-making. Furthermore, the study reveals a variance in the chosen 

levels of autonomy of the studied sample, and discusses two possible explanations for this variance; the 

objectives of the VC activity and the environment the VC operates in.  

 

Furthermore, the study shows that different degrees of autonomy induce different qualitative opportunities 

and limitations for VCs aiming to achieve strategic benefit for a capital providing company. A lower degree 

of autonomy is shown to facilitate for the VC to deliver strategic value, but may limit which investments it 

can make. Higher autonomy can on the contrary enable more types of investments but limit which 

knowledge, and thus strategic benefit, the VC can deliver.  

 

The study concludes that several aspects are of high importance to consider when choosing a VC’s degree 

of autonomy and contributes with a deeper understanding of the strategic management of VC activities. 
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1. Introduction 

This chapter begins with a description of the setting in which the study has been performed and a 

problem formulation for the research. This is followed by a statement of the purpose and objective of 

the study and a presentation of the research questions. The chapter is concluded with a statement of the 

delimitations of the research and a thesis outline giving an overview of the disposition of the report. 

 Background 

Players in the previously stable financial industry are facing the need to be increasingly innovative and 

entrepreneurial due to a rapid digital transformation. Since 2008, a great expansion of financial 

technologies, also known as FinTechs, has taken place (UKTI, 2014), creating a new competitive 

landscape to which the incumbents of the financial industry need to adapt. FinTech can be described as 

a marriage of financial services and information technology (Arner, et al., 2015), and includes technical 

solutions such as internet-based technologies in the e-commerce field, mobile payments, and early-stage 

crowd-based financing of start-ups (Dapp, 2014). FinTech firms centralise their business around the 

digitalisation of the financial sector, using new technology to bring financial services directly to 

consumers and often disrupting existing business models (UKTI, 2014).  

Increased competition from these FinTech start-ups creates tension for the incumbent banks when 

making strategic decisions on how to be able to rapidly change under new conditions. As the entire bank 

sector is challenged, banks use different strategies in order to maintain innovative, proactive and alert 

to opportunities. One such strategy is to use venture capital (VC) to invest in new technologies, business 

models, and markets; a popular strategy for firms wishing to stay at the forefront of their industries 

(MacMillan, et al., 2008; Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005). In recent years, many international banks have 

set up VC funds as a response to the array of new FinTech companies springing up (Irrera, 2014). By 

using venture capital, firms’ main strategic objective is to identify and scout for new emerging 

technologies that can advance the businesses and innovative efforts of the parent company (MacMillan, 

et al., 2008; Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005). A VC investment enables companies to gain an earlier, quicker, 

cheaper, and less risky access to innovation than by acquisitions of these early-stage companies 

(Bearman, 2012). 

Investments in FinTech firms by incumbent banks are often made with the aim to deliver strategic 

benefit to a capital providing bank. When investing in FinTech, a high level of confidentiality is required 

in the information exchange between the start-up and the VC unit on one hand, and the capital provider 

on the other. Because FinTech is an industry closely related to the core business of the banks, strategic 

VC investors are restricted by conflicts of interest regarding, firstly, the willingness of the start-up to 

accept investments from players on the very market they are trying to disrupt, and secondly, sharing 
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sensitive information about business ideas between the start-up and the bank (CSO at SEB, 2016; Head 

of SEB Venture Capital, 2016; Managing Partner at Propel Venture Partners, 2016). 

 Problem formulation 

The new environment the financial industry is in results in a lack of research performed in this setting. 

Besides the need for empirical expansion of earlier theories to this new environment, the question on 

how strategic VC activities can be designed in terms of autonomy has previously not been qualitatively 

investigated. More specifically, previous research in the field of organisational design and autonomy of 

strategic venture capital funds is insufficient in describing the implications of strategic VCs’ level of 

autonomy. Such studies have rather focused on the success of VC programmes and their investments, 

and measured this in quantitative terms.  

Moreover, cases of best practice concerning strategic management of VC activities in the financial 

industry are scarce, especially in the field of FinTech. Some international banks have launched VC funds 

making investments in this closely related field, but these are few and only one example exists within 

Sweden; this study’s client company, SEB AB. 

All of the above causes a problematic situation for financial institutions aiming to use venture capital to 

face the digital transformation of the financial industry. When launching strategic VC funds in order to 

invest in FinTech, there is insufficient information on which level of autonomy VC managers should be 

given. This concern has been the foundation for the request made by SEB on how to design their VC 

unit SEB Venture Capital. 

 Purpose and objective 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyse how a VC fund’s autonomy can be defined and measured and 

which strategic opportunities and limitations come from the chosen level of autonomy. The objective is 

to fill a gap in the research on organisational design by generating qualitative input in these areas, and 

to facilitate for strategic managers in the financial industry when determining how autonomous a 

strategic VC should be in its investment process. 

 Research questions 

In order to reach the purpose stated above, three research questions have been formulated. 

RQ 1: How can the autonomy of a strategic VC be defined?  

RQ 2: How can the choice of a VC’s degree of autonomy be explained? 

RQ 3: Which opportunities and limitations does the level of autonomy induce for the capital providing 

bank and the strategic VC? 
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 Delimitations 

This study focuses on the relation between banks and their strategic VCs, and no other units within the 

banks are considered.  

Due to data availability the theory used in this research mainly concerns non-financial industries, but 

the empirical data collection solely includes banks investing in FinTech. 

When analysing different levels of autonomy, this study only focuses on the opportunities and 

limitations that come from this autonomy. It does not investigate which level of autonomy induces the 

highest financial return of investments or the best strategic benefits for the capital providing company, 

and no recommendation on the most suitable organisational design for a strategic VC will be presented. 

The study focuses on strategic venture capital and will thus not include venture capital units, either 

corporate or independent, that solely have financial objectives. 

 Thesis disposition 

Method: This chapter constitutes a foundation for the reader to understand the research process and the 

methods used in this study.  

Theoretical frame of reference: This chapter presents previous studies and theories in the fields related 

to this study. This is important in order to introduce the reader to the field of study, and the literature 

presented in this chapter will be used in the discussion. 

Results and Analysis: This chapter shows an intertwined presentation of the study’s empirical results 

and analysis. These results will in the following chapter be discussed based on the theoretical frame of 

reference. 

Discussion: This chapter thoroughly discusses the main findings of the study, based on the empirical 

results and the theoretical frame of reference.  

Conclusions: This chapter presents the final conclusions of the thesis, answering the research questions 

stated in the introduction.  

Evaluation: This chapter evaluates the study, presenting both its theoretical and practical contribution, 

discussing the notion of sustainability, and providing recommendations for future areas to be 

investigated. 
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2. Method 

This section presents the methods that have been used to collect and analyse the data needed to answer 

the research questions. In the first section, the study’s research design is presented and motivated. 

Section 2.2 gives an overview of the research process and its two phases: the pre-study and the main 

study. Subsequently, the methods for collecting and analysing data are described in detail in sections 

2.3 and 2.4. The chosen methods are critically evaluated and risks are discussed in section 2.5, followed 

by a discussion of ethical aspects in section 2.6. The reliability, validity and generalisability of the study 

is discussed in the final section at the end of this chapter. 

 Research design 

This study was initiated by a request from SEB Venture Capital and was conducted as a case study, 

investigating a real-life, contemporary problem in depth in its natural setting. 

The choice of performing a case study was based on the explanatory nature of the research questions, 

focusing on how VCs are designed in terms of level of autonomy and how the conditions for strategic 

investments are affected by the VC’s level of autonomy. Additionally, as the research was conducted in 

a contemporary setting about which no or little previous research has been conducted, the case study is 

considered the most reasonable choice of method (Yin, 2014). 

A case study’s unique strength is its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence, for example 

documents, interviews, and observations (Yin, 2014). This triangulation approach is more important 

when doing a case study than when using other research methods such as experiments or surveys (Yin, 

2014). Multiple methods and sources of data were needed in this study in order to properly answer the 

research questions and increase the quality and validity of the study (Denscombe, 2003; Collis & 

Hussey, 2014; Yin, 2014).  

Methodological triangulation was practiced by using multiple research methods, such as interviews and 

observations, as well as reading empirical and theoretical material. Data triangulation was also practiced 

as all types of data (interview data, data from observations, and data from literature) were collected at 

different times and from different sources. The overall motivation for collecting and combining data 

from different sources was that both an external and an internal view of the research area was obtained, 

enabling a wider view for the analysis. This also contributed to the development of converging lines of 

inquiry (Yin, 2014), meaning that all collected data was considered when drawing each conclusion, 

developing convergent evidence and leading to more convincing and accurate findings. 

Furthermore, the chosen data collection and data analysing methods were qualitative. This was 

considered the most appropriate because of the nature of the study, where the aim was to explain an area 

about which little is known (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), namely that of organisationally designing strategic 

VCs investing in FinTech. Also, there is an inherent flexibility in qualitative studies where data 
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collection times and methods can be varied as the study proceeds, increasing the reliability and validity 

of the research (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In addition, qualitative methods are preferable when wanting 

to obtain intricate details about complex phenomena that are difficult to extract through quantitative 

research methods (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The qualitative case study approach enabled a deeper study 

and a deeper understanding of the details of the problem (Denscombe, 2003), which was crucial in order 

to be able to perform the research.  

Because the study is of qualitative nature, the process of contextualisation (Collis & Hussey, 2014) has 

been allowed to take a considerable amount of time, collecting background information and 

understanding the context in which the study has been performed. The choice of performing a qualitative 

study results in a difficulty in separating the collection of data with the analysis of the data (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008; Collis & Hussey, 2014). This difficulty was recognised by the researchers throughout the 

project and the intertwined processes of collecting and analysing was not considered an issue for 

reaching the purpose of this study. The quality of the answers to the research questions is not deemed to 

have decreased, and the conclusions are based on a general and qualitative discussion of the 

opportunities and limitations of different organisational designs. Despite the intertwined processes, for 

comprehension reasons, this chapter is divided into 2.3 Methods for data collection and 2.4 Methods for 

analysing collected data. 

Furthermore, the performed case study used a multiple-case research design, where several banks’ 

venture capital units were interviewed. In order to arrive at significant and robust results from the 

multiple-case study, the logic of replication was of outmost importance (Yin, 2014). This entailed 

following a rigorous methodological path, covering the same topics with all interviewees and discussing 

explanations as to why all cases did not give the same results, which is done in section 5.2.  

The number of cases needed in order to produce correct results was decided based on how many literal 

and theoretical replications were needed (Yin, 2014). Literal replications give similar results, whereas 

theoretical replications give contrasting results but for anticipatable reasons. For example, banks in the 

United States were deemed to constitute theoretical replications because of the different regulatory 

conditions that apply on their geographical market.  

Yin’s (2014) case study models presuppose a deductive approach, where theoretic literature forms the 

basis for designing the case study. However, the logic of reasoning of this research moves back and 

forth between specific and general, switching between empirical material and literature and giving the 

study a so-called abductive approach (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2013). This abductive approach 

acknowledges that the literature read affects the researchers’ understanding of the empirical data, and 

the empirical material analysed affects the way in which the researchers read the literature. During the 

process, the empirical scope is developed continuously while theoretical knowledge is simultaneously 

adjusted and refined (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2013). The abductive approach is a deeper explanative 



 

6 
 

model, taking into consideration underlying patterns and reaching a higher degree of understanding than 

any other approach, and it is especially preferred in case studies (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2013). 

 The research process 

An overview of the research process can be seen in Figure 1. It is important to acknowledge that this 

figure is simplified in order to present an overview, and that the activities where iterated and interrelated, 

enabling flexibility and openness towards new findings.  

 
Figure 1: The research process 

In Figure 1 above, the two phases of the study are presented at the top, and the activities performed 

during each phase are presented below. The activities presented in green represent data collection 

activities, the activities presented in blue represent analysing activities, and activities presented in yellow 

describe additional activities not directly related to the data collection or analysis processes. The height 

of the bars representing each activity symbolises the intensity of the activity. A brief description of both 

phases with more detailed explanations of each activity is given in the following sections. 



 

7 
 

2.2.1. Pre-study 

In order to comprehend the empirical context and enable a preliminary problem formulation, the 

research was initiated with a five-week pre-study. The pre-study started with searching for both 

theoretical and empirical material in order to develop a basis of knowledge and understand the empirical 

context. This was done through searching for recent articles, statistics, and reports on-line (for details 

please see section 2.3). Additionally, observations of the client company’s daily work were made and 

several informal meetings were attended with employees. During this phase, previous studies on venture 

capital designs were also continuously revised, a thorough description of how the literature was collected 

throughout the project found in section 2.3.  

The acquired general knowledge together with the gathering of specific information of the client 

company and its position established a foundation for a first set of interviews. The pre-study interviews 

were used to collect primary data on the current situation of the client company and its prospective 

challenges regarding the strategy of digital transformation. The interviews also covered the relation 

between the bank and the VC unit as well as the role of the VC unit and how its mission can contribute 

to the strategic goals of the bank.  

The pre-study continuously alternated between a theoretical literature study and the empirical data 

collection, in line with the abductive research design (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2013). The pre-study was 

considered complete after the first set of interviews, when a preliminary problem formulation and 

preliminary research questions had been stated. 

2.2.2. Main study 

The problem formulation was continuously iterated throughout the project, along with the formulation 

of the purpose and research questions. The following weeks, after the five-week pre-study, included a 

deeper and more extensive literature study with focus on finding appropriate theoretical fields in 

connection to the problem. As new theories and fields of research were found, the research questions 

were updated, and vice versa; as the problem and research questions changed, the focus of the literature 

study was updated. This was all in accordance with the abductive approach. 

Observations of the client company were continuously pursued, but decreased in intensity as the study 

proceeded. Additionally, another interview round was held during the main study, including the main 

interviews with executives at four different banks with strategic VCs investing in FinTech. These were 

held during week 9 to 16 of the study and the focus was to identify different organisational designs of 

the different VC units as well as discuss advantages and disadvantages of different levels of autonomy. 

Moreover, a seminar was attended during week 13 of the project, covering FinTechs disrupting the 

banking industry (for details see section 2.3).  
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Analysis of the collected material was continuously performed during both phases of this study. The 

methods used in the analysis process can be found in section 2.4. 

 Methods for data collection 

As motivated in section 2.1, both the empirical and theoretical data collected was qualitative. Data 

consisting of numbers or equivalent was considered inappropriate in order to reach the purpose, and the 

study instead focused on soft and rich data. To collect the empirical material, qualitative methods such 

as interviews and observations were used. 

2.3.1. Literature study 

The literature study was divided into two parts. During the pre-study, contextualisation or the search for 

an empirical context dominated the literature study. The contextualisation covered the fields of digital 

transformation, corporate venture capital, venture capital strategies, financial technologies, the FinTech 

and banking industries, and digital banking. Recent articles, statistics, and reports from institutions such 

as the Harvard Business Review, Accenture, and the Swedish administrative authority Tillväxtanalys 

were read on-line. On a more detailed level, this part of the literature study was used to understand 

definitions of the above mentioned topics, as well as to break down VC success into its defining 

parameters and learn more about current trends in FinTech and VC development. Due to the large spread 

of topics and literature in these fields, this part of the literature study required a lot of time and effort 

and only a fraction of what was read was considered of interest for this specific research (please see 

below for details on how relevant literature was found and selected).  

After the initial literature study conducted during the pre-study phase, an extensive literature study was 

performed during the main study. This phase focused on searching for previous research and theories 

applicable to this study, and aimed to gather qualitative theoretical data. The choice of theoretical areas 

to investigate was iterated many times and dependant on all up until then gathered knowledge. It resulted 

in a deepened search within the areas of venture capital, organisational design, organisational structure, 

strategic management, management of VC, and the relationship between organisational design and 

performance. Within these areas, the main focus was to achieve a deeper understanding of the possible 

explanations to and implications of a VC’s organisational design.  

The main databases used were Primo, offered by the Royal Institute of Technology, and Google Scholar. 

Key search words included organisational design, organisational structure, (CVC) autonomy, 

decentralisation, centralisation, corporate venture capital and venture capital. A total of around 100 

books and articles were scanned and their abstracts read, and out of these 50 were selected based on 

their perceived relevance for the study. Other works referenced by the identified sources of interest were 

also revised, in order to further develop the knowledge of the theoretical fields. To be able to achieve a 

strong credibility of the literature study, peer reviewed articles were prioritised. 
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2.3.2. Qualitative interviews 

The main method used for empirical data collection was semi-structured interviews, as described in 

section 2.1. Two sets of interviews were performed, where the first one contained three interviews and 

the second contained four interviews. All seven interviews were semi-structured to ensure the main 

topics of interest were covered while at the same time ensuring flexibility as to the order in which the 

topics were considered and letting the interviewees develop ideas and speak more widely on the topics 

(Denscombe, 2003). Since the aim was to develop a broad understanding of the respondents’ context 

and challenges, the majority of the questions were designed as open questions (Collis & Hussey, 2014). 

