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1. WHAT IS DISRUPTIVE INNOVATION AND 
WHY DOES IT MATTER

The term disruptive innovation was coined in the early 1990s by Harvard 
Business School professor Clayton Christensen and is an often misunderstood 
concept. According to Christensen, disruptive innovation is not about finding 
breakthrough technologies to improve your products.

Many startups harness mature and emerging technologies and combine them with disruptive 
business models to deliver hyper-focused solutions to just one part of the value chain. These 
startups are primed to disrupt the status quo and will likely fundamentally change these traditional 
markets in a so-called “death by 1,000 startups” for incumbents. 

Ready or not, your industry is being disrupted by venture-backed tech startups faster than ever 
as capital flows into the investment ecosystem in the shape of venture capital funds, accelerator 
programs, ecosystem builders, and corporate innovation programs. Despite the current market 
conditions, startup funding in Africa more than doubled in the first six months of 2022. 

These startups often look irrelevant or harmless to you because they’re operating in other countries, 
focus on only one part of your value chain, or target low-value customers you don’t want. The 
reality is that well-funded technology startups are driving long-term disruptive innovation that 
will inevitably affect your business.

How do you compete against 1000s of startups that are cheaper and more agile than you are?
 
Llew Claasen, the managing partner at Newtown Partners, says that to stay relevant in the long 
term, corporates in Africa must cooperate better with disruptive start-ups.

Market-leading organizations are adopting a proactive approach to investing in and working with 
startups to drive disruptive innovation in their industries. One of the best ways to do this is with a 
strategic Corporate Venture Capital program.

Disruptive innovations are
• New technologies that make products or services more affordable 

and accessible to a larger population

• Innovative business models that target lower-end consumers that 
you may not consider your target market at present. 

• Customer-focused solutions that make customers’ lives easier.
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2. WHY YOU SHOULD INCLUDE CVC AS PART 
OF YOUR OVERALL INNOVATION STRATEGY

Corporate Venture Capital (CVC) refers to large organizations setting aside and 
deploying capital as equity investments in start-ups. 

The amount of money being deployed globally in corporate VC is growing, with over $73bn 
invested by corporates into startups in 2020, across 3,359 individual transactions.

Startups are increasingly interested in investment from corporate investors because they can 
often offer much more than just financial capital.

Figure 1: Reasons why startups accept investment from a CVC

Source: CB Insights

CVC programs allow organizations to gain market intelligence about the current and future 
disruptive forces changing the industry. It enables future integration capabilities of innovative 
technologies and business models into the organization to stay competitive without affecting 
current operational efficiencies. And ultimately, a successful CVC fund is sustainable and generates 
positive financial returns in the long term that far exceed expectations.

There’s enough evidence now that truly disruptive innovation, including future capabilities that 
change the basis of competition in favor of the innovator, hardly ever originates inside large 
organizations that are more likely to be optimized for efficiency as their addressable market 
matures. They compete on value (instead of performance). Accepting this new reality, the question 
for corporates is not whether they must invest in Innovation Programs, but rather which program 
type is most appropriate to them based on their objectives and advantages and disadvantages 
of each program type.
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3. CVC MODELS - WHICH IS BEST FOR 
YOUR ORGANIZATION

Corporate Venture Capital (CVC) is not a one-size-fits-all proposition. It can 
involve everything from sporadic investments from the corporate balance 
sheet to an entirely separate autonomous CVC investment company. Corporate 
organizations need to decide which model suits their needs best.

Here are some examples (not meant to be a comprehensive list) of typical CVC models in 
South Africa and Africa. 

1. SUPPLIER DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM
Supplier development is especially relevant in the African and South African contexts and involves 
investment in developing small local suppliers. This investment approach significantly uplifts 
small local entrepreneurs and addresses short-term objectives. Investing in local suppliers is an 
excellent initiative for corporates. Still, supplier development doesn’t solve long-term strategic 
goals and will not create future capabilities as a source of competitive advantage. Therefore, this 
approach is not strictly considered corporate venture capital but is still vital in supporting the 
local startup ecosystem.

2. AD-HOC INVESTMENTS INTO STARTUPS 
Ad-hoc startup investments are common among corporations that have decided to support 
internal R&D efforts by investing in start-ups. The R&D department drives investment choices 
and tends to foster incremental innovation. Corporations also acquire startups outright if they can 
solve a short-term problem. 
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Building new internal capabilities or acquiring immature startups may solve short-term challenges. 
Still, they’re more likely to kill the innovation entirely and don’t make your organization agile and 
relevant in the medium to long term. 

