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Foreword

Philippe Vanrie
CEO EBN
For over a decade now business accelerators and business incubators have coexisted in the entrepreneurial space, mentoring and investing in hundreds of
thousands of startups to support their successful growth and internationalisation.
As more and more business incubators today deliver acceleration and investor
readiness programmes to high-potential startups (HPSUs) to help them scale up
internationally, the boundaries between incubation and acceleration are increasingly
blurred. Rather than ask where, if at all, these boundaries exist, in this Guidebook
we take a more pragmatic approach and explore how incubators and accelerators
can work with one another and with other key players in the entrepreneurial
ecosytem (i.e. investors and, of course, entrepreneurs) to speed up the early-stage
internationalisation and accelerated growth of highly innovative startups.
We ask:
• what are the key ingredients an international acceleration programme needs to
succeed?
• how can accelerators and incubators collaborate across borders, with one
another and other stakeholders, to deliver such programmes?
In developing this guide we have drawn on the experience of the EBN Soft-Landing
Club and International Hub1 and the pilot ACE Acceleration Programme2 to identify
tried and tested best practices that we hope will inspire others. Coordinated by
EBN (the European Business and Innovation Centre Network3), in its pilot period
(September 2013 – November 2015) ACE involved 10 EU|BIC4 and accelerator
partners, 2 leading ICT Clusters, a pan-European network of living labs and an
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independent evaluation expert from 11 European countries5. Through this network,
ACE has delivered some 300 international support measures to 125 companies from
18 European countries to speed up their access to new markets.
These support services were highly valued by startups as evidenced by a 92%
recommendation rate to other startups. The success stories emerging from ACE
have shown that the route from startup and early stage incubation to acceleration,
growth and internationalisation can be fully integrated into the service offering of
many EU|BICs.
In this Guidebook, we also look beyond EBN and ACE at other emerging trends and
methodologies for accelerating international growth that are yielding impressive
results in their early years. These include the European Institute of Technology’s KIC
InnoEnergy Highway, focussed on bringing clean energy solutions to the market,
and the transatlantic Big Booster acceleration programme connecting startups and
investors in the health, digital and cleantech sectors in Boston and Lyon.
We hope you enjoy the read and invite you to get in touch with your feedback and
suggestions or for more information on how you and your organisation can get
involved with EBN incubation, accelerator and internationalisation activities.

...........................................
1 http://ebn.eu/internationalisation
2 http://www.europeanace.eu
3 http://www.ebn.eu
4 http://ebn.eu/the-eu-bic-certification-process
5 http://www.europeanace.eu/index.php/about-us/partners
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1 Introduction
What is internationalisation and why is it important for SMEs?
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) play a critical role in the European
economy. They represent 99% of all businesses in the European Union (EU) and
in the five years following the financial crisis of 2007-2008 SMEs have created 85%
of new jobs, providing two-thirds of total private sector employment in the EU6.
The continued and sustainable recovery of the European economy depends upon
the full participation of SMEs in all stages of the innovation process and growth
cycle, from startup through to international expansion. This is especially true for
technology-intensive SMEs who are often “born global” with the potential to rapidly
scale internationally from startup.” In this guidebook the term internationalisation
is used to describe the process of increasing startup and SME involvement
in international markets. In line with the EU’s smart specialisation strategy, it
encompasses all activities that foster meaningful cross-border and international
business relationships between companies and foreign partners, at transnational
level inside the EU or at international level beyond the EU7.
The positive correlation between internationalisation and business performance, in
terms of turnover growth, job creation and level of innovation is well recognised8.
Yet only 25% of European SMEs export and in general, the smaller the SME the
lower their prospects of engagement in any form of internationalisation or crossborder activity9. In order to achieve the smart, sustainable and inclusive economy
envisioned in the Europe 2020 growth strategy10 this low level of internationalisation
among SMEs, and especially startups, must be addressed urgently.

Objectives and Structure of this Guidebook
Drawing on the experiences of the EBN Soft-Landing Club and International Hub11
and the pilot ACE Acceleration Programme12, this Guidebook aims to identify
tried and tested best practices that may inspire and be adopted or be built upon
by other business support organisations who share our mission to accelerate the
early-stage internationalisation of SMEs. We also look beyond EBN at other
emerging trends and methodologies that are yielding impressive results in their
8
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early years. In particular, we have distilled the lessons learned to date into a set
of concrete recommendations intended to serve as a reference point for potential
new network partners who are interested in joining and expanding our network of
internationalisation support partners.
Beginning with a focus on the ACE Programme by way of example (chapter 2), the
chapters that follow address different steps of the internationalisation process, from
smart take-off (chapter 3) to soft landing (chapter 4), highlighting the services most
valued by companies at each step of the internationalisation process. These include
specialised support from expert mentors, investment readiness training, crossborder living lab validation, fast-track networking opportunities and introductions to
potential clients and distributors in new markets. For each service we include a real
case study from a startup, SME or service provider. Finally, we conclude with a look
at a range of alternative approaches to the delivery of highly customised support
programmes to accelerate the international growth of innovative SMEs: from the KIC
Inno-Energy Highway13 sustainable energy accelerator, through the Lyon-Boston Big
Booster14 acceleration programme focussed on digital, health and clean-tech SMEs,
to ACE Creative15, a spin-off of the ACE Programme focussing in particular on ICTdriven creative SMEs. The sector-specific approach of ACE Creative shows promise
for the future expansion of the ACE approach into other vertical sectors.

...........................................
6 http://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/
7 http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/documents/10157/0/CE_OpenDays_GB_7_EN_10_04.pdf
8 http://goo.gl/ziOGEd
9 ‘Small Business, Big World — a new partnership to help SMEs seize global opportunities’ Brussels,
9.11.2011 COM(2011) 702 final
11 http://ebn.eu/internationalisation
12 http://www.europeanace.eu
13 http://www.kic-innoenergy.com/bcs/kic-innoenergy-highway/
14 http://bigbooster.org/index.php
15 http://acecreative.eu/
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2 Focus on the ACE Programme
Recognising the challenges of internationalisation, EBN with the support of the
Innovation Unit of DG Connect coordinated an FP7 funded programme to look at a
new approach to address low levels of internationalisation among ICT startups and
SMEs.
The resulting ‘ACE’ approach networked leading incubators, accelerators, clusters
and living labs throughout Europe, who committed to pooling their knowledge and
expertise in internationalisation and opening up their existing facilities and support
services to each other’s local companies. By building on and connecting to these
existing internationalisation support services, the ACE programme delivered new
value-added support to high potential ICT startups and SMEs to accelerate their
international growth.

An Irish ACE startup looking to expand into the French and German markets, for
example, is treated by ACE partners in France and Germany like one of their local
companies and receives personal introductions to relevant contacts on the ground,
from customers through suppliers to potential partners and investors. During its
pilot phase (September 2013 – November 2015), the ACE network has thus delivered
some 300 support measures to 125 companies from 18 European countries to
10
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accelerate their entry into new European and international markets.
The value of this support programme was measured independently throughout the
pilot with the result that 85% of startup and SME participants show high satisfaction
with the services received, evidenced by a 92% referral and recommendation rate to
other startups and SMEs.
ACE CYCLE
Open call – Selection criteria: does the company have the potential and
capacity to internationalise?
Local mentor – This first point of contact for ACE companies provides input
to the companies’ internationalisation strategies and introductions to
international support partners.
International Support Team - Expert mentoring, investment readiness training
and introductions to international investors, introductions to potential clients
and distributors, living lab validation, access to events, corporate partnerships
Impact assessment / Quality Management System – Continuous evaluation
and impact assessment of the ACE support.