In line with the abductive approach, the interview questions were revised and updated as new 

information was gathered and as the research questions were changed (see Appendix II, III, and IV).  

During the interviews, one interviewer took an active role of asking the questions and nurturing the 

discussion, while the other documented the answers and only added questions when necessary. All 

interviewees agreed to be recorded and the interviews were transcribed shortly after the meetings. In 

connection to each interview, analysis of the collected data was performed (see section 2.4). 

Pre-study interviews 

The first set of interviews was held at the client company. The sample of interviewees was chosen in 

collaboration with the supervisor at the client company, and the motivation for the chosen sample was 

to get information from sources at different levels and different organisational areas. A simplified 

overview of the sample’s different positions in the organisation is described with Figure 2 below, where 

the chosen interviewees are circled with red. 

 

Figure 2: Overview of the pre-study interview sample and their organisational positions 
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Two semi-structured interviews of 60-75 minutes were held with executives at SEB and SEB Venture 

Capital, namely the Head of SEB Venture Capital and the Head of Rapid process digitization at SEB 

Way. A third interview was held with the Chief Strategic Officer (CSO) at SEB, but because this 

interview was postponed several times and held ten weeks into the research, it was divided into two 

parts. The first part of the interview, approximately 20 minutes, covered the topics of the pre-study; the 

client company’s current situation and challenges. This interview is thus presented under this section as 

it was performed in a similar way as the rest of the interviews during the pre-study, and since it 

contributed to a further understanding of current situation and experienced challenges.  

The interviews during the pre-study were held face-to-face at the interviewees’ workplace in order to 

enable comprehensive data to be collected, as advocated by Collis & Hussey (2014). As observations 

could be made about the interviewee’s context, emotions and expressions, and documents could be given 

during the interview, this method was considered to be the most appropriate.  An overview of the sample, 

date and type of the interviews in the pre-study is presented in Table 1 below. 

TITLE OF INTERVIEWEE INTERVIEW DATE INTERVIEW TYPE 

HEAD OF SEB VENTURE CAPITAL Jan-27-2016 Face-to-face  

HEAD OF RAPID PROCESS 

DIGITALISATION 
Feb-01-2016 Face-to-face 

CHIEF STRATEGY OFFICER OF SEB Mar-17-2016 Face-to-face 

 

Table 1: List of interviews in the pre-study 

 

Main study interviews 

For the second set of interviews, the extensive literature study and the iterated problem formulation and 

research questions contributed to the design of the interviews. The main interviews were used to collect 

primary data on banks’ strategic venture capital units; aiming to identify different VCs’ organisational 

designs and discuss perceived implications of different organisational designs. The interviews were 45-

60 minutes long and were held during week 9 to 16 of the project. All interviews were divided into two 

parts, the first focusing on the history, background and design of the VCs, and the second focusing on 

opportunities and limitations of VC autonomy. 

The interviewed VCs were chosen based two criteria: having a strategic investment focus for a bank, 

and having a main focus on FinTech investments. One of the VCs was the client company and three 

other VCs were selected. The Heads of the VCs were considered to constitute a relevant sample type for 

this set of interviews, and in cases where this person was not available the second in command or vice 

principal was chosen. The sample choice was also affected by the mentor at the client company, who 

had contacts with other VCs which could then be used to find appropriate interviewees. A relatively 
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small sample of interviewees was considered appropriate as this was a limited study but a spread of 

information was required. An overview of the sample, date and interview type of the interviews in the 

main study is presented in Table 2 below. 

INTERVIEWED 

COMPANY 

TITLE OF 

INTERVIEWEE TYPE OF FUND 

INTERVIEW 

DATE 

INTERVIEW 

TYPE 

PROPEL VENTURE 

PARTNERS 
Managing partner Independent VC Apr-01-2016 Video interview 

SEB VENTURE 

CAPITAL 
Head of VC Corporate VC Apr-19-2016 Face-to-face 

HSBC 

INNOVATION 

INVESTMENTS 

Head of Strategic 

Innovation 

Investments 

Corporate VC Apr-22-2016 Phone interview 

CITI VENTURES 
Senior vice president 

of Venture investing 
Corporate VC May-05-2016 Phone interview 

 

Table 2: List of interviews in the main study 

Because no other Swedish banks except the client company have VC units, all additional interviewees 

were chosen from banks outside of Sweden. Because of this, face-to-face interviews were not possible 

and interviews over Skype or phone were used instead. This reduced the cost of travel while still 

allowing personal contact, and was a better option than written interviews or questionnaires because of 

easier and more correct interpretation of the answers.  

Risks with interviews 

It is important to acknowledge risks when conducting both sets of interviews described above. When 

choosing the sample for the second set of interviews, performed with other VCs’ employees, the 

researchers relied on information given by the mentor at the client company. These people had 

previously been in contact with the mentor, increasing the risk of a biased sample. Furthermore, the 

sample could be biased because of interest; the risk is rather high that only interviewees with a certain 

profile agreed to be interviewed, for example employees with a high interest in the organisational design 

of VCs in the financial industry.  

Furthermore, there is a risk that interviewees answer the questions differently if they have multiple roles, 

depending on if they answer in the capacity of one role or another (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Therefore, 

the face-to-face and phone interview methods were chosen in order to facilitate the determination of 

whether the answers given were personal opinions or policy statements. Another risk that may arise is 

that the interviewees believe they are expected to give certain answers (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Because 

a broad sample of organisational positions were chosen for the first set of interviews, this risk is of 

special importance to acknowledge because the employee may feel expected to give what his/her 

superiors consider to be correct or acceptable answers. To reduce this risk, in-depth interviews for at 



 

12 
 

least one hour were conducted. Additionally, due to the interviews being semi-structured with open 

questions, the interviewees seem to have had the ability to reveal these kinds of expectations. For 

example, one of the interviewees mentioned that he discussed some of the areas covered in the interviews 

with one of his superiors and that he may have been biased. 

Furthermore, the second set of interviews was held in the interviewers’ second language and in some 

cases also in the interviewees’ second language, which increased the risk of misunderstandings. 

However, transcribing and re-listening to the interviews greatly reduced this risk, and this was not 

considered to have affected the empirical results. 

2.3.3. Observations 

During the first part of project, some time was spent at the client company. Being placed in the office 

landscape close to the employees and during a long period of time facilitated the understanding of the 

context, the daily work, discussions and problems. Observations were also facilitated by having a mentor 

at the client company who could introduce the researchers to appropriate employees, explain working 

processes, and have a continuous discussion about the research.  

The observations were both of non-participating nature, e.g. only observing and attending internal 

meetings, and participating nature, e.g. informal discussions in the office landscape (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). On average, three days a week during the first 12 weeks were spent at the client company’s office. 

Additionally, internal documents providing important insights complementing the observations and the 

interviews were made available, for example documents on key principals for investment, as well as 

documents from internal meetings.  

Additionally, a seminar on digital disruption in banking was attended during week 13. The seminar 

included brief presentations from persons with connections to the financial industry (Client Relationship 

Executive at CSC, 2016; Head of Solution Architecture at Nordea, 2016; Partner at Accenture, 2016) as 

well as extensive group discussions regarding potential challenges and solutions. The seminar took place 

in Stockholm on April 4th, 2016 between 5.30 and 9.30 pm, and was considered to contribute with 

perspectives of the financial industry and challenges that may arise in the near and long term future. 

Risks with observations 

A specific problem with observations is that they might cause demand characteristics, which refers to 

the fact that individuals knowing that they are observed may change their behaviour, affecting the 

research (Collis & Hussey, 2014). This risk may be reduced by not explicitly explaining the purpose of 

the study, which in turn presents an ethical issue (Collis & Hussey, 2014). The risk of causing demand 

characteristics was handled in two ways: observations were mainly used to contribute to the 

understanding of the problem and were hence not part of the results, and they were performed during a 

long time period in order to ensure a deep and qualitative analysis. However, in order to further decrease 
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this risk, the documenting of observations was restricted to contexts where it was not considered 

influencing or disturbing. For example, during internal meetings with sensitive information, no notes 

were taken; instead, the general problems and discussions that had taken place were discussed and 

documented after the meetings.  

Another problem with observations is that this method may have negative implications on the reliability 

of the study, because of limited replicability. However, observations were used merely as a complement 

to interviews, as they were believed to contribute with additional information of importance that was 

neither covered in the interviews nor apparent in the outset of the study. Since the context is very 

ambiguous due to the ongoing transformation in the financial industry, the observations were considered 

to be of high importance as they widened the sources of information during a long period of time. 

 Methods for analysing collected data 

When performing a qualitative study, the gathering and analysis of data are intertwined processes (Collis 

& Hussey, 2014). However, in this methodological chapter, these processes are described separately. 

This section gives an overview of which topics were considered when analysing the collected data, and 

explains the methods used. 

2.4.1. Defining autonomy 

The process of defining VC autonomy was initiated directly in connection with the pre-study, when the 

contextualisation process was begun. Throughout the course of the analysis phase, which is intertwined 

with the data collection phase, the definition of autonomy was continuously redefined. The final 

definitions are presented in chapter 5, and are based on a combination of theoretical literature and 

empirical material such as reports, interviews, and observations. Because of the qualitative nature of the 

study, defining autonomy and its interpretations and explaining how this definition was measured is of 

outmost importance, and a discussion of construct validity can be found in section 2.7.  

2.4.2. Avoiding data overload and structuring the data 

An important aspect when conducting a qualitative study is to not collect too much data and information 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014; Blomkvist & Hallin, 2015). Data overload will lead to a difficulty in structuring 

both the data itself and the analysis, and in performing the analysis in a way that ensures the quality of 

the results.  

Data overload was avoided by only performing interviews with persons around which there was no 

vagueness in relation to the purpose, and by searching for key words in the literature aligned with the 

purpose. Also, the data collected was prioritised. However, data has been collected that is not used or 

mentioned in the final version of the thesis, as a result of insights and new thoughts gained when 

receiving feedback from peer-review groups and seminars and acquiring wider knowledge about the 

subject.  
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The structuring of collected data was conducted with the help of files and folders in the cloud-based 

storage service Dropbox. No data was deleted during the project but instead saved in shared folders 

according to a clear structure: administration, records of meetings between the researchers and with 

supervisors, empirical data, theoretical data, seminars, and lastly, all versions of the report. The writing 

of the report was a continuous process from beginning to end, and each time changes were made a new 

version of the report was saved. Earlier versions of the report were continuously revised in order to not 

lose any information and to be able to determine which information was necessary and which was not. 

Articles and other literature was catalogued in a Microsoft Excel document where different tabs showed 

where to find data on each specific topic. Using Microsoft Excel was chosen based on the table format 

which gives a clear overview comprehensible by both researchers. Key findings from interviews were 

summarised and visualised in separate Microsoft Word documents, in bullet and table formats. Data 

from observations was also kept in separate Word documents. 

The structuring of data can be said to be part of the first step of Miles and Huberman’s (1994) model for 

qualitative analysis, data reduction. The data reduction process consists of analytical choices as to how 

the data is transformed; how it is sorted, focused, discarded and organised, in order to enable conclusion 

drawing and verification of the results (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

2.4.3. Mapping, summarising, and visualising 

Directly at the outset of the data collection process, the process of mapping and summarising collected 

data was begun. During the literature search, summaries of books and articles as well as their key 

findings were written and saved in separate columns in the Excel spreadsheet described above. Different 

colour schemes showed the relevance of the collected material. Because of the abductive approach, 

which continuously impacted and changed the direction of the literature study, these colours were 

updated when the relevance of the collected material was revised and modified.  

Key findings from observations were mapped and summarised in a Microsoft Word document, and 

original documents and hand-outs from the client company were saved in a physical folder. This data 

was analysed and compared with interview material during internal meetings between the researchers, 

and it was consulted continuously throughout the data collection and data analysis phases. 

When collecting interview data, the analysing process began with the transcription of the interviews. 

After transcribing the interviews, the researchers read the transcriptions and listened to parts of the 

interviews again in order to summarise the findings and make sure no findings were missed. The findings 

from each interview were listed in separate documents. 

All these steps taken; the transcription, the summarising, and the listing of key findings, were taken in 

order to reduce the amount of data and get an overview of all data. Therefore, it can also be said to be 

part of the data reduction process (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In this process, however, the researchers 
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were careful not to reduce the data in such a way that it was taken out of its context and misinterpreted 

at a later stage. This was avoided by saving the full set of data and continuously revising it, and by 

discussing both researchers’ interpretations of the data before agreeing on how to reduce it. 

The next step taken by the researchers was to visualise the findings in a comprehensible and holistic 

way through the use of tables and graphs. Interview answers were thematised and graphs showing an 

overview of opinions and standpoints were created based on both observatons and interviews. The final 

version of the graphs and tables can be found in chapter 4. This visualisation, together with the use of 

colour schemes for the relevance of the findings, can be compared to Miles and Huberman’s (1994) 

second step in the process of qualitative analysis: data display. The data display process aims to assemble 

and visualise information in order to permit conclusion drawing or guide the researchers to further 

analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

2.4.4. Synthesising and drawing conclusions 

After the data display stage, the process of synthesising and comparing the findings from different data 

sources began. The visualised empirical data from interviews and observations was compared to 

theoretical data from the literature study. In the Excel spreadsheet containing all sources of read material, 

a new column was filled with the researchers’ comments of how to connect this empirical and theoretical 

data and where in the report these connections should be presented. 

After this, conclusion-drawing and discussion began. This can be compared to the final step of Miles 

and Huberman’s (1994) model, conclusion drawing and verification.  

 Risks with the chosen methods 

Besides the risks mentioned above and connected to the data collection, this section will discuss the 

risks with the overall methodological choices. The greatest concern with conducting a case study is that 

the rigour of the process is not great enough, leading to results not being reliable (Yin, 2014). This 

concern was addressed by the researchers in two ways: by clearly describing the chosen methodological 

path in this chapter, and by understanding and openly acknowledging the limitations of case study 

research. The methodological path is described in detail above, and the limitations of case study research 

include data overload (discussed in section 2.4.2) and limited generalisability (discussed in section 2.7).  

Furthermore, there are risks concerned with the methodological choices of performing a qualitative 

study, of choosing an abductive approach, and of performing methodological and data triangulation. 

These risks are each commented below. 

One risk associated with performing a qualitative study is that comparison between different 

measurements is difficult due to a high level of uniqueness (Blomkvist & Hallin, 2015). The researchers 

found this to be true for the comparison of VCs’ organisational designs, increasing even further the 
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importance of a rigorous methodology when analysing the collected data. This is described in detail in 

section 2.4 and will therefore not be discussed in this section.  

Choosing an abductive approach also poses some risks. No research is conducted without presumptions 

when using this approach, allowing previous research and experiences to influence the study in each 

stage and risking the exclusion of possible explanations and interpretations (Patel & Davidson, 2003). 

However, when performing a qualitative study, the allowing of earlier knowledge to influence the 

researchers and their interpretation of the studied phenomenon is not considered a threat to the validity 

and reliability of the results. Because the methods used to qualitatively analyse the data are thoroughly 

explained, the reader is given the opportunity to fairly judge the validity of these results.  

A drawback with methodological triangulation is that replication of the qualitative data collected 

through the use of multiple methods is harder (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Practicing data triangulation 

also poses a threat because the researchers will need to know how to carry out each of the data collection 

methods in a correct manner (Yin, 2014), and the risk of data overload is greater. However, in order to 

ensure the validity and reliability of the results triangulation was still considered motivated, and to 

decrease these risks the methodology used to collect and reduce the data are described in detail. The 

discussion on this study’s replicability and generalisability can be found in section 2.7.  

 Ethics 

During the study, several meetings with the client company discussing the expectations from both parties 

were held. Additionally, the researchers entered an agreement with the client company and signed a 

contract including ethical rules. 

When conducting observations, Collis and Hussey (2014) acknowledge the ethical issue that arises if 

not explicitly explaining the purpose of the study to the participants. This ethical issue was managed by 

giving the employees a proper introduction of the researchers and continuously having open 

conversations about the research. For both observations and interviews, the researchers strived to use 

appropriate communication to inform the participants of the purpose of the research and to clearly 

inform them what would be required if they would agree to participate in the research. The researchers 

also made sure to get a fully informed consent from the participants before including them in the study. 