One reason is that early-stage startups are operationally immature, and there are significant 
challenges to scaling those solutions across a large organization. This approach is suitable for 
short-term projects but falls short of providing a strategic roadmap for long-term relevance and 
innovation.

3. DEDICATED CVC FUND WITH INTERNAL RESOURCES
Ambitious corporates often see the value of a dedicated corporate VC fund with an independent 
structure and investment committee. This model offers a more strategic approach to innovation 
but has unique challenges for the internal investment team. First, aligning incentives between the 
fund management team, the startups, other investors, and the corporate organization is complex. 
Fund managers who are corporate employees are arguably less incentivized by the successful 
investment outcomes in the long term and more interested in the deployment of capital. Conflicts 
of interest are difficult to manage if you are an employee held accountable by the corporate. 

Big corporations in the USA, Europe, and Asia overcome some of these challenges by creating 
a separate entity to manage their dedicated funds, which takes substantial capital investment. It 
takes time and resources to build an independent investment entity, attract appropriate talent 
and connect with the digital ecosystem. 

Due to the relative size of organizations in South Africa/Africa compared to big corporates in the 
US, Europe, and Asia, it is often not a realistic option to set up a separate investment arm with a 
dedicated team at the scale needed to succeed.
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4. DEDICATED FUND MANAGED BY AN EXPERIENCED 
EXTERNAL VC TEAM
The final corporate VC structure is also the one that is least understood and, in our opinion, the 
most impactful because it directly addresses many of the disadvantages of the other programs 
in return for a stronger corporate commitment to the program.

In this program type, the corporate will appoint an external professional VC fund manager to 
create a dedicated VC fund, with committed capital from the corporate as the only investor. The 
independent investment committee is comprised of corporate and fund manager resources.

This approach solves the challenge of scale, enabling the corporate to run a Corporate Venture 
Capital program at scale with an experienced venture capital team that can hit the ground running. 
 
A professional VC fund manager can proactively manage the internal stakeholder expectations 
and is incentivized to construct a robust portfolio and ensure the growth of portfolio companies 
to earn carried interest eventually.

Partnering with an external fund manager forces the investment committee to define and commit 
to a formal investment thesis that allows the fund manager to construct a professional portfolio 
that is strongly aligned with the corporate strategy and provides a long-term competitive 
advantage.

The external VC manager is actively involved with startups and only encourages startups in the 
portfolio to explore corporate value chain integration once they are more operationally mature. 
Successful corporate value chain integration has a higher probability of success in this case.
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4. SIX CONSIDERATIONS FOR A 
FUTUREPROOF CVC PROGRAM

A 2018 Boston Consulting Group Study found that a successful CVC program 
required the application of specific practices, such as setting clear objectives, 
defining investment criteria, hiring experienced external resources, and ensuring 
the independence of the CVC unit.

Keeping the practices mentioned above in mind, we put together vital considerations for a 
successful CVC program based on our own experience:

1. CONSIDER AN EXTERNAL PARTNER FOR HELP. 
In normal market conditions, funding sources are abundant, and startups can choose who they 
want to take money from. Venture Captial networks are based on trust and reputation, and 
startups prefer investors with excellent track records to help them succeed. Any CVC program 
will need to build its reputation as an early-stage investor, which takes years. An external VC 
partner brings a good track record and know-how that increases the likelihood that the program 
will succeed.

An external partner can also effectively manage conflict of interest between the corporate 
organization and startups because they are frequently also investors in the fund that finances the 
startups and earn a share of the investment profit that is only realized if the value of the portfolio 
companies grows. 
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2. MINORITY STAKE IN EARLY-STAGE INVESTMENT - ALL THE 
BENEFITS, LOWER RISK
Most corporates think it is necessary to take a controlling stake in the startups they invest in. They 
usually don’t take minority stakes in a portfolio of companies to manage specific risks, increasing 
the likelihood of program failure. They make a majority investment in a single or small number of 
start-ups, which could end up a risky bet. 

In our experience, creating a professional portfolio of minority deals within a well-defined 
investment thesis framework is better. This approach allows the corporate organization to see 
innovative technologies and new business models as it develops in the market and spreads risk. 
In addition, by investing in startups early, CVC funds can take advantage of high growth and 
value creation. 