In general, there is very little evidence of impact assessment and quality control
of many internationalisation support measures in the marketplace. The ACE
programme however incorporated a quality management system with a client-led
mid-term review as an integral part of the programme.
The results from this mid-term review allowed for better tailoring of support services
to meet the needs of SMEs. It is strongly recommended therefore that clientled impact assessment forms an important part of internationalisation support
programmes.
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ACE Partner Case Study
iMinds is

an

innovation-based

university

business incubator and accredited EU|BIC in
www.iminds.be

Flanders in Belgium. What motivated you to
join the ACE Programme?

iMinds’ iStart business incubation programme offers entrepreneurs in Flanders
a wide range of services and facilities to make their startup company successful.
The iStart programme lasts from six to eighteen months and focuses mainly on
business development: creating a business plan, clarifying intellectual property
issues, market analysis, customer contacts through fairs, marketing and sales
activities, etc. Within the programme, startups get (up to) €50.000 of pre-seed
funding to boost their business development. The programme was necessary as
there are little to no alternative resources in the area to bridge this stage as a
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young startup. As one of their first investors, iMinds subsequently helps the iStart
startups to acquire follow-up funding by third party investors, both in Belgium
and internationally.
Given the focus on business development, iMinds focuses on internationalisation
from the beginning of the iStart programme as the home market in Belgium
is too small. Prior to ACE, iMinds already had a programme that focussed on
international expansion in other continents (USA, South East Asia), but we didn’t
have any concrete offering within Europe. The ACE programme strategically fills
this gap as a service offering to our companies.
On top of that, we are always looking to expand our network internationally, not
only in terms of what we can offer to our companies but also as a means to learn
as an incubator from the other top incubators in Europe. We continuously do selfassessments to ensure that our offerings are relevant and making a difference
for the startups participating in them. Benchmarking with and learning from
internationally diverse incubators, as in the ACE project, is vital in this respect.
What has been the added value to the iStart entrepreneurs of participating
in the ACE Programme?
The greatest added value is expanding their network through ACE and imprinting
an international DNA in the companies. Although this is hard to measure
quantitatively, we see that bringing our iStart entrepreneurs in direct contact
with international incubators and other international growth companies is a vital
step in their development. Based on our experience with our intercontinental
internationalisation programme, we expect the first tangible results to be achieved
after 1-2 more years. It’s an incremental process that takes time, but it’s necessary
to go through all the steps to become an internationally successful company.
Having said that, we will see several examples in this Guidebook of companies
who were more established when they entered the ACE Programme (than those
coming through the iStart programme) and have already reported a very tangible
impact of their participation in ACE on their company growth.
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Can you tell us about one company’s experience in a little more detail?
Vicancy is a startup of Dutch origin. Although they
initially thought to expand first in the UK (and had
www.vicancy.com
support committed from the ACE partner there), they
changed their mind and decided to focus on Belgium first and internationalise
from Belgium. They applied and got accepted into the iStart programme, securing
the €50K pre-seed funding and extensive mentoring support within iMinds’
network. For iMinds, it was the first time we managed to attract an international
company into our own incubation programme, a route we will explore further in
the future. This illustrates that participating in European networks such as ACE
and EBN is both beneficial for the incubator itself as well as the companies they
are supporting.

ACE Company Case Study
Tell us about your company.
ACE Health is a software company that provides tools to collect,
analyze and securely store data on patient engagement and
outcomes in a variety of healthcare settings. This data can be
easily incorporated into clinical practice and case management.
www.acehealth.co

Through analytics and integration engine we help managers,
clinicians and researchers examine aggregate statistics around quality to
increase their income through aligning with emerging value based healthcare
reimbursement systems.

Why did you participate in ACE?
ACE Health are focussed on growing our customer base in overseas markets
through direct sales and channel partnerships. Through our ongoing relationship
with Dublin Business Innovation Centre, an ACE local partner we were keen to
leverage the support of other ACE partners through the customised support
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offering of introductions to potential clients, partners, government bodies
(legislative, trade & economy) and research centres as well as access to ACE
industry specific experts in healthcare.

Members of the ACE Health team promote their company at the ACE stand during the
EBN Congress before receiving the overall ACE Award for Most Impressive International
Growth.

What support did you receive through ACE?
We have worked closely with the Dublin Business Innovation Centre. Support
has included introduction to potential clients and partners, mentoring and
engaging with other companies through the Silicon Stroll event held in Dublin
last year (read more about this on page 28). We also worked with IPN Portugal,
who leveraged their contacts to connect us with Caritas, a global organisation
that are interested in trialling our products, specifically in the Portuguese market.
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What has been the impact of ACE on your company’s international growth?
We have had introductions and connections to clients in Scandinavia, Holland
and Portugal with a strong pipeline and several high value deals closed in
those territories. The ACE programme provides ideal opportunities through
its customised support to engage with potential clients, partners, government
bodies in legislative, trade & economics, as well as access to research centres
and to industry specific experts in healthcare. Through local support of the
ACE partner in Ireland, we grew our customer base in Denmark with flagship
customers such as Falck Healthcare and local communes in the health and
social care space throughout Scandanavia. We also worked with ACE partner IPN
in Portugal, who connected us with Caritas to provide support services in the
addiction space in Portugal.
What have been the highlights of ACE for you?
Client introductions, closed deals, targeted mentoring, the Silicon Stroll event in
2014 and being presented with the ACE Award for Most Impressive International
Growth at the EBN Congress in 2015.
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Interview with Viorel Peca, Head of Innovation16,
European Commission, DG CONNECT

Viorel Peca
At the launch of the ACE Programme in September 2013 you identified the
challenge in Europe as “not the lack of startups but the lack of company
growth”. How do initiatives like ACE address this and why are they important?
Indeed, in recent years we have seen a strong increase in the number of policies
supporting the startup phase but the acceleration (growth) of startups remains a
challenge. In Europe, there is still a lack of investors who are willing to invest in risky
ventures and the amount of risk capital, especially but not only for growth phase is still
four to five times lower here than in the US. The decision-making process for investors
is also slower in Europe than elsewhere. The result is that many startups leave for the
US where the so-called “tickets” or investment levels are higher. European venture
capitalists (VCs) can do better and need to be more ambitious.
In the last year (2014/2015) we have seen signs of improvement through activities in ACE
and other entrepreneurship support initiatives we are involved in. More investors from
abroad (mostly from the US) and also more and more private investors from Europe
are increasing their investments in European startups. This has been reflected over the
last 6 months, with a strong increase in the number of European investors participating
in EU-funded projects’ pitching events. Another thing we have seen through projects
such as ACE is that the more closely connected with investors and end-users the
incubators are, the more successful their startups are likely to be. Apparently it is the
private investor or end-user who must be present to provide the right incentives to go
to market and to make the right choices for the subsequent entrepreneurial choices of
startups.
...........................................
16 https://ec.europa.eu/dgs/connect/en/content/innovation-environment-ict
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In addition to access to finance, supporting SMEs to internationalise is key to ensuring
their growth. Supporting startups to find a large European market and dealing with
European competitors to become better is key. Along with projects like ACE we are
focussing strongly on this priority specifically for digital entrepreneurship.
EBN (European Business and Innovation Centre Network) and EEN (Enterprise Europe
Network) are important networks instigating many useful endeavours. In addition to the
work that has been done through projects like ACE to strengthen the link with investors
and end-users there is also a need to connect more efficiently with other means to support
internationalisation (like export banks and export credit/insurance agencies). We have
recently launched the Digital Single Market (DSM)17 initiative which will address this not
only at a policy level but also on a practical level. I encourage startups to be more vocal
about the importance of different DSM initiatives to support their growth.
ACE is not a standalone programme but rather one of a family of EU-backed
initiatives to accelerate the international growth of Europe’s ICT SMEs. Can
you tell us a little about other current and forthcoming EU initiatives in this
area?
In the coming year we will continue with projects that help the European digital
startups but only after very close evaluation of the current projects. We will select
the strong elements from each project not only to improve the next generation of EUfunded entrepreneurship projects but also to use the lessons learned for new policies.
As mentioned earlier we have learned that incubator and accelerator projects succeed
best when they work in close cooperation with investors or end-user companies. We
also look at possibilities to combine new trends in investment for digital startups and
scaleups. Crowdfunding is one possibility I would like to mention and might involve a
large informed audience in investing in new European startups. Of course in order to
make this happen Europe will have to tackle issues like cross border investor protection
and investment.

