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Author’s note: The entrepreneurs and startup studios 
whose examples and stories you will read about in this 
book have been incredibly generous with sharing their 
time and their expertise. This book only exists because 
of their dedication to spreading the word about the 
startup studio model. I also want to express my utmost 
gratitude to all the people who supported the Startup 
Studio Playbook Indiegogo campaign, which made 
writing this book possible. Thank you!  
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Money is running out, time to close shop is coming closer. Yet 
you want to keep your team together. You are looking into all 
options from mundane to exotic, and decide to turn your team 
into a venture builder. This is what the Lab.Coop team did, and 
now you can explore how they did it. Their story is a remarkable 
example of how you can lay the foundations to a startup studio 
that has the ways and means to grow big. 

Building a 100% co-owned 
venture builder from scratch 

 

Back in 2013 when I first entered the world of startups, 
there were a few companies that stood out in the 
Budapest startup ecosystem. One of them was called 
Brickflow, run by Peter Langmár. When I first heard of 
them, their product was a kind of Twitter live-wall for 
events, that showed event-related tweets in nice and 
shiny, animated squares as a way of telling the story of 
what’s happening. They seemed like a great example of 
a bright idea launched in Hungary that is ready to take 
on the World. Peter and his team raised money, got into 
some of the finest accelerators in this part of the World, 
their team was growing. Back then, for me this was a 
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much more useful and relatable example to look at than 
any distant unicorn. 

Peter and his cofounder Tamás also managed to build a 
culture that drew in talent from home and abroad. Like 
Daniel Nagy who at the time worked for a large telco 
company in Germany, but found his online marketing 
work too empty. The Brickflow team took him and gave 
him the opportunity to shine as their new Head of 
Marketing.  

By 2014 the team raised over 250k USD mainly from 
Hungarian investors and from Startup Wise Guys, a 
Tallinn based accelerator. The challenge was with 
maintaining user growth and keeping users active. After 
continuous pivoting and optimizations, they turned 
Brickflow into a content recommendation system for 
Tumblr. That brought them the much needed traction. 
Unfortunately, not quite in time.   

They realized that despite growth, they will run out of 
money a few months before they could secure a second 
round. When the money ran out, the board agreed to 
close shop, made the Brickflow code and lessons 
learned open source (http://brickflow.strikingly.com/) 
and discontinued the company. But they wanted to keep 
the team together, in a new form. Peter raised the idea 
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of creating a new venture builder, which would start as 
a product house. Then, once their cash-flow enables, 
would start producing startups. Six out of the seven 
people said yes to this new idea. Lab.Coop was born. 

 

New momentum 
	

The vision was to build a studio where internal ideas 
are nurtured and launched after funding the initial build 
and validation from their own resources. Like Twitter, 
Medium, Dollar Shave club and a myriad of other 
inspiring companies that spawned in such studios. 

But as with any new venture builder, there was the 
issue of money. No investor will give you enough 
money to fund a full-scale venture builder team that has 
yet to show traction. They did not have money on their 
own. So they started where they could: work as agency, 
survive, build up momentum, and once possible, use 
spare internal resources to build their own products and 
companies. 

After going down this path, they could barely keep their 
head above waters for the first 3-4 months. Yet, the 
team not only stuck together, but also there were 
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developers who joined them. We can account this to the 
trusting environment and transparency that Peter and 
Tamás initiated and the Lab.Coop core-team embraced. 

As they picked up momentum and stabilized their cash 
flow coming from their development-agency work, they 
started to gradually expand their vision. They saw great 
unfulfilled demand for developers. So they co-created a 
coder school called Green Fox Academy, together with 
Digital Natives, another Hungarian product 
development team. This new joint venture teaches 
coding and acts as a recruitment agency for those who 
graduate from their coding camp. 

Their core team grew from 7 to 21 - to 35 if you count 
the staff of all their ventures - in a year or so, and there 
is no end in sight. The agency business is booming and 
now they can afford to allocate people to own startup 
initiatives. The grand vision is to create an umbrella of 
companies. They spun-off all the agency work into a 
new company called Chain.Reaction. Their Green Fox 
Academy is tripling in 2016. And their latest initiative 
will be Central Europe’s first hardware accelerator, 
called SmartWare.tech. The reason behind building 
these non-startup ventures first is risk. Startups fail 
most of the time, and it's very hard to use startup 
initiatives as the basis for a venture builder, if you are 
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bootstrapping. On the other hand, with an exceptional 
Team you can build up a cash-flow machine that will 
give you room to experiment - without the need to rely 
on outside capital. 

 

Ownership is everything 
	

But what’s their secret sauce? As in any part of the 
world, developers are in high demand. In Budapest and 
the region there are hundreds of service centers, other 
agencies and a few well funded startups that are 
hunting for coders. How could a small and fragile 
wannabe venture builder manage to win over the hearts 
and minds of dozens of skilled people? 