Collis & Hussey (2014) furthermore emphasise the obligation to offer all participants anonymity and 

confidentiality. This research encountered a difficulty with anonymity and confidentiality of the 

participating organisations, partly due to the fact that even though the collected interview answers made 

up the most important material for the study, the types of organisations and the positions of the 

interviewees also constituted important information. When encountering this ethical dilemma, clear 

communication was considered necessary, both with the participants regarding the information in need 

of being anonymous or confidential, and the client company regarding which information to expect and 

what was reasonable to achieve. Additionally, in line with Collis & Hussey’s (2014) recommendation, 
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a continuous discussion with the supervisors at the university was considered an appropriate and useful 

approach to ensure that the researchers acted in an ethical way.  

For the informants to be interested in participating, some kind of incentive was discussed. The results 

of this study are believed to be of interest for the participating interviewees’ companies, and this served 

as a good incentive for participation.  

 Reliability, validity, and generalisability 

The quality of a research design can be judged by four tests, three concerning the validity of the results 

and one concerning their reliability (Yin, 2014).  

Construct validity is ensured by making sure to define all topics in terms of specific concepts, and by 

identifying correct operational measures for these concepts. This type of validity is also discussed by 

Collis & Hussey (2014) who emphasise that there is often a number of non-observable factors 

influencing the results, increasing the difficulty in actually measuring what is supposed to be measured 

and in correctly reflecting the phenomena under study. This type of validity can be increased by using 

multiple sources of evidence, by establishing a chain of evidence, and by having key informants 

continuously review the draft report. All these measures were taken in order to increase the construct 

validity. Multiple data sources as well as data triangulation was used (see section 2.1) and both the 

supervisor at the Royal Institute of Technology and the mentor at SEB Venture Capital read the report 

multiple times. The chain of evidence was established through a substantial contextualisation process, 

where the empirical setting was researched by reading articles and speaking with professionals about 

the current setting and trends in the financial industry. Furthermore, the concept of autonomy and its 

measurements were thoroughly described (please see chapter 6), as were the methods for reaching these 

definitions (please see section 2.4.1).  

Internal validity is a concern of explanatory case studies, and regards the explaining of causal 

relationships between events. In order for a chain of evidence to be internally valid, the researchers must 

show a causal relationship between events, as opposed to incidental and spurious effects. The internal 

validity was ensured by doing a multiple-case study where pattern matching between cases was 

performed, and by the use of data triangulation to build explanations of the studied phenomena.  

External validity regards defining the domain to which the study’s findings can be generalised. This 

type of validity is directly connected to analytical generalisation, i.e. generalisation grounded in theory 

as opposed to statistical generalisation which uses empirics to generalise from a sample to a population. 

When performing a case study, it is only meaningful to discuss analytical generalisability, because the 

case itself is not a sampling unit (it does not represent any larger population) and because even though 

this research was performed as a multiple-case study, the amount of cases is too small to be statistically 

generalised. Thus, during this research, analytical generalisability was addressed and increased by the 
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in-depth literature study, identifying the domains where the empirics of this study could fill a theoretical 

gap. Furthermore, when choosing the research design of a multiple-case study, the replication logic that 

was followed increased the external validity by enabling comparison between different cases.  

Ensuring the reliability of the research signifies demonstrating that the operations of the study (e.g. data 

collection) can be repeated with the same results. A limitation in reliability can be motivated to exist 

with the qualitative design of the research, partly due to the difficulty in reproducing observations and 

qualitative interviews (Blomkvist & Hallin, 2015). The researchers have minimised the factors 

negatively affecting the reliability by using a clear case study protocol, described in detail above, and 

by documenting all steps in the process. Additionally, the reliability of the results was increased by the 

use of methodological triangulation and data triangulation, as advocated by Collis & Hussey (2014). 

Triangulation combined the literature study with internal and external interviews, using different sources 

of data including several participants and performing observations on and interviews with the client 

company over a long period of time.  

Regarding the qualitative interviews, a practical reproduction is possible, but the participants might in a 

later stage have thought more about the asked questions and therefore be able to give other answers. The 

interviewees’ state of mind might also be different, resulting in other answers. Furthermore, because the 

work description of interviewed VC investment managers includes screening the FinTech industry and 

new start-ups entering this market, interviewees have likely attended the same seminars, talked to the 

same people, or read the same reports, increasing the risk of bias or slightly angled responses. However, 

the interviewees are considered professionals in their area, and the reliability of the answers given is 

therefore considered high despite the risk of a collective bias. 
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3. Theoretical frame of reference  

This chapter covers the theoretical frame of reference relevant to this study, and is divided into three 

main areas of interest. It begins with an introduction to the field of venture capital including both 

corporate venture capital and independent venture capital. This is followed by two areas closely related 

to the research questions this study aims to answer. First is a thorough literature study comparing 

different views on how to determine a suitable organisational design for a corporation and its business 

units based on different goals (section 3.2). This is followed by a review of previous studies investigating 

the implications of a specific part of organisational design: parent company involvement in venture 

capital businesses (section 3.3).  

 Venture capital  

There are several ways of investing venture capital. This section will go through the types relevant for 

this study, and explain similarities and differences between the procedures and organisational structures 

of venture capital funds. 

A traditional VC structure is an independent fund into which corporations or individuals can invest 

money which is then invested in external venture companies. An independent VC fund, or IVC, is often 

structured as a limited partnership (LP) (Ivanov & Xie, 2010). The investors who invest in an IVC sign 

a limited partner agreement with the investment managers who are referred to as the general partners. 

These agreements are normally 10-year contracts which ensure the investment of capital from the limited 

partner into the fund.  

Aside from the traditional IVC structure, companies can also invest corporate funds directly in external 

start-up companies, defined as corporate venture capital (CVC) (Chesbrough, 2002). CVCs are usually 

organised as separate units within a corporation, or are sometimes structured as informal groups (Ivanov 

& Xie, 2010).  

Corporate VC units generally operate similarly to independent VC firms, and they often co-invest with 

independent VCs in so-called syndicate investments. However, while an independent VC fund often 

solely has the objective of financial returns, corporate VC funds often have both financial and strategic 

objectives (MacMillan, et al., 2008)1. Strategic objectives can be to leverage external sources of 

innovation, to bring new technology into the company, or to evaluate alternatives by investing in a wider 

array of technology and business directions than the company itself can pursue (MacMillan et al., 2008). 

                                                      

 

1 In this study, all VCs have both a strategic and a financial focus, even though the sample includes both 

independent and corporate VCs. These VCs are in this report referred to as strategic VCs, facing the same dilemma 

of financial vs. strategic objectives as discussed in the literature concerning corporate VCs (e.g. MacMillan et al. 

(2008). For further details please see chapter 4. 
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Strategic VCs combine internal and external activities, having an external focus when building 

relationships with the entrepreneurial ecosystem, learning about new technologies and investing in start-

ups, and an internal focus when interacting internally with the firm’s R&D and business units to identify 

their interests and needs (MacMillan et al., 2008). 

In order for a VC to deliver strategic value to the parent company, MacMillan, et al. (2008) emphasise 

the importance of the VC to understand the technology directions and business strategies of the operating 

units in the parent company. Strategic VCs may communicate and interact with R&D and business units 

within the company in different ways. A strategic VC may brief business units on its experiences from 

the entrepreneurial ecosystem, business units may provide technology interests or priorities to the fund, 

and the VC can draw on the technical and business expertise of different units within the company 

(MacMillan, et al., 2008).  

For a strategic VC it is however of highest importance to separate the role as investor and the role as 

intermediator between the start-up and the parent company. The two roles may have different objectives 

and demand different activities for the corporate VC to balance. MacMillan, et al. (2008) also emphasise 

the importance of a “wall” between the parent company and the corporate VC when it comes to 

confidential information about the entrepreneur, e.g. intellectual property or legal and financial 

information. 

 How to determine organisational design 

Many researchers have developed theories on how to design organisations based on different objectives 

and conditions (e.g. Mitzberg, 1979; Sah & Stiglitz, 1986; Guth & Ginsberg, 1990; Ginsberg & Hay, 

1994; Tidd & Taurins, 1999; Ireland & Webb, 2007; Csaszar, 2012). Organisational design is a 

collective term including a large variety of parameters, e.g. design of management processes, position 

in the organisation, and to which degree procedures and tasks are documented and formalised. Below is 

a review of theories concerning how to design an organisation depending on the goals a firm aims to 

achieve or the activities it aims to pursue. The review presents the organisational dimensions that have 

been investigated and the suggested organisational designs based on aimed objectives or activities, and 

acts as a foundation for answering research questions 1 and 2. 

3.2.1. Based on goals of strategic innovation and creativity 

Ginsberg and Hay (1994) investigate the most suitable organisational design of corporate venturing 

(CV) activities. Corporate venturing is a way for companies to seek innovation beyond traditional 

business development and R&D, and Ginsberg and Hay (1994) analyse which organisational design 

creates the best entrepreneurial environment and best nurtures strategic innovation and creativity.  
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The researchers discuss different ways to design the entrepreneurial resources; either as autonomous or 

integrated into the corporation, and further investigate how the corporate venture activities should be 

managed: top-down versus bottom-up.  

In order for the corporate venture to generate strategic innovation and a high level of creativity, the 

researchers argue that the venture unit needs to be granted a high level of autonomy and flexibility, as 

opposed to being strongly integrated into the corporation. Additionally, for a corporation with goals of 

creating a corporate climate open to entrepreneurship, the researchers argue that corporate venturing 

activities need to be managed both bottom-up and top-down. Creating a corporate climate for 

entrepreneurship and innovation is thus not enough, but venture managers (as opposed to senior 

managers) should have the major role. One motivation for the above argument is that organisations are 

designed to protect the current business, while ventures strive to create and nurture that which has never 

existed before. The conclusion is that while the process of entrepreneurship should be shaped and 

directed from above, the venture must be managed from below (Ginsberg & Hay, 1994). 

3.2.2. Based on goals of strategic entrepreneurship 

Strategic entrepreneurship (SE) is, as defined by Guth & Ginsberg (1990), related to a corporation’s 

endeavour to identify and exploit opportunities while simultaneously creating and sustaining 

competitive advantage. Ireland and Webb (2007) further elaborate the meaning of SE and define it as a 

firm’s effort to balance between exploration and exploitation; namely to exploit its current competitive 

advantages, i.e. that which it does well relative to rivals, and at the same time explore innovations that 

can be the foundation for the firm’s future competitive advantages.  

Ireland and Webb (2007) argue that firms cannot pursue effective exploration and exploitation with the 

same operational activities, organisational structure, and organisational culture. In order to practice 

effective SE, corporations need to separate exploration and exploitation activities and support each with 

distinct operational, structural, and cultural mechanisms. 

Ireland & Webb’s (2007) recommendations on how to design these mechanisms can be compared to 

three widely used parameters of organisational design; centralisation, formalisation, and complexity. 

Centralisation refers to the degree to which decision-making is performed at the top level of authority; 

formalisation is the degree to which roles and activities within the firm are documented and reported 

through written regulations and procedures; and complexity is defined as the degree to which different 

units or functions within the firm are distinguished and differentiated (Pertusa-Ortega, et al., 2010). 

In order to support exploration, Ireland and Webb (2007) find that a decentralised authority, semi-

standardised procedures, and semi-formalised processes are necessary. The operational processes 

supporting exploration include mergers and acquisitions, strategic alliances, and corporate venture 
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capital, whereas the exploration-supporting cultural mechanisms include promoting experimentation, 

having a high willingness to face uncertainty and risk, and a motivation to overlook failure.  

To support exploitation, a firm needs similar operational mechanisms as for successful exploration; 

however, the organisational structure and cultural mechanisms differ. For exploitation purposes, 

centralised authority, standardised procedures, and formalised processes give better results. In order to 

achieve high exploitation, the cultural aspects demand a need for certainty in outcomes, a preference for 

short-term goals, and a commitment to focus (Ireland & Webb, 2007). 

3.2.3. Based on goals of learning and leveraging 

The goals of exploration and exploitation discussed by Ireland and Webb (2007) are considered to be 

closely related to Tidd and Taurins’ (1999) objectives for corporate venture units: learning and 

leveraging. Tidd and Taurins (1999) conclude that the goal and purpose of a corporate venture should 

influence the organisational design that the parent company chooses for the unit. The researchers 

identify two motives for corporate venturing, leveraging or learning, and claim different organisational 

designs to be appropriate to each case. Firms aiming at high leverage seek to exploit existing 

competencies in new technologies or markets, while learning refers to seeking to develop new 

competencies, often related to existing technologies or markets.  

Tidd and Taurins (1999) discuss four different organisational designs in terms of where the unit is placed 

in the organisation as well as the degree of ownership and control by the parent company. The four ways 

to organise a corporate venture can be seen in Figure 3.  

  

Figure 3: Motives for venturing and the corresponding options for organisational design 
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When a firm primarily aims at high organisational learning, and does not to a great extent seek to 

leverage its existing knowledge, the CV is recommended to be designed as a separate unit or department 

wholly owned by the corporation; a dedicated venture unit.  

When the firm aims to obtain both high learning and leverage, a CV designed as a corporate-wide 

venture department is argued to be most suitable. This means being a division separate from normal line 

management, supporting company-wide initiatives and facilitating external trading.  

When the unit’s activity is not critical to the mainstream business, neither for learning nor leveraging, 

an independent business unit, or a spin-off, is considered most suitable.  

When the firm primarily aims at high organisational leverage, and has less focus on learning new 

knowledge, it is deemed appropriate to integrate the CV unit directly into the mainstream business 

operation, as an additional mainstream activity. This management and organisation option is called 

direct integration (Tidd and Taurins, 1999). 

As stated above, the goals discussed by Ireland and Webb (2007), exploration and exploitation, are 

considered similar to the objectives discussed by Tidd and Taurins’ (1999), learning and leveraging. 

Even though Ireland and Webb (2007) discuss exploration and exploitation on company level, whereas 

learning and leveraging are discussed as objectives specific for CV units, they can nonetheless be 

compared. Exploitation and learning are similar as both aim to improve the firm’s current competitive 

advantage and enhance the mainstream business activities. Similarly, exploring and learning can be 

compared as both include seeking new innovations, developing new competencies, and determining 

how to improve the future competitive advantage.  

The main dispute between these theories is the possibility for a firm to pursue activities for the different 

objectives simultaneously. Ireland & Webb (2007) argue that firms cannot pursue effective exploration 

and exploitation at the same time, and that the activities need to be separated and supported with distinct 

mechanisms. However, as can be seen above, Tidd and Taurins (1999) present four organisational 

designs; one of them (corporate-wide venture department having relatively low autonomy) being 

suitable when aiming to obtain both learning and leverage. 

3.2.4. Based on the quality of decision-making 

According to a fourth theory on how to design organisations, the quality of decision-making should be 

the basis for determining if a company should be organised as a hierarchy or a polyarchy, and if 

decisions should be centralised, decentralised, or made by individuals. 

When making decisions, individuals and groups are concluded to make two main kinds of errors: 

commission errors and omission errors (Sah & Stiglitz, 1986; Csaszar, 2012). Comparing a generic 

decision to the choice between accepting or declining projects, commission errors correspond to 

accepting a bad project, while omission errors refer to rejecting a good project. These types of errors are 
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concluded to be more or less prevalent in different organisational designs, and Csaszar (2012) also states 

that different organisations face different costs for omission and commission errors. He therefore argues 

that the optimal design of an organisation depends on whether the omission error or the commission 

error is the costliest for the organisation. 

Sah & Stiglitz (1986; 1988) study the screening process and decision-making design of the two 

organisational designs of hierarchies and polyarchies. In a polyarchy, several (and possibly competing) 

decision-makers can undertake projects or ideas independently from one another. Thus, selected projects 

are those accepted separately by each decision-maker. In a hierarchy, the decision-making authority is 

more concentrated as only one or few individuals can decide which projects to undertake. In this 

organisational design all projects are first evaluated by the lowest decision-maker and, if accepted, 

forwarded to the higher decision-maker. However, projects that one decision-maker rejects are 

abandoned and not evaluated again by any other decision-maker. Thus, in a hierarchy, selected projects 

are those which are accepted by the highest decision-maker. 