...........................................
17 http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/digital-single-market/
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Issues addressed by the Capital Markets Union (CMU)18 will shortly be announced and
will contain quite some actions designed to support startups and VC investment.
We announced rather recently, as part of the InnovFin,19 a Business Angel co-investment
initiative, in the beginning focussing on Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries,
but which most probably will be extended to the whole Europe in the following year(s).
Finally I would like to stress that the projects of DG Connect are not standalone. We
work in close contact with other relevant European Commission DGs and organisations
like EBN to make perfectly integrated projects that effectively and efficiently reach the
target SME customer groups.

...........................................
18 http://ec.europa.eu/finance/capital-markets-union/index_en.htm
19 http://www.eib.org/products/blending/innovfin/ g/innovfin/
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3 Smart Take-Off
In the context of this Guidebook, smart take-off services describes the range of
support services provided to help startups and SMEs to overcome perceived barriers
to internationalisation.

Figure 1 - EBN International Hub (Smart Take-Off)

Barriers to internationalisation
The principle barriers identified as impeding SME expansion into international
markets can be summarised as “liabilities of expansion, newness, foreignness and
perceived risk20”.
These include:
i. lack of market knowledge in other countries
...........................................
20 https://www.uclouvain.be/cps/ucl/doc/crecis/documents/2012-11_Marine.pdf
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ii. lack of awareness of internationalisation support measures
iii. lack of strategic approach to internationalisation
iv. lack of trusted support partners in other countries
v. lack of high impact support measures for SMEs such as identifying and
meeting potential clients, marketing and promotion in target countries etc21.
In order to overcome these perceived obstacles and grow internationally, from
creation, companies must be connected with potential users, partners and clients
at a global level. The overall objective of ACE and the EBN International Hub is
thus to accelerate the early engagement of these companies in cross-border
cooperation and venturing in order to speed up their international growth. The
EBN Internationalisation Special Interest Group22 carries on the networking activity
initiated by ACE which brought together leaders in startup creation, growth and
internationalisation from incubators, accelerators, clusters and living labs throughout
Europe, each bringing complementary strengths and skill sets and committed to
pooling their knowledge and expertise in internationalisation and opening up their
existing facilities and support networks of investors and mentors to international
companies referred onto them by other ACE partners. This internationalisation
network is open and actively seeking new members committed to supporting
companies to grow internationally.
In the next chapter we will look in depth at the dynamics of delivering support to
incoming companies in international markets. First though, in this chapter we
address the work that has to be done in the company’s home market to prepare
them for internationalisation, with the support of trusted local partners such as
export agencies – e.g. AWEX, Flanders Trade and Brussels Invest & Export in Belgium,
Ubifrance, Enterprise Ireland, aicep Portugal Global, UK Trade & Investment, etc. We
begin with how to identify the companies that have both the potential and resources
(human, financial and motivational) to rapidly gain entry into new markets.
...........................................
21 ‘Small Business, Big World — a new partnership to help SMEs seize global opportunities’ Brussels,
9.11.2011 COM(2011) 702 final
22 http://ebn.eu/index.
php?lnk=KzF0aDVES1I3bG9TYXFGeEhLL2dQMEQ0cWlSZmFseXNYMWd1QWhFTTdZcz0=
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Then we look at the role of the local incubator or accelerator in:
i. assisting the company with developing their internationalisation strategy and
preparing a briefing memo for potential support partners in new markets
ii. leveraging the support of trusted international partners (e.g. through networks
such as ACE, EBN, EEN) to provide hands-on support to the outgoing company in
their target markets.

Identifying Business Ideas with International Growth
Potential
Having both significant international growth potential and the internal resources and
motivation needed to realise this potential and enter new markets are prerequisites
for the successful internationalisation of a startup or SME. In order to identify
companies that fulfilled these basic criteria, one approach is to launch a competitive
call and evaluation process. For example, ACE launched an open call with a onestep application and two-step evaluation process.
This step in the process is recommended to ensure the quality, commitment and
international readiness of the companies before committing to support them in
accelerating in international markets.

Case study: How the evaluation process worked in ACE
The following criteria were used in the ACE programme as the basis for evaluation
at both step one and step two:
1. Level of innovation (‘Innovativeness’)
2. International growth potential
3. Internal resources and motivation
Each criterion has the same weight and is assessed against a standard rating
system from zero to five as follows: 0 – not relevant; 1 – very poor; 2 – poor; 3 –
fair; 4 – good; 5 – excellent.
22
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Companies shortlisted on the basis of the step one evaluation were then
invited to an interview, over Skype (or similar technology) or in person, with
their local ACE partner. If successful at the end of this second evaluation
and their local partner could identify international partners in the ACE
network to provide them with customised support to accelerate their
international growth, companies were offered a place on the ACE Programme.
The main objective of this evaluation process is to ensure that companies are
ready for internationalisation and that their needs can be supported through the
programme. Once these basic conditions - significant international growth potential
and the internal resources and motivation needed to realise this potential - are met,
the key to accelerating the internationalisation process is thorough preparation
in the home business support organisation and the effective leveraging by this
home organisation of trusted international partners.
In the following sections, the practice of preparing local companies for rapid
internationalisation and leveraging trusted international partners to help these
companies achieve this is discussed. Two company case studies and one partner
interview that exemplify the process conclude the chapter.