The answer is ownership. In the early days, when they 
had no money, the team decided that they want to 
become a band of entrepreneurial people capable of self-
management and self-motivation, who take ownership 
of their entire venture. They knew they can’t pay top-
dollar to employees right away. So the most feasible 
way forward was to split the company. Which also 
meant that everybody will take the same risks. Which 
also meant that they can close the usual motivational 
gap between founders and everybody else. 
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While most of the guys were doing agency-work to pay 
the bills, Peter explored several options to split 
ownership of their newly established company. He 
wanted to find a way that not only splits the profits of 
the venture, but also gives everybody the chance to 
participate in high-level decisions. Employee Stock 
Option Pool is nice, but the equity is split unevenly, and 
for the employees it’s only good in the event of a 
successful exit.  

To answer all their needs, Peter finally proposed that 
Lab.Coop shall be a company owned by their employees 
in a system that continuously adjusts equity split based 
on people’s performance. This provides the desired 
financial incentives and also entrusts a great deal of 
influence to employees… The longer you are at the 
company and the more and more complex work you do, 
the more shares you will have. Their compensation 
formula was inspired by Buffer and similar companies. 
It regulates salary, common and preferred stocks and 
such.  

This provides a structure that lets them scale and keeps 
employees engaged to the maximum. Given that co-
ownership doesn’t turn into chaos! --- This was my first 
gut reaction when I heard about their setup. But Peter 
explained, that on top of co-ownership, they built a 
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scalable operating system for the company, based on 
holacracy. Instead of a traditional hierarchy. It’s a kind 
of peer-to-peer “operating system” that increases 
transparency, accountability, and agility across the 
organization. This is achieved through transparent rules 
and meeting processes. They distribute authority across 
team members, empowering all employees to take 
leadership for a certain part of the organization. Even 
the power of the CEO is balanced by their 
organizational constitution. And by defining processes 
and policies together, the Lab.Coop team can 
continuously enhance the way they work. 

Domains are split between the team members. 
Everyone can suggest rule changes to any process. But 
only those rules will be implemented that the owner of 
that specific area thinks will make system better and 
others see no harm by doing the change.  

Salaries are based on transparent formulas to make the 
need for individual and non-transparent agreements 
obsolete. Salaries are based on transparent formulas to 
make the need for individual and non-transparent 
agreements obsolete. In the recent months they 
implemented a Badge-Based Compensation Scheme to 
enable the factors of compensation to also evolve in a 
peer-to-peer tension driven way. This scheme allows 



Building a 100% co-owned venture builder from scratch 

Startup Studio Playbook 90 

Partners to define and earn “Badges”, where each Badge 
represents a useful skill (or a talent, capacity, 
achievement, area of knowledge, or something similarly 
useful for determining compensation). Partners earn a 
Badge by demonstrating the skill it represents to peers 
who already hold that Badge, or to a “Badge 
Bootstrapper” role if not enough people hold the Badge 
yet. Anyone can also propose a new Badge to capture 
useful skills that aren’t already covered in the “Badge 
Library.” The scheme then defines Partner 
compensation by mapping different sets of Badges to 
specific compensation levels. Partners are paid based on 
their most valuable set of Badges. Anyone can propose 
new or changed badge set valuations based on tensions 
(usually based on a sense of internal or market 
unfairness). This system gives people the authority and 
responsibility to evolve the compensation system to 
resolve their wage tensions. Similar criteria are used to 
determine changes in employee stock ownership. The 
company then issues and distributes new stock based 
on the results, in compliance with Hungarian law.  

As their foundation was built on trust, the Lab.Coop 
team didn’t need long contracts between founders and 
co-owners. In the early days everybody stretched their 
limits, worked their ass off to be able to go forward. 
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Their operating system evolved through iterations, and 
their biggest challenge was to figure out how to 
implement their co-ownership model in the local legal 
system. While sorting out this, and building up their 
cash-flow, Peter started to dig into the startup studio 
topic, to explore best practices, examples for thriving 
agencies, and alike. This is how they decided on the 
mixed model. Lab.Coop is a tech venture builder, co-
owned by its entrepreneurs. It develops and services the 
portfolio companies: a digital product lab, a school, an 
accelerator, and a sales house so far. 

 

Looking ahead 
	

This is in line with the evolving Lab.Coop vision. They 
started with a few key points - like co-ownership and 
building startups together - and now they are gradually 
filling up these points with experience, and make it a 
living, thriving vision. 

One might think, that using co-ownership and 
holacracy limits Lab.Coop’s recruitment options. You 
need a special breed of people, who are excellent at 
what they do, are capable of self-management and are 
willing to act as co-owners of an experimental 
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organization. As it turns out, this entire setup is a 
practical first-filter, that draws in the right kind of 
talent who really have the required traits. The Lab.Coop 
team needs to put considerable effort - more than they 
thought - into educating newcomers, but this extra 
effort pays off. 

There are still some open questions about the future of 
Lab.Coop, from a venture builder perspective. How will 
they split their team and the equity between team 
members once the venture builder arm is up and 
running. How will they involve VC money once needed 
to boost the growth of their home-made startups? How 
can they resolve the common startup studio related red-
flags raised by investors? They will answer these 
questions in time. Looking at their amazing growth, we 
won’t have to wait too long to find out. Even until then, 
Lab.Coop is an inspiring and transparent example of 
how to turn the tide of a startup going downhill and 
turn it into a thriving band of entrepreneurial-minded 
startup builders. 

 

  