Csaszar (2012) further tests Sah & Stigliz’s (1988) theories by comparing the decisions made by three 

different organisational designs; centralised mutual funds, decentralised mutual funds, and individual 

fund managers. Csaszar (2012) argues that Sah and Stiglitz’ (1988) model can be used to analyse the 

effects of centralisation and decentralisation in organisations. He motivates this with the fact that 

information must flow through more decision-makers in a centralised organisation than in a 

decentralised one. He thus concludes that information flows similarly in centralised organisations and 

hierarchies, as well as similarly in decentralised organisations and polyarchies. Csaszar (2012) thereby 

utilises Sah och Stiglitz’s (1988) model when he compares centralised and decentralised designs. 

Csaszar (2012) concludes that if the costlier error of an investment fund is that of missing an opportunity, 

i.e. making an omission error, a committee making investment decisions is favoured by a decentralised 

design, which corresponds to Sah & Stiglitz’s (1986) polyarchy. This conclusion is motivated by the 

fact that the evaluation in a polyarchical fund is more conservative than in a hierarchy, as each decision-

maker knows that its decision will not be rechecked, and additionally, that some of the projects that are 

examined have already been examined elsewhere, and have been rejected.  

If, on the other hand, the error of pursuing bad choices is costlier for the organisation, a decision-making 

committee is benefitted by a centralised design. This corresponds to firms being better served as a 

hierarchy (Sah & Stiglitz, 1986). In comparison with a polyarchy, a hierarchy has less conservative 

evaluation because a lower decision-maker knows that its decisions are rechecked by the higher 

decision-makers, and the higher decision-makers knows that all projects it receives have been checked 

by the lower decision-makers (Csaszar, 2012).  
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Furthermore, Csaszar (2012) makes recommendations on which errors to avoid depending on the 

environment the firm is in and connected to the appropriate levels of exploration and exploitation 

discussed by Ireland & Webb (2007). It is claimed that firms in unstable environments should avoid 

making omission errors because making such errors impedes the results of exploration activities, 

whereas firms in stable or incrementally changing environments should avoid commission errors 

impeding the currently efficient exploitative operations. 

3.2.5. Based on contingency theory 

Another theory on how an effective organisation should be designed relates to four sets of contingency 

factors (Mintzberg, 1979). An effective organisation will favour one, or a hybrid sort, of five possible 

organisational designs (by Mintzberg referred to as configurations): simple structure, machine 

bureaucracy, professional bureaucracy, divisionalised form, and adhocracy. These organisational 

designs are defined by (1) which one of the five basic parts of the organisation is central, (2) which one 

of five defined coordinating mechanisms is predominant, (3) how the nine defined design parameters 

are set up and combined, and (4) which of the four groups of contingency factors play a crucial role. 

The contingency factors are according to Mintzberg (1979) the most influential on the design of an 

organisation, because they influence the design parameters which in turn describe how a given 

organisation functions. In similarity with Csaszar’s (2012) claim that different organisational designs 

are suitable in different environments, one of Mintzberg’s (1979) contingency factors influencing the 

design of the organisation is the environment the organisation is in. 

All contingency factors influence all of Mintzberg’s (1979) nine design parameters, and when looking 

into the design of an organisation all design parameters are of high importance. What is however most 

interesting in this study is the design of the decision-making system, since it is related to this study’s 

focus of autonomy. 

Design of the decision-making system 

Mintzberg (1979) defines the design of the decision-making system to contain the parameters of vertical 

and horizontal decentralisation. Vertical decentralisation refers to the delegation of formal power down 

the chain of line authority. Horizontal decentralisation is the degree to which informal decisional power 

flows to people outside the line structure; that is, to which extent non-managers control the informal 

decision processes. Furthermore, the degree of decentralisation is divided into selective and parallel 

decentralisation; in selective decentralisation, the power over different kinds of decisions lies in different 

places in the organisation, meaning that some decisions are made by the CEO and some by the operators. 

Parallel decentralisation refers to the situation where the same unit or position within the company holds 

decisional power over many different kinds of decisions.  
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Connecting these types of decentralisation yields five different combinations of decentralisation an 

organisation can have. These are mapped towards Mintzberg’s (1979) five organisational designs as can 

be seen below.  

Organisational 

design 

Simple 

structure 

Machine 

bureaucracy 

Professional 

bureaucracy 

Divisionalised 

form Adhocracy 

Degree of 

decentralisation 

Vertical and 

horizontal 

centralisation 

Limited 

horizontal 

decentralisation 

Vertical and 

horizontal 

decentralisation 

Limited vertical 

decentralisation 

Selective 

decentralisation 

 

Table 3: Mintzberg’s combinations of decentralisation mapped to organisational designs 

 

In a simple structure, the ideal decision-making design referred to as vertical and horizontal 

centralisation includes letting most of the formal and informal power remain at the top management of 

the organisation.  

In a machine bureaucracy with limited horizontal decentralisation, formal power still remains with top 

management, but informal power selectively flows to other employees within the company.  

When designing a professional bureaucracy that has a core of operating business, the majority of both 

formal and informal power flows down the line of authority all the way to the operators. This is called 

horizontal and vertical decentralisation.  

A divisionalised form ideally has limited vertical decentralisation, where some of the formal power is 

instead delegated in parallel, to the managers of different divisions.  

For the final organisational design, adhocracy, a selective decentralisation (both horizontal and vertical) 

is considered most suitable. This results in decision-making power being widely spread in the 

organisation, to different work constellations of line managers, staff, and operating specialists. 

Contingency factors’ influence on the design of the decision-making system  

As stated above, the contingency factors affect the design parameters, and thus influence the 

organisational design. The conclusions drawn by Mintzberg (1979) on how the environment affects the 

design of the decision-making system are as follows: 

 The more complex the environment, the more decentralised the design. 

 Hostile environments lead organisations to centralise their designs temporarily. 

 Disparities in the environment encourages selective decentralisation to differentiated work 

constellations. 

To summarise, determining the appropriate organisational design based on contingency theory includes 

acknowledging the importance of the contingency factors on the design parameters. The design 



 

27 
 

parameters should then be determined accordingly. For designing the decision-making system, the 

choice of degree of decentralisation is central and should be mapped to the chosen organisational design. 

 Capital providing firms’ involvement in venture capital 

As can be seen above, one aspect of designing an organisation is the relation between the business units 

and the executive management of an organisation. This is a particularly interesting field of study when 

investigating venture capital, where a capital providing firm can be present as parent company and owner 

of the capital (which is the case with corporate VC funds) or as highly influential limited partners (which 

may be the case with independent VC funds). Furthermore, many of the top challenges faced by 

corporate VC units are concerned with the relationship and interaction between the corporate VC unit 

and the parent company (Siegel, et al., 1988; Ernst & Young, 2008; Teppo & Wüstenhagen, 2009), 

another reason to why this relation is interesting to investigate.   

3.3.1. Theories on levels of parent company involvement 

On the topic of parent company involvement in venture capital, Teppo and Wüstenhagen (2009) study 

the relationship between parent firm organisational culture and corporate VC fund survival. The authors 

find, among other things, that the effect the organisational culture has on corporate VC fund survival is 

moderated by the parent company’s involvement in the investment process. 

The authors identify that parent company involvement in due diligence processes positively affects the 

survival of the fund, while involvement in investment decision-making negatively affects the survival. 

The better survival rate of the corporate VC when the parent company is involved in due diligence is 

due to less risky investments being made. When the corporate VC gains an outside view from the parent 

company, both in technical and market assessment of start-up firms, overly optimistic forecasts and 

overconfidence in decision-making from corporate VC fund managers can be balanced. As opposed to 

this, the negative effect of parent company involvement in investment decision-making is due to 

enhanced risk aversion, especially when parent company employees do not have enough market or 

technical knowledge.  

Furthermore, two different studies investigate implications of parent company involvement in venture 

capital by comparing independent VCs and corporate VCs. Firstly, Chemmanur et al. (2014) measure 

the success of start-ups backed by both types of VCs. Here, success is defined as the quantity and quality 

of innovation output of these start-ups, measured by the number of patents generated and the number of 

future citations received per patent. Secondly, Gompers and Lerner (1998) study how VC success is 

affected by organisational structure (independent or corporate), incentives for venture managers, and 

complementarities with parent company business. This success is measured on two levels: the success 

of each investment, measured as the probability of the portfolio firm going public, and the success of 

the VC programme, measured as the duration of the program itself.  
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Gompers and Lerner (1998) identify management interference and poor incentives as the weaknesses of 

corporate VC funds, which is expected to make corporate VCs unable to select or oversee firms as 

effectively as independent VCs do. Corporate VCs can, however, have an advantage over independent 

VC funds if they are able to exploit the strategic benefits of the start-ups. The authors therefore suggest 

that a strong strategic focus of the corporate VC unit is critical to its success. The important factor for 

success is hence not the design itself (with high or low parent company involvement) but the strength 

of the link between the corporate VC’s investment focus and the parent company’s strategic focus. The 

authors comment that the results of the study could however be affected by the fact that the corporate 

VCs with strong strategic focus might also be the ones that have a high degree of autonomy and high 

compensation levels, which would imply that it is, in fact, the design that determines the success. 

Chemmanur et al. (2014) find that start-ups backed by corporate VCs are more innovative than start-ups 

backed by independent VCs, but that they are also younger, riskier, and less profitable. The researchers 

discuss two possible explanations to this, which they refer to as the treatment effect and the selection 

effect. Corporate VCs are concluded to be better at nurturing innovation within the start-up (the treatment 

effect), but the researchers admit that the results might also be due to corporate VCs being better at 

identifying and selecting start-ups with higher innovation potential (selection effect). The superior 

treatment effect that corporate VCs achieve compared to independent VCs is identified to be the result 

of the technological fit between the start-ups and the corporate VCs’ parent firms and the greater failure 

tolerance by corporate VCs relative to independent VCs. 

Siegel, et al. (1988) dig deeper into the relationship between VC funds and their parent companies by 

investigating the success of corporate VCs with different degrees of parent company involvement. In 

their study no independent VCs are investigated at all, but the sample of surveyed corporate VCs are 

grouped into pilots and co-pilots depending on the degree of parent company involvement. Pilots are 

defined as having much greater authority to make investment decisions than co-pilots, and have parent 

corporations with a more permanent and reliable financial commitment to corporate venture activity. 

The performance of each of the groups of corporate VCs is measured by which obstacles they encounter 

as well as the venture managers’ general levels of satisfaction relative to their various objectives. 

The authors present a set of recommendations on the level of parent company involvement in a corporate 

VC, concerning both how the corporate VC fund should be managed and which approach the parent 

company should have towards venture investments. They conclude that the corporate VC fund should 

be established as an independent entity and should have access to a committed and separate pool of 

funds; that the fund should be managed by skilled venture professionals (as opposed to corporate 

executives); that fund managers must be offered high compensation and authority; and that the parent 

company must be willing to make a complete commitment of talent and capital to the fund, but accept 

a limited role.  
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3.3.2. Comparison between theories on parent company involvement  

An overview of the different theories on parent company involvement is presented by the summarising 

Table 4 below.  

RE-

SEARCHER 

FIELD OF 

STUDY 

UNIT(S) 

OF 

ANAYSIS 

MEASURED 

VARIABLES 

FINDINGS ON THE TOPIC 

OF PARENT COMPANY 

INVOLVEMENT 

SIEGEL ET 

AL. (1988) 

The effect of 

CVC 

autonomy on 

investment 

performance  

CVC pilots 

and co-

pilots 

 The obstacles CVCs 

face 

 CVC managers’ 

general level of 

satisfaction with 

performance relative 

to their various 

objectives  

 The CVC should be: 

- an independent entity 

- managed by VC professionals 

- given high compensation & 

authority 

 The parent company should 

make complete commitment of 

talent and capital and accept a 

limited role 

GOMPERS 

AND 

LERNER 

(1998) 

The effect of 

organisational 

design on 

investment 

performance 

 

CVC 

versus IVC 

 Success of 

investments: 

- Probability of 

portfolio firm going 

public 

- Valuation of start-

up at time of 

investment 

 Duration of CVC 

programme 

 CVC investments (w/ higher 

parent company involvement) 

are at least as successful as IVC 

investments 

 CVC investments with strategic 

focus are even more successful  

 CVCs have a shorter duration 

than IVCs 

 CVCs with a clear strategic 

focus have longer duration than 

CVCs without this focus. 

TEPPO AND 

WÜSTEN-

HAGEN 

(2009) 

How parent 

firm 

organisational 

culture 

influences the 

survival of 

CVC funds 

CVCs and 

IVCs 

 Survival/failure rate 

of CVC funds 

 Parent company involvement in 

market and technical due 

diligence positively affects 

survival of CVC fund 

 Parent company involvement in 

decision-making negatively 

affects survival of CVC fund 

CHEMMA-

NUR ET AL. 

(2014) 

How CVCs 

and IVCs 

differ in how 

well they 

nurture 

innovation in 

start-up firms 

CVC 

versus IVC 

 Number of patents 

generated by start-

ups 

 Number of future 

citations received per 

patent 

 CVCs better nurture innovation 

in start-ups (better treatment 

effect) because they have  

- better technological fit w/ 

parent company (operate closer 

to industry and technology 

expertise) 

- higher failure tolerance. 

 CVCs may also be better at 

selecting start-ups with high 

innovation, but that cannot fully 

explain the phenomenon. 

 

Table 4: Comparing overview of theories on capital providing companies’ involvement in venture capital businesses 
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4. Results and analysis 

Connected to the theories on organisational design and the relationship between a capital providing 

company and its VC, four strategic VCs have been investigated in this study. This chapter presents the 

results derived from interviews with these case companies, as well as from observations of the client 

company and the empirical context. The chapter also includes extensive analysis of these results, and it 

is divided into four sections.  

The first section is for the reader’s understanding of the VC investment process and its phases. The 

results in this section are derived from the contextualisation during the pre-study and from collected 

analysis of interviews with VC managers.  

The second section presents a detailed benchmark of the VCs included in this study, and compares their 

similarities and differences in investment processes and focus areas. 

Section three presents the defining dimensions of VC autonomy as they have been deduced from the 

analysis, as well as an analysis of the resulting degree of autonomy of the studied VCs.  

Finally, section four presents opportunities and limitations that are related to the autonomy of a VC. 

 The VC investment process  

The generic VC investment process can be divided into three stages: screening phase, investment phase, 

and management phase. Subsequently, after the period of managing the investment, comes the exit phase 

where the return on the investment is realised through an IPO or through selling the company to a third 

party. 

Figure 4: A generic VC investment process 
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Figure 4 shows an example of a generic investment process and its phases. The light blue shading 

symbolises the amount of possible ventures still in the investment process. The process until the 

investment is realised is normally several months long, but can be faster or more extensive depending 

on the investor or the type of investment. The management phase can also vary in length, from a few 

months to several years, but is usually 4-7 years. 

In the screening phase, VC managers look for investment opportunities. These can be sourced from 

advisors, other VCs, incubators, or prospecting, all of which are considered parts of a traditional VC 

network. Besides actively screening the market for opportunities, investments also spring from start-up 

companies directly applying for venture capital from investors. Another source of investments 

pertaining to corporate VCs specifically is the parent corporation, where sourcing can come from any 

division within the corporation; operating units, central functions, top management, or others.  

When having screened the market for potential investments, a number of these investments proceed to 

the next phase of the process. This phase is the analysing phase, where several investigations are made 

of the potential investment in order to determine if, when, and how much to invest. The analysing 

process, its components, and who makes the analyses differs between VCs, the figure above solely 

presenting an example. However, an integral part of the analysing phase is the due diligence, which can 

be done by the VC managers themselves or by a third party. The due diligence is a comprehensive 

analysis of the venture company, including its financials, legal status, market, technology, products or 

services, as well as its compatibility with the VC and its portfolio. If the analyses show positive results 

and terms are agreed with owners of the company, the investment is made as the final stage of this phase. 

The last phase of the investment process is the management phase, where the investment is managed 

towards a planned exit. Venture investments can be actively or passively managed, where active 

management commonly includes investment managers taking one of the seats in the start-up’s board of 

directors. In this phase of the process, the degree of administration, control, and support from the 

investing VC to the venture firms differs largely.  

The stage gates in the investment process and between the described phases vary considerably between 

VCs. It is for example not certain that the analysis phase has two distinct stages of analysis before the 

investment is realised, as presented in the example in Figure 4. Who has mandate to give stage gate 

clearance and who is involved in each investment decision also differs. Common for most VC 

investments is that a collective clearance by a board is needed at one or more stage gates before the 

investment. The constellation of such a board varies greatly; a parent company may have a pronounced 

role if the VC is corporate, investment managers may decide, or partners of the fund may be the most 

protruded on the board. 
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 Benchmark of strategic VCs in the financial industry 

In this section, the interviewed case companies are presented and compared. Results are based on 

qualitative analysis of the interviewees’ answers, observations, and empirical material, and these results 

are summarised, thematised, and presented below.  