Getting Your Local Companies Ready
The support by the home organisation is a crucial element of the internationalisation
process. Its contribution can be seen as twofold:
• firstly, it is assisting in the development of the company’s internationalisation strategy
• secondly, it drafts the first briefing memo for the international partner organisation,
allowing for their support to be as targeted, effective and advantageous as possible
To ensure this process runs smoothly, it is recommended that the home organisations
assign an experienced local mentor with lead responsibility for each of their local
companies. Depending on the structure of the home organisation this local mentor
23
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could be an internal consultant or an external expert affiliated with the organisation.
The parameters of a feasible internationalisation strategy depend strongly on the
characteristics of the company, its resources, product or service, and target market.
The local mentor needs to understand the “big picture”, i.e. both the external and
internal context in which the company operates. The factors which have to be taken
in consideration are, among others:
• the founders’ and managers’ readiness to dedicate their energy to international
expansion
• the situation in the home market – how stable is the company’s position, can it
survive when the founders’ and management’s energy focuses on other markets?
• the strategic case for expanding abroad
• the risks stemming from potential failure of expansion
• the scalability of the product, revenue model, operations, supply and distribution
chains
• the company’s resources (primarily human and financial)
• the go-to-market strategy and its scalability
• the target market, its segmentation, dynamics in possible new markets and their
potential
• the resources needed to enter a new market (people, finance, infrastructure, etc.)
• the barriers of entry to new markets
Once an appropriate strategy of expanding to foreign markets is prepared, an action
plan should be drafted, describing the company’s internationalisation roadmap
with specific steps to be taken. We recommend taking a customised approach to
supporting the internationalisation plans of individual companies. In our experience,
companies are most likely to request and value customised supports such as specific
market intelligence or direct introductions rather than generic training programmes.
The action plan has to reflect the prioritisation of foreign markets which the company
aims to enter. At this point, the home business support organisation should leverage
24
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its network of partner organisations abroad and match the company with a suitable
international partner, which can accelerate the company’s first steps in that target
market and provide them with an expert mentor or offer other services, such as
living lab validation, office space, introductions to potential clients, etc. (detailed
examples of these will be provided in the next chapter).
To enable the international partner to identify the most suitable international
mentor for the startup or SME, the company’s local mentor should prepare a briefing
memo that concisely explains the company’s expectations and objectives to the
international partner. The briefing memo conveys the company’s expectations and
objectives and can be as short as a one-page document or few-slides presentation.
It should cover at least:
• a concise business profile
• a description of the current situation of the business
• objectives of the cooperation with the international partner
• a schedule, if relevant
• information about available resources (time, people, finances) on the company’s
side, if relevant
This document provides only the basic information, but should be detailed enough
for the international partner to decide whether they are able to support the company
and to select the most appropriate mentor.
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Leveraging Trusted International Partners
In addition to the responsibilities of the home organisation described above, i.e.
support in development of the internationalisation strategy and drafting a briefing
memo for the foreign partner, the home organisation’s key role is to select the most
suitable international partner to support the company. It is our experience that
relationships between international support partners are built up over time based
on trust, experience and a reciprocal willingness to support each others’ companies
in a timely and professional manner. One-sided relationships rarely work over time.
The selection of the international partner should be in line with the company’s
internationalisation strategy and their requirements and expectations from
the international partner as outlined in the briefing memo. Inevitably, in some
countries there may not be the possibility to choose from multiple business
support organisations. However, in others such a situation could arise. When this
is the case it is necessary for the local mentor to understand the specificities of the
different potential support organisations in the target market. This is when their
active engagement in a quality driven network such as EBN or ACE is particularly
advantageous. The understanding of services provided by the international partner
is crucial in order to partner the company with an organisation, which can deliver
upon the required objectives. The services sought after by the company may include,
among others, expert mentoring in new market, market intelligence, identification of
potential partners, competitors or funding opportunities, offering office space for a
given period of time or attending targeted events.
Diversity in the international support teams is recommended, in terms of content,
service location and style. When building the international support teams, a balance
should be sought between on-site and remote support, physical facilities and virtual
tools, extensive full-day coaching programmes and attendance to very specific
sessions – all taking into account the specific needs and preferences of the SME.
The team building process carried out in collaboration with trusted international
26
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partners should thus be designed to be highly flexible and include several steps. In
the event that an offer is declined by the outgoing entrepreneur, an alternative offer
may be drafted and submitted by other partners. A company’s local mentors should
take responsibility for ensuring the strategic coherence of the programme being
offered to each company and validating it together with the entrepreneur.

Case Study: INVEA-TECH
INVEA-TECH, an ACE Company incubated by JIC – South
Moravian Innovation Centre is an international vendor
www.invea.com

(manufacturer & producer) of network and security

solutions specialized in flow monitoring (NetFlow/IPFIX), Network Behavior
Analysis (NBA), FPGA acceleration, IP Data Retention and IP Lawful Interception.
It is a classic example of a high-tech spin-off with a robust background from
academia.
INVEA-TECH with its headquarters located in Brno, Czech Republic, is closely
connected to the South Moravian Innovation Centre (JIC). Its offices are located
at JIC premises and it has already been a client of JIC services for many years. In
the framework of the ACE programme INVEA-TECH worked very closely with JIC
internal consultants e.g. on defining internationalisation strategy.
27
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Thanks to internationalisation support from ACE INVEA-TECH had an opportunity
to prepare well in advance for one of the most important IT security exhibition in
the world it-sa that was held 7– 9 October 2014 in Exhibition Centre Nuremberg,
Germany. They were provided with support in marketing, PR activities and
arrangement of meetings with potential business partners from the DACH region
(Germany, Austria, Switzerland).
In 2014 INVEA-TECH also intensified the work on internationalisation strategy
with the help of a JIC external mentor who helped the company to better define
its mission and vision. He offered valuable feedback on the INVEA-TECH go-tomarket strategy for different countries and under his supervision the company
focussed also on building an effective marketing strategy (strengthening the
marketing team, focus on online marketing etc.).
Thanks to all the support, the company was shortlisted for the 2015 European
Business Awards, operates worldwide and it’s still growing.

Zoom on Corporate Partnerships
An alternative potential approach to supporting the international expansion of
startups is through collaboration with multinational industry partners. Corporate
partnerships can be mutually beneficial for startups, scaleups and SMEs throughout
their growth cycle. They allow the corporate organisation privileged access to
emerging technologies being developed by startups and SMEs, while lending the
startups and SMEs credibility and accelerated access to technological facilities and
global networks. One example of a structured corporate partnership approach
was the Silicon Stroll Bootcamp piloted by Dublin BIC. Silicon Stroll explored the
potential for accelerating startup company growth through the development of
relationships between corporate multinationals and entrepreneurs. Silicon Stroll
was hosted by Dublin BIC23 in November 2014 in collaboration with the European
Investor Gate project24.
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Silicon Stroll was a two day event. Entry to this event was through a competitive
selection and preparation process to ensure the consistently high calibre of
participants. The first day of the event featured a “Tech Giant Tour” where corporate
players Google, PayPal and IBM opened their doors to allow selected startups access
to their headquarters.
Key highlights included:
• a behind-the-scenes look at these global organisations providing a unique
insight and understanding of corporate culture
• presentations from each organisation on their industry’s current trends and
future insights on where the industry is going over the next 5 – 10 years
• informal networking opportunities where both sides received the opportunity to
build relationships with each other
The case study below is an overview from one company that received support from
IBM, who joined their board of advisors after the Silicon Stroll event.
Based on this successful experience, EBN have recently launched a new Open
Innovation Service called OpenPass4Growth25” with the support of industry leaders
and world-class organisations including The World Economic Forum, Microsoft, SAP,
Continental, Euripides and the Altran Open Innovation Institute. This service aims
to help the thousands of innovative, high potential Startups & SMEs in its highly
active and vibrant ecosystem of Innovation Centers (EU|BICs) across Europe, to
develop novel partnerships with large companies and corporates in a systematic,
programmatic manner, in order to accelerate their business growth and scale up
faster.

...........................................
23 http://dublinbic.ie/
24 http://www.eig-project.eu/
25 http://goo.gl/NgR3C0
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Case Study: Bizbaze
Bizbaze provides entrepreneurs and SMEs with the
easiest way to connect, communicate and transact
online with a full featured store on a single platform. It is
also the first global online commerce platform to cater
www.bizbaze.com
for the service industry. Bizbaze has signed an exclusive
agreement with European entrepreneurship organisation, JEUNE, and other SME
organisations from around the world and aims to create the largest yellow page
database of entrepreneurs and SMEs.

IBM Corporate Partnership
Bizbaze engaged with the ACE programme in August 2014 where they received
investment preparation and access to the Silicon Stroll Bootcamp, held in Dublin
in 2014. Through this event bizbaze were introduced to IBM in Ireland through
Dublin BIC. After some initial discussion, IBM joined the Board of Advisors for the
company, assisting them with the following supports:
• access to contacts
• access to Global events
• use of IBM’s Watson and Bluemix software packages to assist with platform
development
• on hand high level technical coaches.
These supports have helped to bring Bizbaze to a global audience through IBM’s
network. The relationship has also facilitated the use of cutting edge technology
and best in class technical support to transform the company into a tangible
service.
“The Silicon Stroll has been a wonderful support to bizbaze during its early startup
phase. The ecosystem has tremendously helped us achieve various goals and
played an important part in our startup journey. Dublin BIC helped us, bizbaze, with
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necessary networks and connections. In addition to providing us with a consultant
to help in investor relations, Dublin BIC also followed up helping us position our
platform better.
Bizbaze is currently incubated by IBM and it was made possible through the
introduction from Dublin BIC. We are excited to be continuously mentored by Dublin
BIC and supported by international partners to achieve our startup business goals.”
Archie Ravishankar, CEO, Bizbaze