3. TAKE A LONG-TERM VIEW WITH AN UPFRONT  
CAPITAL COMMITMENT
Investing in disruptive technologies requires you to take a long-term view of the program’s success 
because it takes a long time for technology startups to create the value they set out to create. It 
is essential for the business and the CVC program to align on timelines for the realization of value.

Corporates should ideally not fund CVC programs from annual discretionary budget allocations 
but rather from upfront capital commitments over the fund’s lifetime. It can take ten years or 
longer to see the strategic benefits of these programs since venture capital, if done right, focuses 
on early-stage disruptive innovation rather than near-term product development. Upfront 
committed capital, therefore, ensures better commitment to longer-term objectives.

4. OPT FOR A THESIS-DRIVEN APPROACH.
The next disruptive opportunity is not likely to be something your existing businesses and their 
customers are looking for, so CVC programs need the freedom to pursue opportunities that aren’t 
directly related to the existing businesses. Many corporates miss the chance to invest in disruptive 
technologies or business models because they narrowly view the opportunities, searching for 
“known knowns.” Investing in opportunities that create future capabilities as markets change is 
possible when your fund investment thesis is well-researched and objective and looks at longer-
term horizons.
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5. INTERNAL STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT AND BUY-IN
To ensure that the CVC fund enjoys continuous support from the corporate, the investment 
committee should manage internal stakeholder expectations on what the fund can realistically 
invest in and get broad stakeholder alignment on the fund investment thesis. Funds that operate 
with a solid commitment to an investment thesis and have a clear investment mandate are more 
likely to construct a robust investment portfolio that will create useful future capabilities for the 
organization.

6. INVESTMENT COMMITTEE PARTICIPATION 
An investment committee that has the independence to make investments that pose the risk of 
cannibalizing existing business units is essential to the CVC program’s success. The team should 
ideally consist of senior executives in the corporate who understand the strategic objectives of the 
group together with experienced VC investors capable of identifying, assessing, and managing 
specific risks or declining to invest because of market risks. Including the right people in the 
investment committee is essential for aligning company strategy and innovation objectives with 
the CVC program.
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5. THE CASE FOR A DEDICATED CVC 
FUND MANAGED BY AN EXTERNAL VC

CONTROL & 
CUSTOMIZATION

You control the fund strategy, and 
investment mandate and make 

investment decisions based on well-
informed diligence.

KNOWLEDGE AND  
MARKET INSIGHTS

You get first-hand market intelligence 
about the disruptive forces changing 

the industry and insight to know when a 
competitive response is needed.

FINANCIAL RESULTS
A CVC fund provides not only strategic 

value but also generates positive 
financial returns in the long term that 

far exceed expectations.

SUSTAINABLE 
INNOVATION

Future integration capabilities of 
innovative technologies and business 
models into the organization to stay 

competitive without affecting current 
operational efficiencies.

A dedicated Corporate Venture Capital (CVC) enables your organization to 
address critical disruptive innovation opportunities by nurturing and growing 
strategically relevant startups. It provides a buffer so that corporate resistance 
to change and resource hoarding don’t immediately stifle innovation. It also 
allows you to retool existing businesses over the medium to long term in a 
proactive but more controlled way to keep you ahead of your key competitors.

A dedicated CVC fund with your organization as the only investor gives you 
the freedom to set the investment mandate, drive investment area priorities, 
and participate meaningfully on the fund investment committee. A CVC fund 
enables your organization to develop the ability to remain competitive and 
strategically agile, with the program having no direct impact on your day-to-
day operations.  
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6. OUR INVESTMENT  
APPROACH

1. CVC FUND STRATEGY
Newtown Partners is a thesis-driven VC investor. Thesis-driven VC investing involves creating 
a picture of your investment focus area in 5-10 years. This is the typical lifetime of a VC fund 
and enables sufficient time for an investment entry “ahead-of-the-curve,” value creation, and 
harvesting via exits. 

We assist with all aspects of fund strategy and have a proven track record of creating custom 
dedicated CVC programs aligned with corporate innovation objectives and building robust 
investment portfolios to deliver strategic and financial rewards for our partners.

2. IN-DEPTH RESEARCH
Before investing within any vertical, we conduct an in-depth analysis of how an industry currently 
operates and where its challenges lie. We ultimately develop a strategic investment thesis around 
key future capabilities, the opportunities for disruptive innovation, and what business models 
are likely to succeed. This also includes market size and dynamics assessments across multiple 
countries to identify geographies to invest in. We evaluate each potential investment in the 
context of its core and ancillary investment theses.