The reader should be aware that because SEB has undergone a major organisational and strategic 

transformation and is still in the process of deciding on rules and procedures, the reliability of the 

answers given on this topic is slightly lower than for the other banks. However, results regarding SEB’s 

organisational design are based on multiple interviews with different employees (see Figure 2 in section 

2.3.3), enabling the discovery of discrepancies in the answers. In the case of such discrepancies, the 

results and analysis have been based on the interview with SEB’s CSO, a choice motivated by the level 

of responsibility of this person. 

Overview 

A criterion for inclusion in this study was that the VCs have a strategic focus for a single company 

providing capital for the VC to invest. The term capital provider is used to describe the company for 

which the VC makes its strategic investments, comprising both the corporate VCs’ parent companies 

and the independent VC’s limited partner. In Table 5 below, an overview of the VCs included in this 

study is presented.  

In the first row in Table 5, the connection of the studied VCs to their respective capital providers can be 

seen. The second row in Table 5 shows the differences in organisational structure. SEB, HSBC, and 

Citigroup all have VC units under the corporate umbrella, whereas BBVA has chosen to make venture 

investments via the independent fund Propel Venture Partners. This choice by BBVA is motivated by 

difficulties the bank experienced with the corporate VC structure; first, getting access to and 

participating in the best start-ups was becoming increasingly complicated (Managing Partner at Propel 

Venture Partners, 2016) due to a belief from these start-ups that they could get better support from the 

traditional VC structure than from working with a large bank (Lunden, 2016). Second, the approval of 

the Volcker rule2 in the United States meant a limitation in the allowed size of investments, restricting 

the corporate VC from investing at its full potential (Managing Partner at Propel Venture Partners, 

                                                      
 

2 The Volcker Rule was approved in the United States in 2013 as a result of the financial crisis beginning in 2008. 

The regulation restricts banks from making certain kinds of risky, speculative investments, limiting their ownership 

of and relationship with hedge funds and private equity funds (United States Federal Reserve, 2014). This severely 

impacts U.S. banks’ opportunities to invest through corporate venture capital funds, as commercial banks in the 

United States are no longer allowed to own more than 3% of any given fund and the aggregate value of all fund 

ownership may not exceed 3% of the bank’s net worth (Sampson & Barnes, 2014). 
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2016). Propel Venture Partners was therefore launched to manage the portfolio of previous corporate 

VC unit BBVA Ventures. 

The interviewed VCs are based in the United States and Europe, although some also have offices in 

other places than those stated in Table 5. Interviews were however carried out with VC managers 

operating in the stated places. Furthermore, the main geographical markets where investment activities 

are carried out differ between the VCs, as can be seen below. 

 

 SEB VENTURE 

CAPITAL 

PROPEL 

VENTURE 

PARTNERS 

HSBC 

INNOVATION 

INVESTMENTS 

CITI 

VENTURES 

CAPITAL 

PROVIDER 
SEB BBVA HSBC Citigroup 

ORGANISATIONAL 

STRUCTURE OF VC  
Corporate VC 

Independent VC 

with BBVA as 

only investor 

Corporate VC Corporate VC 

VC BASED IN 
Stockholm, 

Sweden 

San Francisco, 

USA 
London, England Palo Alto, USA 

MAIN 

GEOGRAPHICAL 

MARKET 

Nordics, Baltics USA Europe and USA USA 

 

Table 5: Overview of studied VCs 

 

History of VC and FinTech investments 

Of all the studied banks, SEB has the longest history of venture capital investments but has most recently 

acquired an active focus on FinTech investments, as can be seen in Table 6 below. This is due to the 

recent launch of a strategic plan which has switched the investment focus from Life Science and 

Technology to FinTech. Two new portfolios focusing only on FinTech investments have been launched 

in 2016. 

The other three banks have more recently started investing venture capital, but both BBVA and HSBC 

have made investments in FinTech from the birth of their respective VC units. BBVA has the longest 

history of investments in FinTech of all the interviewed banks.  
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 SEB VENTURE 

CAPITAL 

PROPEL 

VENTURE 

PARTNERS 

HSBC 

INNOVATION 

INVESTMENTS 

CITI 

VENTURES 

VC LAUNCHED 1995 2016 2014 2010 

FINTECH 

INVESTMENTS 

SINCE 

2016 

2016  

(2011 through 

BBVA Ventures) 

2014 2014 

PREVIOUS VC 

INVESTMENT 

ACTIVITY 

Through SEB 

VC portfolios 

Life Science and 

Technology 

1995-2016 

Through corporate 

VC fund BBVA 

Ventures  

2011-2016 

No VC 

investments prior 

to 2014 

No VC 

investments prior 

to 2010 

 

Table 6: Studied VCs’ history of VC investing and FinTech investments 

Investment processes 

The studied VCs have slightly different investment processes. Firstly, the screening phases of SEB VC, 

Citi Ventures, and Propel are identified to be focused on a wide variety of potential investments. The 

screening made by HSBC diverges from the rest of the sample as they pursue a narrower search for 

investments. This is partly explained by the fact that HSBC sources the majority of its investments from 

its parent company and thus get clearer directives on which kinds of investments HSBC needs. (The 

sourcing of investments is further discussed below.)  

Secondly, the approval needed from the capital provider differs between the studied VCs. SEB VC has 

an investment board consisting of top managers from SEB’s executive board and representatives from 

different business units within the bank. The board is involved in investment decisions through two 

formal stages of approval. First is a concept clearance where criteria such as the market niche of the 

venture company, the company itself, its technology or its geographical market constitute the basis for 

decision. Before any investment is made, a terms clearance from the investment board is also needed, 

where the economic terms of the investment are agreed upon.  

For BBVA, the VC investment process has changed due to the launch of Propel. Previously, an 

investment committee consisting of four BBVA executives from the Strategy and Corporate 

Development functions constituted the decisional organ of the corporate fund. Now, because of the 

independent structure, Propel’s investment managers do not have any stage gates needing approval from 

BBVA. However, investment managers have an advisory board composed of people from different 

business units within BBVA. These are not asked to make any investment decisions or give any 

investment advice, but solely to share their personal expertise of a specific area (Managing Partner at 
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Propel Venture Partners, 2016). Investment decisions are then made by the three General Partners at 

Propel. 

The investment process at HSBC begins with getting business support from the relevant business unit, 

without which no investment processes are initiated. There are then two streams of approval before the 

final investment decision is made; firstly, central functions such as finance, risk, and compliance need 

to evaluate the investment, and secondly, the global head of the business for which the investment is 

relevant needs to approve. 

Citi Ventures’ investment process also has two streams of approval, of which one is internal and one 

comes from the parent company. The first requirement for an investment process to be initiated is that 

the VC team makes an internal agreement on which investments to proceed with. After a thorough due 

diligence, these potential investments are then revised by a risk review committee where formal 

requirements from divisions such as legal and risk are investigated, comparable to the first stream of 

approval at HSBC. When the potential investment has undergone this revision, an investment committee 

consisting of members of the VC team and Citigroup’s treasurer makes the final investment decision. 

 SEB VENTURE 

CAPITAL 

PROPEL 

VENTURE 

PARTNERS 

HSBC 

INNOVATION 

INVESTMENTS 

CITI 

VENTURES 

SCREENING Wide Wide Narrow Wide  

APPROVAL 

NEEDED FROM 

CAPITAL 

PROVIDER 

At two occasions None At two occasions At two occasions 

 

Table 7: Investment process of studied VCs 

 

Types of investments 

All VCs co-invest with other investors and take minority shares in the start-ups. HSBC, SEB, and 

Citigroup allow vendor relationships with some start-ups, which can be done using white-labelling 

solutions (selling the start-up’s products under the bank’s brand) or co-branding. However, this is not 

done by Propel because of its independency and separate brand. None of the banks actively seek to 

acquire the start-ups in which they invest, even though it has been done in special cases. 

SEB VC focuses on two types of investments: strategy enablers and FinTech ventures. Strategy enablers 

are FinTech start-ups whose product offers can be integrated and sold under the SEB umbrella today 

and whose technology, business model, or market position can add value to SEB and SEB’s customers. 
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The other corporate VCs, HSBC and Citi Ventures, also aim to make such investments, improving the 

parent company’s current product offerings. 

The second type of investment that SEB VC makes is investments in FinTech ventures that have the 

potential to become important for the industry in the future. Citi Ventures and Propel also make such 

long-term investments, but HSBC requires short-term benefit as well. HSBC does on the other hand, as 

does Citi Ventures, make investments in technologies or business models that can improve the internal 

efficiency and security of the bank. 

An overview of the types of investments made by the studied VCs can be seen in Table 8 below. It 

should be noted that the time perspective is measured only compared to the other VCs in the study and 

not on any fixed scale or compared to any other types of VCs. 

 SEB VENTURE 

CAPITAL 

PROPEL 

VENTURE 

PARTNERS 

HSBC 

INNOVATION 

INVESTMENTS CITI VENTURES 

INVESTMENT 

STRUCTURE 

Minority share co-

investments 

Minority share 

co-investments 

Minority share co-

investments 

Minority share co-

investments 

RELATION 

WITH START-

UPS 

Vendor 

relationships at 

times, but no 

acquiring intentions 

No vendor 

relationships nor 

acquiring 

intentions 

Vendor relationships at 

times, but no acquiring 

intentions 

Vendor 

relationships at 

times, but no 

acquiring intentions 

TYPES OF 

INVESTMENTS 

 Improving the 

bank’s current 

customer offers 

 Important 

future 

FinTechs 

 Important 

future 

FinTechs 

 Improving the 

bank’s current 

customer offers 

 Improving the 

internal efficiency 

and security 

 Important future 

FinTechs 

 Improving the 

bank’s current 

customer 

offers 

 Improving the 

internal 

efficiency and 

security 

TIME 

PERSPECTIVE 

OF 

INVESTMENTS 

Short and long  

term 

Short and long 

term 

Short and long term, 

but not only long-term 

Short and long  

term 

 

Table 8: Types of investments made by the studied VCs 

 

Organisational position and reporting 

The choice of reporting level between the corporate VCs in the study are similar. SEB VC and Citi 

Ventures report to the second highest level of authority within the parent company, and investment 

managers at HSBC Innovation Investments report to the next level below that, as can be seen in Table 

9 below. The VCs are, however, positioned under different offices; SEB VC and HSBC Innovation 
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Investments belong to the strategic office of their respective parent companies. This is also where 

previous corporate VC unit BBVA Ventures was positioned. Citi Ventures, on the other hand, belongs 

to Citigroup’s Innovation group just like HSBC, but this group is part of the financial office under the 

CFO.  

 SEB VENTURE 

CAPITAL 

PROPEL 

VENTURE 

PARTNERS 

HSBC 

INNOVATION 

INVESTMENTS 

CITI 

VENTURES 

ORGANISATIONAL 

POSITION 
Strategy office Independent Innovation group Innovation group  

VC REPORTS TO 
CSO at parent 

company 
Independent 

Head of 

Innovation at 

parent company 

CFO at parent 

company 

 

Table 9: Organisational position and reporting structure of studied VCs 

 

Strategic versus financial focus 

The positioning influences the level of strategic versus financial focus of the VCs, even though all 

interviewees see themselves as strategic investors. Propel and Citi Ventures, Citi Ventures being 

positioned under the CFO and Propel having no reporting authority, are the strongest advocates for a 

financial focus. The managing partner at Propel argues that a financial focus is needed in order to enable 

strategic investments, which is motivated by the fact that no strategic benefits can be obtained if the 

start-up goes bankrupt (Managing Partner at Propel Venture Partners, 2016). Propel’s higher financial 

focus is claimed to not necessarily mean a decreased strategic focus. However, although both Propel 

and Citi Ventures emphasise the strategic focus as well, the weight put on financial returns does reduce 

the level of strategic focus compared to HSBC and SEB VC.  

The resulting evaluation of the VCs’ level of strategic and financial focus for their respective capital 

providers can be seen below. The focus is measured only compared to the other VCs in the study and 

not on any fixed scale or compared to any other types of VCs. 

 SEB VENTURE 

CAPITAL 

PROPEL 

VENTURE 

PARTNERS 

HSBC 

INNOVATION 

INVESTMENTS 

CITI 

VENTURES 

STRATEGIC FOCUS 

FOR CAPITAL 

PROVIDER 

Very high Medium Very high High 

FINANCIAL FOCUS Medium High Medium High 

 

Table 10: Strategic and financial focus of the studied VCs 
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Sourcing and capital providers’ involvement  

The primary source of investments differs between the VCs. The traditional VC network is emphasised 

as the primary source of investments for Citi Ventures and Propel, and is also an integral part of the 

sourcing for SEB VC. However, SEB VC also takes into consideration the internal network of the parent 

company, which for HSBC constitutes the primary source of investments. The majority of investments 

made at HSBC are in companies that are engaged with business units of the parent company, who 

provide their interests and prioritisation to the corporate VC unit. For Citi Ventures, collaboration with 

the parent company in the screening process is more ad-hoc and only done for certain types of 

investments where the business unit is considered more informed in the concerned industry or 

technology. All interviewed VCs consult experts within the parent company in order to help them 

understand start-ups’ market, product, or technology and identify potential risks with different 

investments.  

The involvement by top management and other business units in the investment decisions of the VCs 

follows different procedures and reaches different degrees. With HSBC, approval is needed from other 

business units and executive managers of the parent company. With SEB VC, the need for approval is 

similar but investment managers have higher freedom in which investment processes to initiate because 

approval from the relevant business unit is not needed to the same extent as with HSBC at the outset of 

the process. Approval is, however, needed from the investment board at two occasions, as explained 

above. Citi Ventures needs only the approval from a risk review committee at the end of the process as 

well as a decision from the investment committee, but this committee is almost exclusively made up of 

Citi Ventures employees. Propel has no involvement by capital provider BBVA in the investment 

decisions.   
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 SEB VENTURE 

CAPITAL 

PROPEL 

VENTURE 

PARTNERS 

HSBC 

INNOVATION 

INVESTMENTS 

CITI 

VENTURES 

PRIMARY SOURCE 

OF INVESTMENTS 

Traditional VC 

network and 

parent company 

business units 

Traditional VC 

network 

Parent company 

business units 

Traditional VC 

network 

INVOLVEMENT BY 

CAPITAL 

PROVIDER’S 

EXECUTIVES AND 

BUSINESS UNITS IN 

INVESTMENT 

DECISION 

High: 

through 

investment board 

None 

Very high: 

key streams of 

approval 

Low: 

through risk 

review and 

investment 

committees 

 

Table 11: Primary source of investments and degree of involvement by capital provider in investment decisions for the 

studied VCs 

 

 The autonomy of strategic VCs 

Based on analysis of the pre-study and the above results from interviews, which show differences in the 

VCs’ organisations and investment processes, a definition of the term autonomy has been deduced. This 

definition describes the relation between the studied VCs and their capital providing banks, and is based 

on two dimensions. 

4.3.1. Defining dimensions 

The first defining dimension of VC autonomy is the degree of involvement and influence from the 

capital provider in the decision-making process; more specifically, in each and every decision made 

within the investment process. This regards involvement both from top management executives and 

other business units, and has effect on the amount of stage gates in the process, the constitution of the 

investment board, and the formal and informal power that the capital provider has over the decisions 

made. 

The second is the involvement and influence from the capital provider in the sourcing of investments; 

more specifically the balance between sourcing investments from the traditional VC network and 

sourcing from business units within the capital providing company. This has an effect on the degree of 

collaboration with and control by the capital provider, as well as the amount of freedom for the VC unit 

when sourcing. 
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Thus, the concept of autonomy can be shown to reflect the level of involvement by the capital provider 

in the investment process, specifically:  

a. The formal and informal rules and procedures of investment decision-making. 

b. The importance of the capital provider’s prioritisations and interests in the sourcing of 

investments. 

4.3.2. Resulting differences in studied VCs’ degree of autonomy 

Based on the findings from the benchmark above, the VCs’ degrees of autonomy have been compared. 

HSBC Innovation Investments is considered the least autonomous of the interviewed VCs. In 

comparison with the other VC units, HSBC to the highest degree takes parent company business units’ 

priorities and recommendations into consideration when sourcing investments. Furthermore, the degree 

of influence from parent company business units over the decision-making process is higher than for 

other interviewees. Even though SEB VC also experiences a high level of influence from the parent 

company through the investment board, business support from the parent company is not required at the 

outset of the screening phase. Furthermore, SEB VC’s sourcing is wider than HSBC’s, making the 

prioritisation and interests of the parent company a slightly less important factor. 