Interview with Joe Greaney, Director, WestBIC – Joint ACE
Coordinator and Chair of EBN Internationalisation Special
Interest Group

www.westbic.ie

WestBIC is a client facing organisation with a particular focus on assisting
startups to internationalise. What challenges do early stage companies face
in developing a sustainable international business?
Ireland is a small market so, instinctively, startups seek to identify international
business opportunities at an early stage. However, resources – both financial and
human - are limited so the process is high risk and can be fraught with difficulties and
it’s in that context that programmes such as ACE, which provide targeted international
mentoring and access to international investment opportunities and supports, play a
huge role.
The specific challenges include key issues such as limited market intelligence, not
having a scalable business model, the need for introductions to key customers/partners,
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access to investors and/or access to incubation services/facilities at affordable rates.
These obstacles are often overwhelming for companies entering international markets
for the first time.
How do EU|BICs across Europe help startups to overcome some of these
difficulties?
With over 160 EU|BICs across Europe networked and quality certified through EBN, the
EU|BICs form a significant community of enterprise support specialists, all of whom
assist the development of startups on a daily basis. Working together in a practical
manner, the EU|BICs significantly minimize the risks for startups entering international
markets. The geographical spread of the EU|BICs combined with their local market
know-how, access to specialist mentors and funding networks is a powerful ‘toolbox’
for any startup to avail of whilst attempting to internationalise their businesses. Also,
startups in more peripheral markets need greater levels of support to access the EU
market and other international markets and the EU|BIC network is best positioned to
offer targeted opportunities to these developing companies to assist them grow.
Accessing international investment is often a problem area for startups.
What role do EU|BICs play in addressing this challenge?
Traditionally, startups have sourced investment within their own regions and local
networks and, likewise, early stage investors have also tended to invest predominantly
in their own countries/regions. However, with business being increasingly borderless,
investors and startups paths are now merging more often. The process remains tricky,
often from a legal, tax and linguistic perspective but the opportunities can also be much
more attractive for investors and it’s in the brokering and management of that process
that the EU|BICs play a lead role. The EU|BICs are already immersed in business angel
and investor networks in their own territories so expanding that process internationally,
in conjunction the EU networks such as EBAN and others, makes perfect sense and
broadens the investment net for startups.
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What key lessons should we take on board with respect to the
internationalisation of startups and SMEs generally?
Internationalisation is a process and it takes time to put in place - you need to start the
process at the early startup stage as soon as the company has acquired seed funding,
has initiated the sales process and has a team in place to service the needs of an
international market. If we want to have scalable SMEs, and larger scale enterprises
across the EU, then we need to have a consistent funnel of startups. This requires
ongoing investment in the startup process to support entrepreneurs in scaling their
businesses, which in turn means that programmes such as the ACE programme and EBN
International Hub are really crucial. Unless we encourage and support entrepreneurs
with innovative ideas at an early stage, then we will not develop scalable, high growth
enterprises across the EU in the longer term.
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In the context of this Guidebook, soft landing services describes the range of support
services provided to incoming companies entering an international market.

Figure 2 - EBN International Hub (Soft Landing)

The most sought after support services include:
• identification of international funding opportunities - from international
investors/business angels
• customers development initiatives – client/distributor introductions,
preparation of new client business proposals/pitches/presentations
• identification of partners – joint marketing/sales initiatives and potential
technology partners
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• networking opportunities at international business events and workshops
• review of business models/strategies to meet the specific needs of
international markets
• pilot tests and case studies including Living Lab assistance to test and validate
new product concepts and ideas
• market intelligence gathering to validate the demand for products in
international markets
• temporary hosting – access to office and meeting room space
These support services may be delivered by a range of providers. Some services may
be delivered on-site and others virtually, whichever is most efficient and consistent
with the incoming company’s needs. One common misconception is that growing
companies require a physical operational base to develop in other markets. Very
often this kind of physical space requirement is low down the priority level for
companies entering international markets. The first requirement is often for softer
supports such as market intelligence, potential client or partner introductions etc.
Only when a significant client relationship is in place will companies start looking
at physical space. In many cases the EU|BIC network can support this process by
providing free or low cost access to hot desking facilities for companies looking for a
base to work at for a period of days rather than weeks or months initially.
In the sections that follow, we look in detail at a selection of these services and how
they can be delivered.

Fast-Track Networking
A key objective is the provision of networking opportunities for participating
companies. Every startup and SME will have different needs so it is important to
ensure that a range of networking and relationship building opportunities are
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available. Some of the networking initiatives which have proven to provide high
value add to high growth startups and SMEs include:
• pitching opportunities between startups/SMEs and select investors: to
ensure the best results from these sessions, it is important that startups have
their pitch decks reviewed and evaluated in advance of the pitching sessions.
In addition, it is strongly recommended that the promoters have undertaken
investment preparation coaching so that they can maximise the pitching
opportunity. A large number of online resources are now available to support
this preparation process, e.g. www.investhorizon.eu
• e-pitches: a very useful way for investors and startups located in different
geographical regions to connect with each other and build relationships.
Facilitated by an organiser such as an EU|BIC and hosted on an open platform
such as Skype or Gotomeeting, all e-pitches should include follow-up feedback
from/discussions with the investors, which can be distributed to each startup
through the organiser
• attendance at key events: for example, events such as the Web Summit; Futur
en Seine, Paris; The Next web (TNW) conference, Amsterdam and the Silicon
Stroll, Dublin are excellent opportunities to meet with key industry influencers
and other startups/SMEs
• creation of new targeted events to meet the needs of participating
startups: for example, the ACE programme held two Summits - the first at the
New Frontiers for European Entrepreneurs event hosted by EBN in Brussels in
2014 followed by a second Summit at the Global Entrepreneurship Congress in
Milan in 2015 - to allow startups, SMEs, partners, mentors and investors to meet
with each other and discuss possibilities for cross-border venturing. Startups /
SMEs also had the opportunity to pitch to investors at these events. A description
of the first ACE Summit is provided below
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• knowledge sharing workshops/webinars: where existing startups and
mentors can advise companies on the ‘dos and don’ts’ of accessing international
markets. These sessions can also act as ‘get to know you’ networking sessions
for mentors and individual startups
• create a social media presence to engage with companies and connect them
to wider networks of mentors, investors, other startup companies and support
organisations
• other activities: run hackathons/codefests and startup weekend events to
create occasions for startups to meet with each other and discuss opportunities/
problems, share contacts, etc.
Spotlight on
The ACE Cooperation Summit, Brussels
On 29 April, 2014, over 400 participants attended the ACE Cooperation Summit
in Brussels. This included ACE companies, mentors and investors. During the
Summit, companies had the opportunity to:
• complete investor readiness training
• pitch directly to a panel of cross-border investors
• attend pre-arranged one-to-one meetings with mentors from other countries
who provided practical advice on entering new international markets
• access information on ‘soft landing’ supports in different countries
• meet with other companies and potential collaborators from among the over
400 participants at the umbrella ‘New Frontiers for European Entrepreneurs’
event
Unless otherwise stated, pictures used throughout this Guidebook are taken
from the ACE Cooperation Summit in Brussels in 2014 and a second edition
of the Summit that took place in Milan on 18 March 2015 as part of the Global
Entrepreneurship Congress.
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Expert Mentor Support
In order to ensure coherence and consistency the specialised international
mentoring process should involve the following stakeholders and steps:
Assign Local Mentor - the local mentor will work with the startup/SME to define
their internationalisation strengths and weaknesses and develop an individual
internationalisation action plan.
Establish an International Support Team – each internationalisation support
action must be tailored to meet the specific needs of the selected company or
entrepreneur and should include at least three stakeholders:
• the entrepreneur/SME who accepts and commits to the support package being
offered
• an allocated contact point for each individual company/entrepreneur,
typically their local mentor or EU|BIC, who will lead and drive the discussions,
information exchange and interactions between the supported entrepreneur
and international mentor/team
• an experienced international mentor(s) who will support the entrepreneur in
achieving their goals in the chosen markets.
Following initial discussions between the international mentor and the startup/
SME, which should include a review of the internationalisation action plan, a set
of deliverables and milestones should be established so that there is a clear
understanding between mentor and startup/SME concerning the expected
outcomes. It is commonplace for startup/SME support needs to change as the
mentoring plan progresses as positive or negative market intelligence is obtained.
Therefore, the support programme needs to be flexible enough to respond to the
changing needs of the target companies. As an example the ACE programme created
over 300 individual international support measures for 125 companies from 18
European countries.
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Case Study: ACE Company English Bubble
English Bubble’s game-based learning platform retains
users through a skill-based, progressive and social learning
environment with product integration and interactivity.
www.englishbubble.com