3. PRE-SCREENED DEALFLOW
We leverage our network of leading African and global early-stage investors and ecosystem 
builders to identify leading tech startups that meet the thesis requirements and proactively 
establish connections to source investment opportunities. Our focused deal screening process 
ensures that we objectively assess each new opportunity with a negative bias mindset so that we 
invest in startups that can scale globally. 

4. DEAL EXECUTION
After performing due diligence on potential investments, we lead global venture rounds to 
conclude investment transactions or co-invest with other international VC investors.

5. POST-INVESTMENT STARTUP SUPPORT 
We actively manage each investment portfolio company by continuously engaging with the 
founders and assisting in identifying critical issues. We leverage our internal skills and external 
global network to develop solutions to these issues. We also encourage knowledge sharing and 
market access initiatives amongst portfolio companies and corporate partners.

CVC Fund
Strategy

In-depth
Research

Pre-screened
Dealflow

Deal 
Execution

Post-investment
Startup Support
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7. WHY WORK WITH  
NEWTOWN PARTNERS

At Newtown Partners, we’re creating globally competitive technology 
startups, making us the ideal disruptive innovation partner for any 
large organization with ambitious innovation goals. We have a global 
perspective focussing on long-term sustainable solutions that speak to 
the organization’s innovation strategy.

Strong Executive Team
As startup entrepreneurs and investors, we have successfully started and invested in 
many startups and walked the path with them, from ideas to market-leading businesses. 
This experience enables us to hit the ground running with an experienced VC team that 
deploys funds faster.

Strong International Networks
The Newtown Partners team is connected to global venture and start-up ecosystems 
with offices in Silicon Valley and Cape Town. We get early, and, at times, exclusive access 
to the most promising and disruptive tech startups in the US, Africa, and beyond.

Strong Track Record
Newtown has a proven track record of developing high-growth startup companies. Our 
Angel portfolio of startup investments has generated an aggregate IRR of over 40% over 
the last seven years.
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The solution

Imperial, a DP World company, provides 
integrated market access and logistics 
solutions, taking its clients’ and principals’ 
products to some of the fastest growing 
and most challenging markets in the world. 
As a global logistics provider, Imperial 

leverages leading technologies to deliver 

innovative and integrated end-to-end 

solutions. Imperial’s purpose is to connect 

Africa and the world - and to improve 

people’s lives with access to quality products 

and services through their significant African 

footprint and international expertise.

NO OF EMPLOYEES:  
c.25000

LOCATIONS:  
26 countries

KEY INDUSTRIES:  
Healthcare, consumer, automotive, 

chemicals and industrial & commodities

WEBSITE:  
www.imperiallogistics.com

The challenge
How to ensure long-term 

sustainability in a traditional 

industry being disrupted by 

emerging technology startups.

A dedicated Corporate Venture 

Fund managed by an experienced 

Venture Capital firm specializing in 

early-stage startup investments.

How the  
Imperial Venture Fund
drives strategic value and
financial growth
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THE IMPERIAL VENTURE FUND
In 2019, Imperial and Newtown Partners partnered to launch a $50m corporate venture 
capital (CVC) fund with an initial investment of $20 million.

The CVC Fund enables Imperial to maintain its position as a vital industry player by exposing 
them to future disruptive forces and investing in high-potential startups in the supply chain, 
logistics, and healthcare value chains. 

The Fund investment committee comprises representatives from Newtown Partners 
as the fund manager and Imperial directors. The Fund is evergreen, with future capital 
commitments expected as capital is deployed.

In September 2022, DP World committed a further $30 million to the Fund.

INVESTMENT PROCESS
As the fund manager, Newtown Partners follows a thesis-driven approach that includes 
an in-depth industry analysis of geographical areas, markets, disruptive business models, 
emerging technologies, and services that present the most strategically relevant and 
promising investment opportunities over a 5-12 year horizon.  

In addition to the core strategic investment thesis, specific service areas exhibiting high 
disruptive potential are identified and researched for investment purposes. The Fund 
manager then produces a separate investment thesis for each disruptive service focus area, 
leading to a well-defined set of criteria for identifying early-stage startups with medium to 
long-term strategic relevance to Imperial.

The Imperial Venture fund has so far invested in the areas of digital road freight exchanges 
(DFEs), digital freight forwarders (DFFs), the healthcare and pharmaceutical value chain in 
Africa, medical devices at the point-of-care, digitized healthcare interfaces, pharmaceutical 
eCommerce, supply chain visibility and port drayage/haulage.