SEB VC does, however, have a lower degree of autonomy than Citi Ventures. The primary source of 

investments for Citi Ventures is the traditional VC network, and only one major approval is needed from 

the parent company before an investment is made. This approval can be compared to the terms clearance 

needed from SEB’s investment board and is thus also a more high-level decision than the equivalent of 

a concept clearance. The approval by the investment committee in Citi Ventures’ case is also a lower-

level decision due to the investment committee’s constitution, consisting almost exclusively of Citi 

Ventures employees. 

Because Propel is an independent fund, it has no formal involvement from the capital provider BBVA 

in its investment process. However, because Propel is a strategic VC, it can be assumed that BBVA has 

some degree of informal involvement in both the sourcing and decision-making process. Propel is thus 

considered a highly autonomous VC, but cannot be defined as completely autonomous. 

 The implications of VC autonomy 

This section develops the above results by showing which opportunities and limitations stem from the 

degree of autonomy of the studied VCs. The analyses in this section are based on the above evaluation 

of the studied VCs’ degrees of autonomy and their subsequent answers regarding their opportunities and 

limitations, as well as on answers to direct questions regarding the implications of different degrees of 

autonomy (for details please see Appendix III). The implications are divided into five areas. 
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Aligning VC’s investments with capital provider’s strategy 

Because all studied VCs have a strategic focus, the strategic alignment is an important objective for all 

interviewees. However, it is considered an easier task for a VC unit with low level of autonomy to make 

strategically beneficial investments than it is for a highly autonomous VC. This is expressed by a lower 

autonomy VC as:  

Lower autonomy means being a more central part of the information flow, thereby obtaining better 

information on the strategic direction of the bank. 

(Head of SEB Venture Capital, 2016) 

Furthermore, despite emphasising the importance of a strategic focus, the VCs with higher autonomy 

acknowledge this limitation in their organisational design. This is supported by the following quotes 

from highly autonomous VCs: 

Part of the risk of being highly autonomous is about: will you still get the strategic benefit that you 

intended? 

 (Managing Partner at Propel Venture Partners, 2016) 

In order to ensure the strategic benefit for Citi, we actually ended up building a whole separate group. 

(Senior Vice President at Citi Ventures, 2016) 

Attractiveness to start-ups and co-investors 

The second protruded topic that is affected by the degree of autonomy is how attractive the investing 

VC can portray itself to start-up firms and potential co-investors. This topic contains a number of factors 

that touch on other topics, but common for all is their effect on the image of the investor. Interviewees 

with the highest and lowest degree of autonomy disagreed largely on this point; there were opportunities 

associated with both lower and higher autonomy as well as limitations with each choice, and all 

interviewees considered their attractiveness towards start-up companies to be high. 

One perspective of the attractiveness towards start-ups and co-investors is linked to the focus of 

investments. As can be seen in Table 10  above, having a strong strategic focus is more common with 

lower-autonomy VCs, which by highly autonomous VCs is considered less attractive for both start-ups 

and co-investors. A higher focus on growth for the start-up company is deemed more attractive, because 

it signifies lower focus on a possibly competing goal: that of strategic benefits for the capital provider. 

The result is supported by the following quote: 

The strategic investor has different motivations than everybody else around the table. An entrepreneur 

wants an investor that is going to help them make the company financially successful.  

(Managing Partner at Propel Venture Partners, 2016).  
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Furthermore, the degree of strategic/financial focus is considered to affect the attractiveness through its 

influence on the life-span of the fund. The opinion from one high-autonomy VC is that start-ups and co-

investors prefer a stable and long-term investor, and that higher financial focus indicates longer survival 

of the fund (Managing Partner at Propel Venture Partners, 2016). This is thus considered to favour VCs 

with higher autonomy. 

Another topic affecting the attractiveness of the investor is the degree to which the start-up’s acceptance 

of venture capital investments affects the disruptive power its business can have on the financial 

industry. It is commented by both high and low autonomy VCs that FinTech start-ups may not want 

venture capital from a potentially competing bank, explained as follows: 

Some FinTechs might not enjoy getting SEB as owners, because we are the ones they are trying to 

disrupt. 

(CSO at SEB, 2016) 

On the other hand, a lower-autonomy VC expresses the opinion that FinTech start-ups do in fact 

appreciate an investor with close connection to a financial institution, i.e. lower degree of autonomy. 

This is based on the opinion that the start-up can then expand the sales of its financial technology thanks 

to the credibility that a financial institution’s investment brings. Another argument is that the VC is then 

supported by a large network of knowledge, a large customer base, and access to international markets; 

an invaluable source of resources that is weaker if the VC is more autonomous. Low-autonomy VCs 

support the opinion that their design gives high attractiveness towards entrepreneurs: 

Start-ups usually find us an attractive investor, one of the reasons being that we can help them do one 

of the most complicated things: go international. 

(Head of Strategic Innovation Investments at HSBC, 2016) 

Time perspective of investments 

The third topic affected by the degree of autonomy is the time perspective of the VC’s investments. 

Comparing the time perspectives listed in Table 8 with the evaluation of the VCs’ degree of autonomy 

results in the finding that the time perspective of investments is generally shorter for a low-autonomy 

VC. All interviewees agree, confirming that close collaboration with the capital provider, i.e. lower 

autonomy, often entails a difficulty in having a longer investment focus and that it might restrict the 

ability to invest in companies that are more "out of the box” or very long-term in terms of the benefit 

they can deliver. 

This limitation is explained to be due to the fact that short-term quarterly reporting of the parent company 

may increase pressure on company executives and therefore on the VC unit to deliver faster returns. 
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This is the case for all corporate VCs, but higher autonomy still entails less scrutiny from the capital 

provider and less pressure on short-term returns, regardless of if the VC is corporate or independent. 

Organisational learning from investments 

The fourth topic affected by the degree of autonomy is the organisational learning that comes from 

venture investing. The lessons learned are found to accrue to different parts of the organisation with 

different levels of autonomy; either, learning is transmitted more easily between the start-ups and the 

VC, or learning is easier between the VC and its capital providing company.  

High-autonomy VCs emphasise the need for a separation between the VC and the capital provider in 

order to enable investments in FinTech companies that do not want to share sensitive information with 

a financial institution. The separation is explained by several interviewees as a “wall” between the bank 

and the VC unit: 

We have a wall between us, we attend board meetings with these start-up companies and we don’t 

communicate back to the bank. 

(Senior Vice President at Citi Ventures, 2016) 

In VCs with low autonomy, information can be transferred from the VC to the capital providing 

company as long as this is approved by the portfolio company. This facilitates the bank’s learning from 

its VC, however, obtaining sensitive information from the start-up may become harder and it needs to 

be carefully managed: 

Obviously, if there is a conflict of interest between us and the start-up, we would not attend a specific 

session of the [venture company’s] board. 

(Head of Strategic Innovation Investments at HSBC, 2016) 

Thus, an opportunity with higher autonomy is that the VC’s learning from start-ups is facilitated, 

whereas an opportunity with lower autonomy is that the capital providing company’s learning from the 

VC is facilitated.  

Quality of decision-making 

The final topic affected by the degree of autonomy is the quality of decision-making, which is directly 

related to who makes the decisions. All interviewees agree that parent company executives with no 

background in venture investing have other interests and make other decisions than do investment 

professionals. Involving parent company employees in investment decisions is thus said to give higher 

strategic quality of decisions (i.e. it is easier to align with parent company strategy), but determining the 

financial potential of an investment may be harder:  
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Executives can make a strategy decision but they cannot make an investment decision, because 

oftentimes they just don't come from an investment background. 

(Managing Partner at Propel Venture Partners, 2016) 

Similarly, investment professionals who to a larger extent make investment decisions in highly 

autonomous VCs may be less able to determine an investment’s strategic benefit for the parent company 

(please see the section on alignment to strategy above).  

Thus, the opportunity that comes with assigning decision-making power to employees of the capital 

providing company is that the risk of missing out on strategically beneficial investments is lower, but 

the financially beneficial investments may be harder to pursue. The limitation that comes with low 

autonomy may thus be that the VC believes in a start-up but is missing out on the opportunity of 

investing because it is not aligned with the parent company business. 

We may believe that something can be big, but if it does not deliver strategic value to HSBC we won't 

invest. 

(Head of Strategic Innovation Investments at HSBC, 2016) 

In the same way, the opportunity that comes with letting investment professionals make the decisions is 

that the risk of missing out on cash cows or “outside the box” opportunities is lower. 

The quality of decision-making is also found to be affected by the amount of tasks assigned to the 

decision-maker. Assigning decision-making power to an executive within the parent company who has 

many other tasks besides venture investing, i.e. decreasing the autonomy of the VC, may impede the 

quality of investments made regardless of whether the investments are strategic or financial. This is 

expressed by one interviewee as follows: 

There may be a disadvantage [of low autonomy] in the bandwidth of executives. 

(CSO at SEB, 2016) 
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5. Discussion 

The results from chapter 304 are in this chapter discussed and compared with the theoretical frame of 

reference examined in chapter 3 in order to answer the research questions. The chapter begins with a 

discussion on the need for an appropriate tool to measure the autonomy, and how this tool can extend 

previous studies’ equivalent concepts of autonomy. The following section discusses two possible 

explanations to the degree of VC autonomy; the objectives of the capital providing company’s VC 

activity, and the environment the VC operates in. In order to reach the purpose of the study, the last 

section further develops the discussion by considering the opportunities and limitations that are induced 

by of different degrees of autonomy. 

 Defining and measuring VC autonomy 

As stated in the benchmark in section 4.2, the studied VCs have different degrees of involvement by the 

capital providing company in the sourcing of investments and the decision-making process, resulting in 

different assessments of their autonomy. The differences in autonomy of a strategic VC have not been 

discussed by previous studies, but research in the field of organisational design has used different 

measures comparable to autonomy, focusing on the decision-making process and the involvement by a 

firm’s top management in business units’ work. In Figure 5 below, the different ways to describe 

organisational designs are visualised.  

Figure 5: Summarising overview of organisational designs used in previous research 
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To the left in the figure, the organisational designs defined by a high level of top management 

involvement can be seen. To the right, the lowest level of involvement used in each respective study is 

portrayed. As can be seen, all previous research has measured the equivalent of autonomy in distinct 

steps or even as opposite poles. However, the comparison in section 4.2 shows that autonomy is difficult 

to measure in a binary manner; the differences in autonomy could for example not be explained solely 

by the fact that Propel is an independent VC and the other three are corporate VCs, as is done by for 

example Chemmanur, et al. (2014). This indicates that a VC fund’s possible degree of autonomy varies 

over a continuous scale, which is not unexpected as sources of investments and authority of decision-

making not necessarily need to be “either or” measures.  

In order to correctly describe and measure the autonomy of a strategic VC, a continuous scale can 

therefore be of more use than simply placing the VCs into the pre-defined measures of previous studies. 

In Figure 6 below, a continuous scale of autonomy is compared to previous studies’ different concepts 

of organisational design. A detailed explanation of this comparison can be found in Appendix V. 

  

Figure 6: An extension of previous research on organisational designs 
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On the autonomy scale presented at the bottom of Figure 6, the capital providing company can be seen 

to the left and the continuous scale shows possible degrees of autonomy of a VC unit. A position to the 

far left in the figure, close to the capital provider, indicates a low level of autonomy, and similarly, a 

position far to the right in the figure and further away from the capital provider indicates a high level of 

autonomy. When using this tool, a spot placed anywhere on the scale can represent a VC unit, as opposed 

to a position in the distinct steps of previous studies.  

Based on this tool and the benchmark in section 4.2, the VCs included in the sample of this study have 

been accordingly placed on the scale, as can be seen in Figure 7 below.  

Figure 7: Degree of autonomy of the studied VCs 

 

In alignment with the results of the benchmark, HSBC Innovation Investments is placed furthest to the 

left of the studied VCs. SEB VC is placed slightly to the left of Citi Ventures, and Propel, concluded to 

be a highly autonomous VC, is placed to the right of the rest of the studied VCs.  

As can be seen in the figure, the relations between the VCs’ autonomy slightly differ, visualised by the 

different sized gaps in between them. It can be concluded that because Propel has an independent VC 

structure and the formal influence over the investment process is therefore none, it does qualify for a 

position further away from the other three VCs. As explained above, this does however not automatically 

give Propel complete autonomy, and therefore it has not been placed at the furthermost possible position 

of the scale.  

It can further be seen that SEB VC and Citi Ventures have more similar degrees of autonomy than SEB 

VC and HSBC Innovation Investments. This is due to the pronounced difference in sourcing; HSBC 

considers its parent company business units to be the primary source of investments, whereas both SEB 

VC and Citi Ventures emphasise the importance of the traditional VC network. 

Given the different sized gaps between the studied VC’s autonomy presented in Figure 7, it can be 

further supported that previous research is insufficient in describing the autonomy of a strategic VC, 

confirming the need for the continuous scale formulated in this study. 
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 Possible explanations of the degree of autonomy 

Now that the scale of autonomy and the studied VCs’ position on the scale have been discussed, it can 

be investigated why different degrees of autonomy are chosen by different VCs. Previous literature 

suggests two aspects to be important in this choice; firstly, the capital provider’s objectives of engaging 

in venture capital investments is stated to constitute an influencing factor, and secondly, it has been 

suggested in contingency theory that the environment the VC is in should influence its degree of 

autonomy. Mintzberg (1979) suggests that the environmental contingency factor is the one with highest 

degree of influence on the autonomy, and because the empirical results also point to this factor, this is 

included in the discussion. Whether these two factors do indeed determine the autonomy of the studied 

VCs, and if so, how, is discussed below.  

5.2.1. The connection between VCs’ objectives and their level of autonomy 

The results from this study show a difference in VC units’ missions and objectives. It can be concluded 

that the VCs are mainly launched for strategic reasons in order to deliver insights and benefits to the 

parent company, which is also confirmed by results from previous studies (e.g. MacMillan, et al., 2008; 

Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2005; Bearman, 2012). However, the nature of the strategic insights and benefits 

a strategic VC aims to deliver, and is able to deliver, is by this study proved to vary, as does the view of 

the importance of also striving for financial benefit. 

While all VCs included in this research aim to be exposed to and learn from the emerging FinTechs, 

some also aim to make investments improving the internal efficiency of the bank and some aim to 

improve the parent company’s product offerings. The first objective, learning from FinTechs, can be 

compared to the theories of exploration and learning discussed by Ireland and Webb (2007) and Tidd 

and Taurins (1999). This objective can be considered to give both long and short term benefits, as the 

lessons learned can affect the company both immediately (for example through raising awareness of 

specific technologies at the time of investment) and in the long run (for example through learning what 

could constitute the future competitive advantage within financial services). The other objectives of 

improving the internal efficiency of the bank or improving the parent company’s product offerings can 

be compared to exploitation or leveraging. These objectives can be considered to give only short term 

benefits, aiming to enhance the existing business of the bank.  

Even though previous studies (Ireland & Webb, 2007) state that there is a difficulty in pursuing both 

exploitation and exploration activities with the same level of autonomy, the results mentioned above 

indicate that some strategic VCs seem to balance between these two objectives; exploitation in order to 

improve today’s competitive advantage and exploration in order to find new innovations for future 

competitive advantage.  

Some strategic VCs express a strong emphasis on the importance of delivering an outside perspective 

and making the bank exposed to things that are very different to its current business. This is closely 



 

49 
 

related to the concept of learning, which includes seeking to develop new competencies (Tidd and 

Taurins, 1999). Also, promoting this kind of experimentation and having a willingness to face 

uncertainty and risk is proven to be mechanisms supporting exploration (Ireland & Webb, 2007). Based 

on these previous studies, strategic VCs expressing the above mentioned emphasis are considered to 

have a learning and exploratory focus. 

Other strategic VCs claim to encounter difficulties in investing in FinTechs “outside the box” or in start-

ups expected to solely have a long-term benefit. When making investments mainly based on the business 

units’ requirements and needs, a VC is considered to aim at enhancing the mainstream business to a 

higher extent than VCs not only making such investments. Focusing on investments with expected 

benefits in the near term is considered to imply an objective slightly more of exploiting and leveraging 

nature compared to the VCs focusing on long term benefits. 