English Bubble joined ACE to avail of the following support:
• coaching and opportunities to pitch to investors
• international incubation and acceleration environment with like-minded
startups
• evaluation of the possibility of international sales, technical or distribution
partners
• contact with potential clients: content distributors, telecoms, edtech
platforms
• funding opportunities
WestBIC as local partners provide ongoing support and mentoring to the company.
UK ACE Partner CUE provided:
• validation and assessment of UK market
• identification of potential UK partners/customers
• completion of demos with select potential customers/partners
• identification & survey of select schools
• initiate contact with language schools
English Bubble are due to feature in a number of programmes and magazines
resulting from introductions made by CUE mentor, Tony Dalton. An email survey
distributed by CUE to schools allowed the English Bubble to validate the market
demand and build a strong case for private investor funding.
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IPN, the ACE partner in Portugal provided mentoring and the identification of a
market expert to assist with local market knowledge and information and identify
potential clients, leading to successful introductions.
“ACE provided English Bubble’s with the opportunity to build detailed market
intelligence in key markets. The ACE Summit in Brussels and the opportunity
provided at that event to meet and network with investors, ACE partners and their
mentors, was a highlight. Also, working with mentors from CUE, IPN and Technoport
gave us a great insights into a number of international markets.” Robert Hanley,
CEO, English Bubble.

Investment Readiness Training and Access to Finance
A key barrier to cross-border venturing activities is the perceived level of risk. To
increase activity in this area measures can be taken to “de-risk” the process as far as
possible. Two core recommendations have been generated by ACE through ongoing
engagement and discussions with the investment community (business angels,
networks and VCs) as well as the startup and SME community, business support
organisations and mentors to help with de-risking international investments.
• identify companies that have already secured partial investment:
Investment is a competitive process. The credibility of a company as an
investment opportunity can be increased by highlighting companies which
have secured previous investment or have got first investors already on board
to share the current funding round. In the case of cross-border investment,
securing national investors can increase the attractiveness of the company to
international investors.
• select and coach high calibre companies: The calibre of the investment
opportunity must be sufficiently high to be worth taking a chance on crossborder investment. In order to ensure this quality companies should be vetted,
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selected and coached by mentors that are specifically experienced in investment
preparation on an international level. Feedback from the investment community
frequently finds weakness surrounding the following areas:
• financial information and understanding (valuation, projections, route to
market, lack of commercial team members)
• intellectual property and patents
• level of pitch preparation
The case studies below detail some types of support activity which were provided in
ACE to assist companies in securing cross-border investment.

Case Study: All Square
“All Square connects the power of people’s love for golf on one completely free,
accessible and engaging social media platform designed exclusively for golfers.”

Patrick Rahme, Co-Founder & CEO All Square accepting the ACE Award for Most Investor Ready

Company at the EBN Congress 2015
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Sector

Investment
Secured

Country

Stage of
Development

Services

€1.1 million

Luxembourg

Early

All Square gives golf clubs the opportunity to enhance their online presence
among a very targeted audience of golfers. The All Square
platform has a global reach and creates a strong marketing
avenue that forward-thinking golf clubs and brands can use
to increase incremental revenue. They use the latest social
media and app technologies to harness the passion for golf
on a community level. Their business model and solution
www.allsquaregolf.com
have been validated through strategic partnerships with
worldwide companies such as Troon Golf® and KPMG. Troon® partnered with
them to increase the overall visibility of their 230 resorts located in 27 countries
and 33 states. All Square received international recognition at the 2014 HSBC Golf
Innovation Forum and was shortlisted among the 100 most promising startups in
Amsterdam during the Red Herring Awards.

Supports provided
The following investment preparation supports were provided:
• investment preparation
• internationalisation preparation by local mentor – Catherine Delevoye,
Technoport
• participation in Silicon Stroll Bootcamp
• pitch deck review
• test pitch/dry run and feedback in advance of the Silicon Stroll Bootcamp
AllSquare Golf received a very positive investor feedback at the Silicon Stroll
bootcamp in November 2014. The feedback presented below is a collation
of approximately 12 evaluation sheets completed by international investors
throughout the company’s pitch.
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Impact on company growth
• secured cross-border Investment of €1.1million
• grew Team from 2 – 8 team members

Testimonial
“The Silicon Stroll Bootcamp was a great test and experience to get to know the ins
and outs of securing cross-border investment. The programme also offers excellent
mentoring and great networking opportunities with successful entrepreneurs and
leading technology companies.” Patrick RAHME, Co-Founder and CEO ALLSquare

Case Study: Tenderscout
“Increasing win-rates for sales teams”.
Tenderscout SaaS stops sales teams from writing losing
proposals and increases win rates for public sector contracts.
www.tenderscout.com

TenderScout applies competitive intelligence to predict
the outcome of procurement competitions for individual

companies. Our clients experience an average 11% return to the bottom line
through better sales force utilisation and increased sales.
Sector

Investment
Secured

Country

Stage of
Development

Services

€750,000

Ireland

Seed

The following investment preparation supports were provided:

Investment Preparation
• pitch brief – covering the core elements of a pitch deck and guidance on
common mistakes and presentation skills
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• test pitch and feedback
• guidance on the core elements of creating an investor ready business plan
• strategic review session with 3 investment preparation specialists who
provided a funding review of the investment opportunity

Impact on company growth
•
•
•
•
•
•

investor ready business plan prepared
investor ready pitch deck prepared
access to international investors
increased investor readiness
pitching opportunity at the Silicon Stroll Bootcamp (November 2014)
access to Tech Giant tour: Google, PayPal & IBM – “Future Insights, Trends and
Innovations”
• pitching opportunity at the ACE Summit, Milan March 2015

Testimonial
“Through Dublin BIC, I met with several mentors, who each provided different
perspectives on both our business opportunity and how it might best be positioned
to resonate with investors. The ACE programme afforded me several pitching
opportunities (Silicon Stroll in Dublin and the ACE Summit in Milan) where investor
readiness could be tested. The programme has enabled us to pivot our business
model to a point where we are much more credible in our discussions with investors.
We expect to successfully conclude our investment discussions in the coming
months with investors at a valuation that is much better than it might have been
had we not received such great support over the course of the programme.” Tony
Corrigan, CEO, Tenderscout
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Living Labs
Living Lab support enables researchers and entrepreneurs to test and co-develop
innovative solutions with feedback from target customers. Living Lab centres use
scientifically validated methods to support entrepreneurs to realise new product
ideas and concepts. Living Lab support services include:
•
•
•
•

early stage capture and validation of user interactions with products and services
development of prototypes for user interaction
creation of minimum viable products utilising an agile development process
development of business models route to market strategies

These are exemplified in the case study below. More detailed information on the role
of living labs in accelerating international growth and further examples can be found
in two dedicated publications on this topic:
i. living Lab Services for Business Support and Internationalisation by ENoLL, the
European Network of Living Labs 26
ii. EBN Technical Note 3: Living Labs - A smart practice for customer-driven
business support27 by the LiLa Project, a pioneer in the deployment of Living
Labs for internationalisation