The ongoing thesis-led investment approach places Imperial in a stronger position to 
understand how these market spaces are changing and how they can be leveraged for 
either defensive or offensive purposes and create a competitive advantage in the future.

“Creating the Imperial Venture Fund and working with Newtown Partners has allowed 

us to explore different ways of thinking about our businesses”, Cobus Rossouw, 

Executive Vice President of Digital & IT at Imperial. “It has given us insights into what 

our future competitors are creating and forced us to strategically align our current 

business with future capabilities being developed by startups”. 

“With this Fund, we have created a strong portfolio of investments that are both 

strategically relevant to Imperial and capable of generating compelling investment 

returns over the life of the Fund.” 
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1. As of June 30, 2022  | 2. As at June 30, 2022 |  3. This would place the Fund in the top quartile for CVC returns globally https://www.bcg.com/
publications/2018/how-best-corporate-venturers-keep-getting-better

OPPORTUNITIES SHORTLISTED REVIEWS INVESTMENTS

766 45 25 14

FUND PERFORMANCE*
Thus far, the Imperial Venture Fund has invested in 14 technology startups1, operating 
globally in logistics and supply chain, as well as in the pharmaceutical value chain in Africa. 

Three years into the Fund, the startups have grown revenue by an average of more than 
186% since receiving the investment, exceeding expectations for value growth so far. The 
Fund is well positioned to achieve the Multiple on Investment (MOIC) (4-5x) and IRR (25%-
30%) targets over the life of the Fund.

AGE OF FUND:  3 years²  

PORTFOLIO REVENUE INCREASE: +186%

FUND TARGET IRR: 25-30%³

The Imperial Venture Fund aids Imperial’s efforts to ensure that the Group’s innovation 
output remains high and exceeds that of its key competitors over the medium term.

THE SUCCESS OF THE IMPERIAL VENTURE FUND CAN BE ATTRIBUTED TO:

•  A long-term capital commitment 

•  Successful alignment of incentives and objectives between the corporate, the fund 
manager, and the startup entrepreneurs

•  Thesis-driven approach to investments

•  Speed of investment approvals by an independent investment committee

•  Successfully mitigating conflicts of interest that exist between the corporate and the 
startups

• Venture capital expertise and access to an extensive global network of other startups, 
corporates, accelerators, incubators, and investors

The Imperial Venture Fund has enabled a change in thinking and readiness to 

acquire future capabilities in advance of their immediate utility for Imperial. It 

has the potential to become a vibrant source of future competitive advantage for 

Imperial/DP World in a world characterized by relentless and accelerating disruptive 

innovation,” said Llew Claasen, Managing Director at Newtown Partners
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About Newtown Partners

About Imperial

Connect with us

Newtown Partners is the family office of successful startup entrepreneurs Llew 
Claasen and Vinny Lingham. The firm invests across various alternative and 
traditional asset classes, especially early-stage venture capital, to back startups 
working with emerging technologies and disruptive business models. Since 2019, 
the team has worked with the global logistics group Imperial/DP World to enable 
their corporate venture capital program. Newtown Partners operate out of offices in  
San Diego, U.S., and Cape Town, South Africa.

Imperial is an African-focused provider of integrated market access and logistics 
solutions. With a focus on the following key industries - healthcare, consumer, 
automotive, chemicals, industrial and commodities - we take our clients’ and principals’ 
products to some of the fastest-growing and most challenging markets in the world. 
As a leading global logistics provider, we seek out and leverage new technology to 
deliver innovative, end-to-end solutions. Through our significant African footprint and 
international expertise, and with the support of our 25,000 people, Imperial’s purpose 
is to connect Africa and the world - and to improve people’s lives with access to quality 
products and services. Imperial became a wholly owned business of DP World in March 
2022. For more information: www.imperiallogistics.com 

Talk to us about your corporate innovation programs and objectives. Regardless of 
where you are in the journey, we’re happy to offer our views based on our learnings 
from managing the Imperial Venture Fund and investing in startups more generally 
since 2014.

DISCLAIMER: The information provided by Newtown Partners is not intended as investment advice and 
does not constitute an offer or solicitation to offer or recommend any investment product. It is for general 

purposes only and does not consider your individual/organizational needs, investment objectives, or 
specific financial circumstances.
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