If the objectives of a VC are indeed an explanation of its autonomy, these variances between the studied 

VCs’ balance between exploration/exploitation and learning/leveraging goals and their corresponding 

variances in time perspectives should be able to explain the differences in their levels of autonomy. The 

results from this study show that firms with the strongest objective to invest with a long time-

perspective, thus aiming at higher exploration, are indeed the ones to emphasise the importance of 

autonomy. By these VCs, the broader perspective on the FinTech market resulting from a higher degree 

of autonomy is considered necessary in order to find the best disrupting FinTechs outside of the current 

business. This is also supported in the literature; exploratory and learning activities are claimed to be 

nurtured when having a high level of autonomy (Ireland & Webb, 2007; Tidd & Taurins, 1999). 

Additionally, since finding the best innovations can be related to having high creativity, these results 

show similarities with previous studies in the field of strategic entrepreneurship (Ginsberg & Hay, 1994), 

showing that strategic innovation and creativity is nurtured in bottom-up managed activities with high 

level of autonomy. 

In summary, it seems as though the level of autonomy is decided based on the objectives of the VC. The 

strategic VCs whose objectives this study has proven to be of more of exploitative nature have in 

alignment with these objectives chosen a lower level of autonomy in comparison to the rest of the 

empirical sample. Meanwhile, strategic VCs with highly explorative objectives have chosen a higher 

level of autonomy, supporting these explorative objectives.  

5.2.2. Implications of the financial environment on the degree of autonomy 

The second suggested explanation to the chosen degree of autonomy is the environment the VC operates 

in. Undoubtedly, the financial industry is in a state of transformation and faced with a lot of uncertainty. 

The majority of interviewees advocate a broad investment focus to fully be able to explore the 

opportunities of this changing environment, and since a high level of autonomy is found to result in a 
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broader perspective in the screening of new investments, three out of four contestants can be considered 

to emphasise a need for high degree of autonomy.  

The presumption that a high level of autonomy is most suitable in the current financial environment is 

supported by Csaszar (2012), emphasising the importance of exploration activities to not be impeded in 

a fast changing environment. Additionally, the option of pursuing more exploiting activities is 

considered to demand a need for certainty in outcomes (Ireland & Webb, 2007), which arguably is not 

the case in the current financial environment.  

Furthermore, Mintzberg (1979) claims that a high level of autonomy is motivated in a complex 

environment. Interviewees emphasise the importance of expert knowledge when evaluating investments 

as well as the participation and closeness to the start-ups to really understand and obtain significant 

insights. This can be compared to Mintzberg’s description of a complex environment, where the 

organisation is required to have a great deal of sophisticated knowledge about products and customers, 

which would further confirm a high degree of autonomy to be suitable in the current financial industry. 

However, even when facing a complex environment, Mintzberg (1979) argues that extreme hostility 

threatening an organisation’s survival can drive an organisation to temporarily choose a low level of 

autonomy before returning to a high level of autonomy. Because FinTechs are expressed to challenge 

the entire bank sector and because concerns regarding the new competitive landscape from both start-

ups and incumbent banks are revealed in interviews, the environment could be perceived as extremely 

hostile. This would thus imply a temporarily low level of autonomy to be suitable. 

What can be concluded from this study is that both empirics and previous research tends to favour a 

highly autonomous design, aside from Mintzberg (1979) stating centralisation to be demanded in hostile 

environments. Given the assumption that the environment should play an active role in order to 

determine the most suitable degree of autonomy, and that the sample included in this study aims to 

choose the most suitable degree of autonomy, the question arises why all VCs in the sample have not 

chosen a high level of autonomy. The explanations to the disparities could be two; either, the 

environment does not play the crucial role in determining the autonomy that it should, or the 

environment is perceived differently by the strategic VCs. 

Discussing the first possibility, it can for example be analysed whether VCs concluded to have a high 

level of autonomy have allowed the environment to influence the decision of its degree of autonomy to 

a higher extent than VCs with a lower degree of autonomy. This would imply that VCs with a distinctly 

lower level of autonomy have taken other factors than the environment into consideration when 

designing their VC’s degree of autonomy. This is a possible explanation, but is a conclusion that cannot 

be proved based on the results from this research. 
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However, the notion that the environment is perceived differently by different VCs is plausible. It may 

also be that the environment is, in fact, different; that the general condition of the financial industry is 

too blunt a tool to determine the actual conditions of the environment. The actual differences in the 

environment could be explained by a number of factors related to the geographical market where the 

VCs operate; because of regulations specific to that market (for example, the Volcker rule only applies 

in the United States), because of the number of competitors, because of the level of technological 

advancement in FinTech, or because of the relation between incumbent and emerging players on the 

market.  

In summary, it seems as though the environment is an explanation and influencing factor of autonomy 

to some extent, but the explanations as to how this influence is exerted are not proved. Further research 

on this topic is needed in order to determine if and why banks choose the degree of autonomy for their 

strategic VC based on the environment, and if so, which part of the environment is the significant factor. 

 Opportunities and limitations with the degree of autonomy 

The discussion above has investigated how the autonomy of a strategic VC can be defined and measured, 

and possible explanations to why a certain degree of autonomy is chosen. This forms a basis for the 

following discussion on which opportunities and limitations the chosen degree of autonomy induces. 

Previous studies have identified various implications of the degree of parent company involvement in a 

corporate venture capital unit, which is tightly connected to the autonomy investigated in this study. 

These previous studies have, however, to a large extent focused on the performance of the unit in 

question, measuring for example its life-span, the obstacles it faces, or the amount of patents of the 

supported start-ups. In this study, the dependent variable is not a quantitative measure of the 

performance of the unit, but rather the opportunities and limitations that come with a higher or lower 

degree of autonomy. More specifically, because this study includes strategic VCs aiming to achieve 

strategic benefits for the capital provider, the VCs’ different degrees of autonomy are concluded to 

induce different opportunities and limitations for the VCs to achieve strategic benefit. These 

opportunities and limitations are discussed below.  

Strategic focus 

Firstly, in order to achieve strategic benefit, it is of outmost importance to have a strategic focus in the 

entire investment process. Results of this study show that VCs with lower autonomy have better 

opportunities to ensure strategic benefit than VCs with higher autonomy. This is not unexpected as a 

lower degree of involvement by the capital provider also naturally means a lower degree of 

communication. Investment managers may therefore have less information on the parent company 

strategy than if the VC had lower autonomy. This is also confirmed by MacMillan, et al. (2008), claiming 

that a close connection to the capital provider makes it easier to understand the technology directions 
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and business strategies of the operating units within the capital providing company, which in turn makes 

it easier for the VC to deliver strategic value to the capital provider.   

Furthermore, investment professionals may be less prone to considering the potential strategic benefit 

of an investment than parent company strategists, resulting in high-autonomy VCs experiencing more 

difficulties in alignment of investments to the capital provider’s strategy. This difficulty suggests that 

highly autonomous VC units are limited in both the amount of strategic investments they can make, and 

the degree to which these investments bring strategic benefit to the parent company. However, even if 

the strategic benefit is limited, the benefit that is reached only by making the parent company aware of 

new technologies might be higher than expected, even though hard to measure. Additionally, higher 

level of autonomy is believed to generate other kinds of benefits, such as a higher degree of creativity 

(Ginsberg & Hay, 1994).  

Knowledge transfer 

When aiming to obtain strategic benefit from the investments, it is further concluded that different parts 

of the organisation experience different facility of learning from the investments, depending on the VC’s 

degree of autonomy. When operating as a highly autonomous VC, investment managers may get easier 

access to the start-ups and obtain a more knowledge from the start-ups. Even though this is a strong 

opportunity of a highly autonomous VC, being designed with high autonomy also entails some 

limitations, one being the difficulty to transfer the obtained information further to the capital provider. 

This can be explained to be a result of the “wall” (emphasised by both MacMillan, et. al. (2008) and 

empirical findings) that prevents the VC to transfer some information to the capital provider and hence 

protects the start-ups.  

Being a low autonomy VC does on the other hand seem to facilitate knowledge to be transferred all the 

way to the capital provider, because of the tighter connection between the two. This may however induce 

some crucial limitations for low autonomous VCs considering which venture companies they can attract. 

There are obviously different FinTech entrepreneurs in the industry searching for different kinds of 

investors. Some FinTech entrepreneurs develop business competing with the bank, and most likely value 

a high level of discretion towards the capital provider. The issue of being an attractive investor suggests 

that VCs with low autonomy may not get access to those kinds of investments to the same extent as 

highly autonomous VCs, due to the ease of transferring knowledge to the capital provider. It is moreover 

concluded that this ease of transferring knowledge to the capital provider, resulting in a higher or lower 

attractiveness to different entrepreneurs, affects which kind of information a low autonomy VC can 

transfer to its capital provider. A low autonomy VC thus has the advantage of facility to transfer 

knowledge to the capital provider, but may be limited in which type of information they get access to. 
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Attractiveness 

Elaborating on the above mentioned attractiveness to start-ups, a low level of autonomy is in this study 

found to signify higher attractiveness to entrepreneurs concerned with the level of resources available. 

An entrepreneur who prefers a lot of support from its investor in the form of knowledge or expansion 

opportunities might therefore prefer a low-autonomy VC investor. Furthermore, according to Gompers 

and Lerner (1998), start-ups backed by corporate VCs are at least as successful as firms backed by 

independent VCs, measured by the probability of the firm going public and its initial valuation, and even 

more so when the corporate VC has a strategic focus. This would imply that a start-up wanting to go 

public or have a high valuation at the time of investment should turn to a corporate investor with high 

strategic focus, which in this study would be comparable to a low-autonomy VC.  

However, it was expressed in interviews that entrepreneurs requiring high level of support from their 

investor may not give the same level of financial return. These results suggest that high VC autonomy 

is considered more attractive to start-ups when financial growth or disruptive power is the primary goal 

for the entrepreneur. This is strongly supported by Siegel et al. (1988), who claim that having low 

autonomy severely impacts the appeal of the corporate VC investor to the entrepreneur. Because this 

study also finds financial returns to be a more important goal for high autonomous VCs than for low 

autonomy VCs, it is natural that a start-up primary wanting financial growth would look to a high-

autonomy VC. 

Also co-investors seem to be more attracted to a VC with higher autonomy, this conclusion being 

supported both by empirical results and by Siegel et al. (1988). This could be explained by the fact that 

strategic goals for the parent company then do not obstruct other objectives of the investment coalition, 

such as financial goals for the other co-investors. The possible problems in networking with other 

investors do not, however, seem to result in fewer deals or fewer investment opportunities (Siegel, et 

al., 1988). 

Quality of investments 

Even though the amount of investments may not be reduced by the choice of the VC’s degree of 

autonomy, the quality of the investments could be affected. A lower degree of autonomy, and therefore 

higher influence by parent company managers in decision-making, is in this study shown to result in 

higher strategic quality of investments. Thus, the risk of missing out on strategically beneficial 

investments can be considered to be reduced. However, low autonomy may also result in a lower quality 

in investment decisions overall, due to the parent company executives having other tasks and thus being 

less focused on finding and judging investment opportunities.  

On the other hand, allowing VC managers to be highly autonomous instead means that decisions can be 

made by people who have no other tasks, implying an edge in achieving high-quality investments. The 

higher financial focus of VC investors may also reduce the risk of missing good financial investments 
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or “outside the box” opportunities, but simultaneously increases the risk of missing strategic 

investments. 

The quality of the investments can hence be argued to be a product of two factors: the strategic/and or 

financial quality of the investment per se (which is an extension of who makes the decisions) and the 

quality of decision-making in general.  

The first factor is discussed by Teppo and Wüstenhagen (2009), who show that parent firm managerial 

involvement in decision-making, especially when managers do not have enough market or technical 

knowledge to judge the investments, leads to higher loss aversion which therefore should lead to an 

increased risk of missing investments. The nature of the missed investments (if they are strategic or 

financial) is not discussed by Teppo and Wüstenhagen (2009), however, it seems adequate to assume 

that higher loss aversion leads to generally fewer and less risky investments. This would imply that 

lower autonomy in decision-making should result both in missed strategic opportunities and missed 

financial opportunities.  

The second factor is touched by Sah and Stiglitz (1988), discussed in terms of the number of people 

making the decisions. Their theory is applicable even though it does not take into consideration the 

amount of tasks each person has, because increasing the number of people involved in decision-making 

can be compared to decreasing the autonomy. Sah and Stiglitz (1988) show that the risk of making some 

of the worst errors committed by individuals is reduced when decreasing the autonomy. Furthermore, 

Csaszar (2012) develops the theories on the quality of decision making, showing different advantages 

in low-autonomy versus high-autonomy structures; namely less commission errors being made in low-

autonomy structures and less omission errors being made in high-autonomy structures.  

Types of investments 

In addition to the quality of investments and thus the strategic benefit achieved, the discussions above 

have touched on the fact that the degree of autonomy influences the strategic benefit in terms of which 

investments the VCs are able to get access to. Based on the comparison of the benchmark of strategic 

VCs in the financial industry and previous studies by Ireland and Webb (2007) and Tidd and Taurins 

(1999), it can be concluded that VCs with high autonomy can, compared to a low autonomy VC, easier 

pursue explorative activities. This induces the opportunity of having a higher focus of screening for 

investments improving the future competitive advantage. This could however also be seen as a limitation 

in the resources spent on enhancing the current competitive advantage, suggesting that a high autonomy 

VC might experience difficulties in achieving the same level of enhancement of the current business as 

a low autonomy VC. 

On the other hand, not solely focusing on investments demanded by the capital provider to enhance the 

current business results in VCs with higher autonomy having a larger spread in the screening of 
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investments, compared to VCs with lower autonomy. The conclusion that VCs with higher degree of 

autonomy have a broader investment focus may also be explained by the higher degree of autonomy 

entailing a higher creativity, as claimed by Ginsberg and Hay (1994). The broader investment focus may 

however also limit the higher autonomy VC in terms of a too wide scope of interesting investments, 

resulting in difficulties in properly screening the entire potential market and requiring a lot of resources. 

Low autonomy VCs with a narrower focus are on the contrary limited by the difficulty of exploring 

outside the box investments, but are benefited in the screening process as their narrower focus enables 

the VC to concentrate on certain types of investments.  

Time perspective 

Further connected to the access to different investments, highly autonomous VCs which easily pursue 

explorative activities possess the opportunity to make investments with potential benefits in the long 

run, and not solely focus on investments with short term expected benefits. Results of this study show 

that a highly autonomous VC more often has a longer investment horizon than a low-autonomy VC. On 

the extreme ends of the scale, independent VCs are explained to have longer time perspectives of 

investments than corporate VCs due to the short term focus on returns that a corporate parent, who is 

guided by quarterly reporting, has. However, this finding is contradicted in the literature. Chemmanur 

et al. (2014) claim that corporate VCs have longer investment horizons than independent VCs, and 

explain this by the fact that corporate VCs are not restricted by the time limits (normally 10 years) that 

apply to contracts with limited partners for an independent VC fund.  

The discrepancy between the empirical evidence and the literature regarding the time perspective of 

investments can be explained by the contingency factor of the current environment in the financial 

industry. Being a very young and fast-moving industry, a 10-year contract is rather considered an 

assurance of a long fund life-span than a restriction of the same. It is commented by interviewees in this 

study that a corporate VC can be shut down immediately if parent company support ceases, whereas an 

independent VC is sure to have 10-year support from limited partners. 

The limitations of having a short-term perspective is that VCs with lower autonomy are more restricted 

in the type of investments they can make, because of a requirement on the portfolio companies to bring 

faster value. This is also supported by Siegel et al. (1988), who find that a great obstacle for corporate 

VCs is the lack of patience related to the time required for new investments to succeed. Allowing longer 

time before demanding financial or strategic benefit of an investment to the parent company thus allows 

more freedom in investments and reduces the risk of missing an investment with only long-term benefits. 
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6. Conclusions 

This chapter presents the main conclusions of this study and answers the research questions found in 

chapter 1. Firstly, the essential findings regarding the concept of autonomy are presented, answering 

the first research question. Thereafter, possible explanations to VCs’ degrees of autonomy are presented 

in order to answer research question two. Subsequently, identified opportunities and limitations induced 

by the degree of autonomy follow, answering the third research question. At the end of this chapter, a 

short summary on the authors’ thoughts on how to choose the degree of autonomy and which aspects to 

consider is found. 

 Autonomy: defining dimensions and scale of measurement 

The concept of autonomy can be shown to reflect the level of involvement by the capital provider in the 

investment process, including two dimensions:  

 The formal and informal rules and procedures of investment decision-making. 