Case Study: AgeWell Biometrics & iMinds
AgeWell Biometrics, a UK based startup, has
developed the Equilibrium™ application, a mobile
www. agewellbiometrics.com/

software balance assessment application that allows

healthcare professionals to quickly evaluate postural stability. Equilibrium™
is revolutionizing the way seniors are monitored for signs of musculoskeletal,
...........................................
26 http://europeanace.eu/index.php/guides
27 http://ebn.eu/downloads/TechnicalNote04Web.pdf
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neurological and vestibular dysfunction. The main goal within the Living Lab
services offered was to provide the necessary test data to calibrate and validate
the underlying algorithms.
The services iMinds Living Labs provided were related to the set-up and facilitation
of required tests, based upon a test protocol provided by AgeWell Biometrics.
How did iMinds detect stakeholders, users and actors on a foreign market?
With regard to the users, they were recruited and selected based upon profiles
determined by AgeWell. This differs from standard iMinds Living Lab practices as
often in the Living Lab tracks, user profiles are subject of a pre-research track and
interaction with the different partners. In our discussions with the company, it
was clear that they knew partly the health system in Belgium but that the input
and insights of the Living Lab experts were necessary to provide more elaborated,
detailed information. If AgeWell would have set up an implementation trial, then
the input of iMinds Living Labs with regard to appropriate stakeholders, actors
would have been crucial. Here the Living Lab plays an important ‘translation’ role
in which they try to map the companies’ local market or system set-up to the
Living Lab’s context.
What is the difference when building a Lab with a local company and
collaborating with a foreign SME?
Two main observations can be drawn from the AgeWell experience. First of all:
context. Within the health domain, in particular, the context in each country is
different. Therefore a sound contextualisation and briefing on the local setting is
essential. Without this, there can be a lot of (implicit) assumptions from both parties
which are not common or that differ and therefore lead to misinterpretations. These
assumptions can be on various levels ranging from organisational, economic and
legal perspectives to more practical elements such as ICT skills, ICT possession etc.
Second – and partly related to the first, is about communication. With AgeWell,
all communications have happened remotely. No face-to-face meetings have
occurred. Although various online tools have been used effectively we noticed that
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sometimes it would have been beneficial to have a physical meeting to explain.
Consequently the interaction with the client company is less than what normally
would be the case in a local Living Lab trial.
What have been the results of the Living Labs tests/services for SMEs? Do
these differ in home and international markets and if so how?
From the AgeWell Biometrics case we have two types of results. First of all we
have been able to provide the necessary ‘test-data’ in order to further develop the
algorithm as core of their service. Secondly, and partly related to the first point,
we were able to provide additional insights to the company. Not only with regard
to user experience but also more contextual information on the perception of
people with regard to service. Although it was not in the initial scope we could
provide user feedback with regard to elements like trust, privacy, perceived value.
In essence these results do not differ from other Living Lab tracks, as they are
the outcome of a specific approach, which we apply in most Living Lab cases.
However, from the companies’ perspective these are most likely new insights.
How can we build on this successful example to raise awareness of living
labs among SMEs?
To raise awareness of Living Labs among SMEs there are two main elements to
address. First of all SMEs need to be aware of Living Labs, what they do and which
added value that they can bring. Second, the expectations related to that, should
also be clear from the start. What can an SME expect from this Living Lab, what kind
of results or outcomes can it generate? In our first contacts with AgeWell Biometrics
we tried to be as precise as possible with regard to the possibilities and limitations
of the Living Lab and what type of results the various Living Lab approaches can
generate. In our experience, within ACE as beyond, companies are looking for a
solution to a certain problem. This means that in the first place it should be clear
what kind of answers, solutions a Living Lab can offer them. The methodology
applied and the added value of the Living Lab way is secondary to that.
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Growth
The recommendations in this Guidebook so far are based on the experience of
the EBN Soft-Landing Club and International Hub and the pilot ACE Acceleration
Programme, which supported the international growth of over 125 startups
from across Europe. However, many alternative approaches to the delivery of
highly customised support programmes to accelerate the international growth of
innovative SMEs exist on the marketplace today.
In this chapter we take a look at some of these alternative approaches that are yielding
particularly impressive results in their early years. From the KIC Inno-Energy Highway
sustainable energy accelerator, through the Lyon-Boston Big Booster acceleration
programme focussed on digital, health and clean-tech SMEs, to ACE Creative, a spinoff of the ACE Programme focussing in particular on ICT-driven creative SMEs.

Joshua Wies from AgeWell Biometrics accepting the ACE Award for Best Use of Living Labs for International Growth
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KIC Inno-Energy Highway
Interview with Jordi Lopez, Business Creation Manager

www.kic-innoenergy.com/bcs/kic-innoenergy-highway/

KIC InnoEnergy brings together academics, businesses and
research institutes to make a positive impact on sustainable
energy in Europe. What inspired you to launch the sectorspecific sustainable energy accelerator, KIC InnoEnergy
Highway, and how is it contributing to your overall goal?
After analyzing the different local entrepreneurship ecosystems where KIC InnoEnergy
is present we identified that to turn knowledge or a new invention into a real innovation
and launch it onto the market is not a linear process. Rather entrepreneurs, especially
the ones in sustainable energy face a lot of challenges: high capital needs at early
stages, long time to market, lack of access to markets and customers, etc. We saw
the need for and opportunity to create a European Accelerator with different entry
points across Europe that would complement the existing services offered by local
incubators or other existing local programmes for supporting entrepreneurship: the
KIC InnoEnergy Highway® was born. Our value proposition is : a) European scope, b)
specialization in sustainable energy, c) commitment to get the first customer and d)
the provision of high value services along the 4 key dimensions for success: technology,
market, team and access to finance. All these aspects are combined in a one-stop shop.
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The ventures supported through the KIC InnoEnergy Highway® contribute to the
overall objectives of KIC InnoEnergy (KIC IE) by bringing innovative solutions to the
market that address and solve European energy challenges such as the reduction of
CO2 emissions, the decrease of energy costs and security of the energy system, while
contributing to the growth of the economy and the creation of new jobs which are the
main goals of KIC IE as a company.
In addition to the 27 formal partners who are shareholders in KIC InnoEnergy
you have a network of 150 associate and project partners across Europe. How
do the formal and associate partners collaborate and how can new partners
get involved?
We are able to provide a European acceleration service covering the 4 dimensions
(technology, market, team and finance) and committed to finding the first customer
thanks to the fact that KIC IE has an extensive network of partners and they are involved
in different ways all along the Highway® from the selection process until the ventures
reach the commercial stage.
Indeed, partners do not only participate in the selection process but they also deliver
services and expertise when needed. Their participation in delivering the Highway®
services range from advice and support in the technology development (e.g. providing
access to their labs), providing valuable feedback on the market (e.g. customer
discovery), access to markets, or even being the launch customer of the startups
supported.
New partners can be part of KIC IE at different levels, it is an open collaborative network
and as long as they can provide value, we are happy to work together.
In less than 4 years you have supported 106 ventures from among the
thousands of applications you receive, resulting in the creation of 54 startups.
What are the key criteria you look for in a successful application?
Our selection process consists of two phases that the entrepreneur must pass through.
In the preliminary assessment, we look to see if the business idea is within the scope of
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KIC IE by looking at aspects like the energy related topic, the innovativeness, the time
to market and the team.
In a second stage we look at the opportunity behind that idea by looking at the
viability and feasibility of the technology and the potential market behind it. Another
key aspect for accepting cases is the team. Do the team or the individuals have the
right competencies, are they a complementary team? The team dimension has proved
to be a critical aspect for the success and failure of startups, which is why KIC IE has
developed a tool to assess the entrepreneurial competences of the members of the
teams which is another valuable input for the committee which finally decides whether
or not to accept the applicants.
All these aspects help KIC IE to identify good candidates with the potential and capacity
to succeed and also helps KIC IE to identify the applicant’s needs and where the venture
will require more support for successfully bring their solutions to the market.
What are the key challenges to accelerating the growth of European SMEs
you would like to see addressed over the next five years? What will your role
in meeting these challenges head on be?
The main challenges we foresee is how to support new ventures to go beyond local
markets and to raise funding that will allow them to grow and survive after 5 years of
being created.
At KIC IE we are working in facilitating access to new markets thanks to our European
network of partners and we have created a VC community in order to help our ventures
to have more possibilities to get funding.
We are also working on new service offerings for supporting the ventures in the
internationalisation of sales and the manufacturing scale-up as these are two of the
main challenges in the growing stage.
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Big Booster
Interview with Cédric Grignard, Director Technologies and
Smart City, Big Booster partner Invest in Lyon