 The importance of the capital provider’s prioritisations and interests in the sourcing of 

investments. 

It is further concluded that the degrees of autonomy of the sample studied in this research cannot be 

mapped into the distinct steps or opposing poles used in previous research. A VC’s possible degree of 

autonomy is instead considered to vary over a continuous scale. 

 Explanations to the choice of autonomy 

The chosen degree of autonomy can be shown to be based on the objectives of the VC activity.  

 VCs whose objectives are of a more exploitative nature, i.e. those who aim to exploit their 

current competitive advantages, have chosen a lower level of autonomy. 

 VCs with more explorative objectives, i.e. whose primary aim is to explore innovations that can 

be the foundation for the banks’ future competitive advantages, have instead chosen a high level 

of autonomy. 

It is further shown that the environment the VC operates in should play an active role when making the 

choice of the VC’s degree of autonomy. However, the explanations as to how this influence is exerted 

are not proved in this study, as all VCs in the sample have not taken the environmental factors into 

account in the same way. The disparities could be explained either by the environment not playing the 

crucial role in determining the autonomy that it should, or that the environment is perceived differently 

by the VCs.  
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 Opportunities and limitations induced by the degree of autonomy 

The study has identified the following opportunities and limitations with VC autonomy:  

Lower autonomy: 

 Induces better opportunities to ensure strategic benefit and facilitates for the VC to deliver 

strategic value to the capital provider 

 Facilitates the transfer of knowledge to the capital provider, but may limit the VC in which type 

of information they get access to from start-ups 

 Attracts entrepreneurs with partner potential, desiring higher resources from investor 

 Induces higher loss aversion from the capital providing company  

 Facilitates the performance of exploitative activities and thereby increases the focus of 

improving the current competitive advantage 

 Decreases the width of the screening process, induces a short-term perspective and limits the 

VC’s ability to make investments with long-term potential. 

Higher autonomy: 

 May limit the amount of strategic investments a VC can make, and the degree to which these 

investments bring strategic benefit to the capital provider. The higher autonomy however still 

results in benefits in terms of making the capital provider aware of new technologies and are 

believed to result in a higher degree of creativity of the VC 

 Results in obtaining a higher level of knowledge from start-ups, but may limit the further 

transfer of the obtained information and knowledge to the capital provider 

 Attracts entrepreneurs focused on disruptive power and financial growth and entails a higher 

attractiveness to co-investors 

 Induces better opportunities of finding good financial investments or “outside the box” 

opportunities, but can entail a higher risk of missing strategic investments 

 Facilitates the performance of explorative activities which increases the focus of screening for 

investments that may improve the future competitive advantage, at the same time limiting the 

resources spent on enhancing the current competitive advantage. Also increases the spread in 

the screening of investments, and enables the VC to make investments with long-term potential 

benefit. 
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 Aspects to consider when designing a strategic VC 

To summarise the above conclusions, this study has identified several aspects of high importance to 

consider when designing a VC’s degree of autonomy. When choosing a strategic VC’s degree of 

autonomy, one should consider that autonomy corresponds to a continuous scale and that no distinct 

level of autonomy is considered appropriate for all VCs. Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge 

that different degrees of autonomy nurture different activities and objectives, and have different 

suitability in different environments. Finally, all degrees of autonomy have different relative advantages 

and induce different opportunities and limitations for the capital providing company and the strategic 

VC. 
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7. Evaluation of the study 

This chapter presents a thorough evaluation of the study. It begins with a presentation of the study’s 

theoretical contribution to the research field as well as its empirical contribution to strategic VCs in the 

financial industry. Thereafter follows a discussion on the notion of sustainability, and the chapter 

concludes with a recommendation of future areas to be investigated.  

 Contribution 

This study has provided a theoretical contribution by combining theories from the fields of 

organisational design, strategic management, and venture capital investments, thus developing the 

research field of organisational design of venture capital. More specifically, the study has shown how 

the autonomy of a VC can be defined and measured; that it is based on the formal and informal 

involvement by the capital providing company in the sourcing of new investments and decision-making, 

and that it cannot be measured as opposing poles but rather on a continuous scale. Even though this 

study has investigated strategic VCs’ degree of autonomy in the financial industry specifically, the 

analytical generalisability of this theoretical tool is high, i.e. it can also be used for strategic VCs in other 

industries. 

Furthermore, previous theories by Siegel, et al. (1988), Gompers & Lerner (1998), Teppo & 

Wüstenhagen (2009), and Chemmanur, et al. (2014) on the implications of a capital provider’s 

involvement in VC activities have been extended. This has been done through presenting qualitative 

input on which strategic opportunities and limitations come from the chosen level of autonomy, where 

previous studies had only looked at quantitative measures of success. 

The empirical contribution provided by this thesis is a detailed benchmark of players in the financial 

industry and how they have designed their VC activities in terms of autonomy. Their track records and 

professional insights can act as a foundation for other players in this transforming industry when making 

decisions on how to design their VC activities to meet the threat of digitalisation and the emerging 

FinTech sector. 

A further empirical contribution is provided by the summarising conclusion on which aspects should be 

taken into consideration when deciding on the degree of autonomy. This study has shown that no distinct 

level of autonomy is appropriate for all VCs, but that all degrees of autonomy have different relative 

advantages and induce different opportunities and limitations for the capital providing company and the 

VC unit’s business. The discussion on these differences may aid strategic managers at capital providing 

firms when deciding on the level of autonomy for their strategic VCs. 
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 Sustainability 

The notion of sustainability has been taken into consideration throughout this study, the perspective 

most prominent in this research being the economic sustainability. 

Economic sustainability can be defined in two ways (KTH Sustainability, 2015). In the first definition, 

it is understood as economic development that does not induce negative consequences for the ecological 

or social sustainability, i.e. an increase of economic capital is not allowed on the expense of a decrease 

in ecological or social capital. In the second definition, economic sustainability is equal to economic 

growth, i.e. as long as the total amount of capital increases, it may be on the expense of a decrease in 

other resources. 

This research can be argued to improve the economic development in the venture capital industry by 

clarifying the implications of VC autonomy and suggesting aspects to consider when designing a firm’s 

VC activities. Increasing the knowledge in this field may in the long term lead to a better administration 

of the venture capital, and the authors cannot see any reason to suspect a decrease in social or ecological 

capital as a consequence of this development. When facing the uncertainty of the transforming financial 

industry, the discussion in this thesis may rather aid the banking community in making successful 

strategic investments, developing products and services for the benefit of the end customers, thus also 

increasing the social sustainability. 

Furthermore, the methods used in this research were considered socially and ecologically sustainable; 

the researchers were careful to follow ethical procedures contributing to the social sustainability of the 

study as a whole and of the academy it represented, as well as careful to moderate the ecological footprint 

by not travelling or printing unnecessarily. 

 Future work 

Suggestions of future studies extending the knowledge reached in this thesis can be divided into two 

areas. Firstly, the concept of autonomy derived from this study can be further developed, and secondly, 

the theories on organisational design of strategic VCs can be extended. 

It is recommended that future studies in this field include a closer examination on the environment the 

VCs operate in, and how this might affect the choice of degree of autonomy. Additional research is 

required in order to determine if and why banks choose the degree of autonomy for their strategic VC 

based on the environment, and if so, which part of the environment is the determining factor. 

Furthermore, the theory presented in this thesis regarding how the degree of autonomy of a strategic VC 

can be determined should be empirically tested to other settings outside the financial industry in order 

to increase its validity and extend its possible use.  
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Lastly, a detailed comparison between the degree of autonomy and the success of the VC units, both 

financially and strategically, would be a preferred extension of this thesis. For example, a larger sample 

of VCs could be interviewed, their degree of autonomy evaluated, and their financial returns of 

investments over a longer time period compared, in order to discern any correlations between the 

autonomy and the financial success. Such research could also form the basis for a recommendation on 

which organisational design is preferable for a certain setting (in a certain environment and with certain 

objectives for the venture capital activity), which is not done in this study. 
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Appendix I: Definitions 

Definitions to frequently used terms are listed in alphabetical order below. 

Capital providing firm 

In this study, the term capital providing firm is used to describe the company for which a VC makes its 

strategic investments. This includes both the corporate VCs’ parent companies and the independent 

VC’s limited partner.  

Corporate venturing 

Corporate venturing (CV) is a way for companies to seek innovation beyond traditional business 

development and R&D and includes both internal and external venture activities. 

Corporate venture capital  

Corporate venture capital (CVC) is one specific form of corporate venturing: the investment of corporate 

funds directly in external start-up companies.  

General partner 

A general partner (GP) is the managing party of an independent VC fund (as opposed to the investing 

party). For a corporate VC, fund managers and investors belong to the same corporation and so no type 

of partnership exists. 

Independent venture capital 

Independent venture capital (IVC) is the traditional way of investing venture capital, independent from 

any corporation. Typically, the key objective for an IVC is to maximise the financial returns of the fund 

and thus the economic rewards of their investors (limited partners).  

Limited partner 

A limited partner (LP) is an investor to an independent VC fund (as opposed to the managing party). 

For a corporate VC, fund managers and investors belong to the same corporation and so no type of 

partner exists. 

Organisational design 

Organisational design is in this study considered to be a collective term, among other topics including 

strategic working processes, the design of management processes, and the position in the organisation. 

Strategic entrepreneurship 

Strategic entrepreneurship (SE) is a firm’s effort to balance between exploiting today’s competitive 

advantages while continuously exploring new innovations.  
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Strategic venture capital 

Strategic venture capital is venture capital aiming at strategic benefit for a capital providing company. 

This can either be executed through setting up a corporate fund or by investing in an independent fund. 

However, in order for the latter structure to bring strategic benefit to the capital providing company, the 

fund needs to have few or no other investors as well as a pronounced strategic focus for the specific 

corporation. 

Venture Capital 

Venture Capital (VC) is the capital/money provided by investors to start-up firms and small businesses 

with perceived long-term growth potential. Venture capital can be either corporate or independent. 
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Appendix II: Semi-structured interview template for 

contextualisation during pre-study 

This template shows the questions asked to employees at the client company at the outset of the research 

project. The interviews were held in Swedish and the template was thus written in Swedish. The original 

template is here presented in Swedish to limit wrongful comprehension. A translated template for these 

interviews is presented in Appendix III below.  

Bakgrund om personen 

Namn: 

Position/roll på SEB? 

- Hur länge har du suttit på den? 

- Tidigare roller? 

Övergripande frågor om SEB 

Vad har SEB för strategiska mål?  

Hur långsiktig är SEBs strategi? 

Varför har det skett en omorganisation på SEB? 

Vad innebär den här omorganisationen för SEB? 

Frågor om VC generellt 

Hur ser VCs relation till SEB ut? Är de ett eget bolag? Ägs av SEB? 

Vad är VCs uppdrag? 

Vad är SEBs största mål med VCs investeringar? 

Hur långsiktig är VC’s strategi? 

Vem levererar VC input till? 

Frågor om VC:s gamla och nya organisatoriska position: 

Hur kommer det sig att SEB nu flyttar VC organisatoriskt under Strategi? 

Vad innebär den här omorganisationen för VC? 

Hur kommer VCs strategiska uppdrag att förändras? 

Hur har VC-funktionen hanterats tidigare? 

Hur är tanken att VC-funktionen ska hanteras nu? 
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Appendix III: Semi-structured interview template for 

contextualisation during pre-study. English translation 

Background of the interviewee 

Name: 

Position/role at SEB? 

- How long have you had this role? 

- Previous roles? 

General questions considering SEB 

What are the strategic goals of SEB? 

How long term is SEB’s strategy? 

Why have there been a reorganisation at SEB? 

What does this reorganisation mean for SEB? 

Questions regarding VC in general 

What is the relation to SEB? Is it an independent company? Is it owned by SEB? 

What is VC’s mission? 

What are SEB’s main objective with VC’s investments? 

How long term is VC’s strategy? 

Who do VC deliver input to? 

Questions regarding VC’s old and new organisational position: 

How come SEB now transfer VC under Strategy Office? 

What does this reorganisation mean for VC? 

How will VC’s strategic mission change? 

How has the VC unit been managed before? 

How is the idea that the VC unit should be managed now? 
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Appendix IV: Semi-structured interview template for main study 

This template shows the questions asked to employees at different VCs. The questions presented in grey 

were only asked to some of the interviewees. Some of these questions were developed during the 

particular interview or later in the data collection process, and some were able to be asked due to extra 

time. 

Background questions: 

Tell us shortly about your (previous and) current position at COMPANY 

What was the reason for launching the VC unit? 

What is the goal for COMPANY with having a venture capital fund?  

How much strategic importance do you consider the VC’s investments to have for the 

COMPANY? And how do you think this impacts the investments? 

What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of investing in Fin-Tech, which is a field 

closely related to the business of the bank? 

Questions regarding VC process/current organisational structure: 

Who do you report to? 

How autonomous are you in your investments? 

What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of (not) being an autonomous VC? 

Do you collaborate in any way with other units within COMPANY?  

Do you see any advantages or disadvantages with (not) collaborating with other units?  

How does this (level of autonomy) affect your ability to explore emerging FinTech businesses 

and make good investments? 

How does your level of engagement with the ventures you invest in affect how close to the parent 

company you can be? 

What would you say is the worst: missing an investment opportunity or making a bad investment? 

Why do you think your current structure will help COMPANY reach its vision? 

How do you ensure that BANK gets the strategic benefit they intended from the investments?  



 

71 
 

Appendix V: Motivation for the comparison between previous 

research on organisational design and the concept of autonomy 

In this appendix, the comparison between previous studies’ organisational designs related to the concept 

of autonomy, found in Figure 6 in chapter 5.1, is described and motivated in detail. 

 

 

Firstly, it can be concluded that Mintzberg’s concept of centralisation (vertical and horizontal) resembles 

what this study calls a low level of autonomy, since most of the decision-making power in a simple 

structure lies with top management. Furthermore, in a machine bureaucracy, the degree of autonomy is 

still considered low but slightly higher than in a simple structure with centralisation. This is based on 

the fact that some informal power in a machine bureaucracy is directed to the regular employees, while 

the formal power remains at the top management level.  

On the other side of the autonomy scale, an adhocracy with a selective decentralisation is considered to 

have the highest autonomy, since the decision-making power is then widely spread in the organisation. 

When being structured in a divisionalised form, part of the formal power is held in parallel by managers 

Figure 8: An extension of previous research on organisational designs (copy of Figure 6) 



 

72 
 

of different divisions which is considered to give a relatively high level of autonomy, however lower 

than in an adhocracy. For Mintzberg’s last organisational structure, professional bureaucracy, which has 

horizontal and vertical decentralisation, the level of autonomy is considered to be lower than in a 

divisionalised form but higher than in a machine bureaucracy.  

Secondly, Sah & Stiglitz’s (1988) hierarchy is considered to correspond to a low level of autonomy as 

decision-making is stated to be performed at the top level of authority. The researchers’ opposing 

decision-making design, polyarchy, is considered to correspond to a high degree of autonomy. 

Furthermore, Ginsberg’s and Hay’s (1994) two poles, integration and autonomy, can be resembled as 

two poles of the concept of autonomy; integrated corresponding to the lowest degree of autonomy, and 

autonomous corresponding to what this study refers to as complete autonomy. Moreover, Ginsberg and 

Hay (1994) relate top-down management with integration and bottom-up management with autonomy. 

Due to this fact, different compositions of these management forms can be related to a unit’s level of 

autonomy according to this study’s definition; increasing top-down management results in decreased 

autonomy, and increasing bottom-up management results in higher autonomy.  

Tidd and Taurins (1999) present four organisational structures of a corporate venture unit, each 

comparable to different levels of autonomy. Direct integration can be considered the structure with the 

lowest autonomy, because the parent company then wholly owns the unit and has full decision-making 

power. A corporate-wide venture department is also considered to have low autonomy since it is visible 

to and influenced by the whole company. However, it has slightly higher autonomy compared to a 

directly integrated venture unit because it is separate from normal line management. On the other side 

of the autonomy scale, a completely independent business structure is considered to have the highest 

level of autonomy compared to the other structures. Moreover, a dedicated venture unit is considered to 

have high autonomy since it is a separate unit, but slightly lower autonomy than an independent business 

unit because it is still wholly owned by the corporation. 

Lastly, in alignment with Mintzberg’s (1979) vocabulary, both Ireland and Webb (2007) and Csaszar 

(2012) analyse organisational design in terms of centralisation. These researchers however only use the 

binary measure of high and low level of centralisation, which according to the same reasoning as above 

correspond to high and low level of autonomy, respectively. 

 