www.bigbooster.org

Big Booster marks a new era of collaboration between Lyon and Boston, two
digital innovation hubs, each built on a strong ecosystem on either side of
the Atlantic. How did this collaboration come about and what do you hope it
will achieve?
Lyon and Boston share similar economic and business ecosystems, with strong life
sciences, cleantech and digital sectors and a smart city approach. By joining forces for
Big Booster, both Lyon and Boston will benefit mutually, leveraging expertise in both
cities to assist European startups to reach world-class level and compete with their
Asian and North American peers. A thorough scouting and sourcing process means
that we can cherry pick the crème de la crème of startups to support. Both authorities
welcome the opportunity to learn from each other, sharing knowledge and expertise.
You made a conscious decision to focus on the health, digital and cleantech
sectors. Tell us a little about the thinking behind this.
Lyon has been leading the path in France and in Europe in Life Sciences for many years
with worldwide renowned companies, KOL, labs and universities as well as the second
largest hospital network in France.
Throughout its history, Lyon has been strong in chemistry and mechanics, two
underlying drivers of cleantech. In recent years we have worked hard to reshape and
transform our historic industrial assets to compete in the twenty-first centuty.
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Other Approaches to Accelerating International 5
Growth
As for digital, digital technologies touch every sector today. Big Booster’s focus on
digital recognises this an the need to foster the development of a strong base in digital
contents and video games where Lyon has always been leading the way. By partnering
with Boston in Big Booster, Lyon hopes to reinforce its expertise in these sectors even
further.
Within three weeks of launching Big Booster’s first call you received over 100
applications, not just from Lyon but from China, Egypt, Lebanon, Tunisia
and all across Europe. How important is Lyon’s participation in international
innovation networks to your strategy for economic growth?
In today’s global economy, the most successful actors are those who adopt a holistic
and pragmatic approach with international partners. Lyon owes its place among the
successful to its international strategy, which is based upon reciprocal give and take
relationships with international stakeholders. We also benefit from closer partnerships
with a small group of very close partners, including the cities we collaborate with.
Boston is definitely one of them. In addition to Big Booster, more intensive collaborations
between the two cities are in the pipeline.
What are the key challenges to accelerating the growth of European SMEs you
would like to see addressed over the next five years? Can you already suggest
some solutions?
We believe that cross-disciplinary approach is a must where boundaries between
sectors are every day more blurred. Yet project cycles are radically different in the life
sciences and digital sectors. The matching of both sectors’ time scales is certainly a
challenge where business actors must be agile and flexible – hence the advantage to
be a startup or an SME.
Another challenge for SMEs is working withlarge multinationals. This can be
exacerbated when they are from different cultures (both business and geographic).
Understanding these differences is undoubtedly key to increasing chances of success
when it comes to cross-border collaboration. Both sides need to be very aware of the
other’s added-value to avoid mere acquisition or poor collaboration.
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Growth
Investment, the backbone of a startup launch, may be more of a “technical” issue for
European SMEs as they should be gaining more worldwide attention and thus interest
from international investments in the coming years. The investment step should
certainly not be overlooked, but hopefully it shall get easier every day for European
startups to raise international funds in our global economy.

Case Study: ACE Creative – Adapting the ACE
Approach for Creative & Digital Industries
ACE Creative is a spin-off of the original pilot ACE
Programme that aims to support the international
growth of ICT-driven creative SMEs. Why did you
think this sector-specific focus was necessary?
The creative economy is a source of growth in the EU, accounting for 4.5% of
total EU GDP, employing 6.7 million people in the EU and accounting for more
than 4% of the EU external exports. Moreover, the value of the creative economy
is not only intrinsic but, as recognised in the Europe 2020 strategy, the cultural
and creative industries are important drivers of economic and social innovation
in other sectors.
Despite this promising potential for growth 80% of companies in the creative
sector are sole-traders or micro-SMEs employing only a handful of people,
indicating substantial and very real difficulties for the growth of small companies
within this sector and a need to develop blueprints for their sustainability and
growth. In response to these challenges, ACE Creative networks innovation
support players harnessing their regional strengths into a European ecosystem
of supports to meet the needs of two specific groups of end-user SMEs: creative
industry SMEs exploiting advanced technologies and ICT SMEs innovating in the
field of creative industries.

54

Other Approaches to Accelerating International 5
Growth
What elements of the original pilot ACE Programme do you replicate in ACE
Creative and what do you do differently?
As in the original pilot ACE Programme, ACE Creative focuses on the provision
of highly customised support to SMEs and startups through a local mentor and
international support team. Support on offer ranges from expert mentoring
through access to finance and investment readiness training to introductions
to potential clients and partners and office space abroad. As in the original pilot
ACE Programme, another important ACE Creative service is access to networking
events. To this end we will run fifteen International Bootcamps across Europe for
ICT-driven creative startups and SMEs, in partnership with established creative
industry events such as the Creative Business Cup.
How can potential partners and interested startups and SMEs get involved
with ACE Creative?
When it launched in January 2015 ACE Creative had eleven full and six associate
EU|BIC, accelerator and other business support partners from fifteen European
countries. Our goal is to grow this network to over 100 partners from across the
EU and beyond by the end of 2016. If your organisation is interested you can sign
up today at www.acecreative.eu. Startups and SMEs can also register at www.
acecreative.eu to ensure they are among the first informed when registration
opens for new International Bootcamps and when the second call for applications
for customised support programmes is launched in 2016. Finally, the sectorspecific approach of ACE Creative shows promise for the future expansion of the
ACE approach into other vertical sectors.
To discuss more sector-specific iterations of ACE please contact the EBN Team at
info@ebn.eu.
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6 Checklist
Managing the international support process can be challenging for startups. With
limited financial and human resources available, startups need to carefully manage
their interaction with international support teams to ensure successful outcomes.
In the hope of making it somewhat more manageable, we conclude this publication
with the checklist below, inspired by the ACE and EBN International Hub experiences.
First though, we thank you for reading to the end and invite you to get in touch with
your feedback by emailing info@ebn.eu

Checklist
Have clear deliverables and milestones been established with the
international support team.

Is there an agreed communication process (e.g. weekly Skype calls, email
updates etc.)?

56

Checklist 6
Is access to on-site soft landing/incubation facilities and services a
requirement and, if so, when is the time right to avail of those services?

Are soft landings facilities/services available within the budget of the startup
company looking to internationalise?

Are face-to-face meetings required and can these be arranged with mentors,
partners and potential customers? At some stage, there may be a necessity
to meet with mentors to explore and discuss issues in more detail, these
should be scheduled in cost effective manner, ensuring efficient use of
time. Meetings with potential customers are always desirable and are often
dependent on the willingness and availability of the potential customer. In
these instances, it is important that the startup is fully prepared for such
meetings.
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