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SHELEADSIntroducing SHELEADS

The world has faced unprecedented challenges over the past few years: 
from economic downturn to geopolitical conflict, from a global pandemic 
to the climate crisis. At the same time, there are signs of unprecedented 
resilience with the rise of innovative solutions to the world’s most pressing 
problems thanks to the efforts of influential entrepreneurs and leaders 
across the globe.  

One of the global challenges that is being addressed is the gender gap. 
According to World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index for 
20211, gender parity is at 68%. This is a step back compared to 2020 as 
we experience an increase in inequality between men and women. At this 
rate, it could take up to 136 years to eliminate the worldwide gender gap. 
Western Europe stands out as a global leader when it comes to gender 
equality. At the current relative pace, the gender gap here can potentially 
be closed in 52 years.  

Nevertheless, women are argued to be the largest untapped entrepreneurial 
and leadership potential in Europe due to the low levels of representation in 
entrepreneurship and leadership.2 In the technology domain, for instance, 
the number of female tech founders in Europe remains under 15% while an 
average of 25% of tech jobs are held by women.3 Research indicates that 
young female leaders and entrepreneurs are faced with a wide range of 
challenges that they feel inhibit their ability to lead and grow their businesses 
effectively. This ranges from lack of self-confidence to discrimination, bias 
and negative stereotyping4. One way in which we can bridge this gender 
gap and empower female entrepreneurship in the ecosystem is to enable 
the next generation of female entrepreneurs and leaders to learn from 
successful role models5.

As the very first edition of the SHE LEADS Dashboard, this publication aims 
to serve as an inspiration for future leaders and entrepreneurs by providing 
exposure to a range of remarkable female role models in the Netherlands. 
The purpose of this dashboard is to encourage the next generation of female 
entrepreneurs and leaders to take the next step and achieve their growth 
ambitions. This is the first of many publications to ensure that empowering 
female entrepreneurship and leadership stays high on the agenda. This 
dashboard specifically highlights 50 inspirational women who are a force 
to be reckoned with, who fall under the categories Serial Entrepreneurship, 
Scaling Up, Social Impact, Digital Transformation and Science. Later 
publications will provide quantitative insights and dive deeper into the 
experiences of these women by sharing the stories behind their success.  

We hope that you enjoy reading our inaugural SHE LEADS Dashboard 2022 
that celebrates female entrepreneurs and leaders of today and inspires 
those of tomorrow.    

 



SHELEADS DASHBOARD 2022Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship

4
SHELEADS
in Serial Entrepreneurship

Janneke Niessen

(CO-)FOUNDER OF:

Capital-T, VCVolt, Inspiring Fifty, 
Improve Digital, DQ&A

 

Martine Rooth

(CO-)FOUNDER OF:

Smiler, Solvo, eHealth88, 
Fysiovoorjou.nl

 

Jacqueline
van den Ende

(CO-)FOUNDER OF:

Carbon Equity, Lamudi Philippines, 

Rot.jong, De Kleine Consultant 

Ilse van Ravenstein

(CO-)FOUNDER OF:

Involve, Dit Heeheeft zin, 
Subconsious impact, Evolve, 
Revolve

Gervaise Coebergh

(CO-)FOUNDER OF:

Coebergh Communicatie & PR, 
underpromise.agency, SPICE PR 
Amsterdam, VERTOV, BeterThuis

Marijn Pijnenborg

(CO-)FOUNDER OF:

Winc Academy, Boralis, Solvo, 
Mannenmedia, Auto.nl, Funda

Elske Doets

(CO-)FOUNDER OF:

Doets Reizen, YLBA, BUDDYBOLD, 
ElskeRahma Foundation 

Steffy Roos 
du Maine
(CO-)FOUNDER OF:

Mindful & Miljonair, Juridisch Bureau 
Letselschade & Gezondheidsrecht, 
Medisch Advies Bureau, Business & 
Bubbles, Books & Bubbles, Globals 
Foundation

Entrepreneurs undoubtedly face several difficulties when starting 
a company, while female entrepreneurs face an additional range 
of challenges. These outstanding entrepreneurs beat the odds 
and successfully started multiple companies.

Carla Snepvangers

(CO-)FOUNDER OF:

Winc Academy, Boralis, ACE 
Concepts + Events, Kromhouthal, 
Niehe Media, Dido Productions, 
SNEP Communications

“If you’re building a business, make sure 
you don’t forget to have fun. Have a plan 
based on assumptions and know that things 
always go differently. Stay relaxed and fo-
cussed and enjoy the ride!”

- Carla Snepvangers
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Flavia Paganelli
Co-founder of 30MHz

SHELEADS
in Scaling Up

Fleur van Vliet
Co-founder of 30MHz 
| founder & managing 
partner of 9apps 

Ineke Kooistra
CEO of The Works & 
YoungCapital

Marieke 
van de Rakt
CMO of Yoast

Caroline van Velze
Co-founder & Creative 
Director of Zuiver  

Chaya Oosterbroek
COO of Yoast

Floortje van 
Bovene
Co-founder & Lightworker 
at Spectral 

Miranda Luijk-van 
der Graag
Co-founder of Drogist.nl 

Cindy Broersen
Director of Breedweer

Growing a company into a scaleup is an impressive feat that few 
(under 5% of)6 entrepreneurs and leaders manage to achieve. These 
outstanding women have overcome the difficulties of scaling and 
lead the fastest-growing companies in the Netherlands. 

Sharon Hilgers
Founder & CEO of My 
Jewellery 

“If you can dream it, you can do it.”

- Sharon Hilgers

Scaleup & Social Impact 
entrepeneur
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Eva Gouwens
CEO of Fairphone

SHELEADS
in Social Impact

Tessa Wernink
Founder of What if We Get 
It Right? & Co-founder of 
Fairphone 

Willemijn Verloop
Founder of War Child 
Holland & Social Enterprise 
NL

Charlotte Melkert
Co-founder & CEO of 
Equalture

Thalita van Ogtrop 
Founder & CEO of The Next 
Closet, Founding member 
of Circle Economy, 
Founder of Professional 
Passionates  

Fleur Melkert
Co-founder & CCO of 
Equalture

Katrin Schepp 
General Counsel, Chief 
Business Development 
Officer & founder of 
TheSocialMedwork 

Rebekah Braswell
Co-founder & CCO of Land 
Life Company

Judith Joan Walker
Founder & director of SDG 
ACE Foundation & COO of 
African Clean Energy

These inspiring women are driven by social impact and lead 
mission-driven organisations that play a key role in solving the 
pressing societal and environmental problems that the world is 
currently facing.  

Willemijn Stoffels
Co-founder & COO of Land 
Life Company

Lindy Hensen
Co-founder of 
PeelPioneers & Tekkoo 

Eva Gladek 
Founder & CEO Metabolic 
& Co-founder of Dayrize.

Social Impact & Scaleup 
entrepeneur
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Vivianne 
Bendermacher
Founder of Techionista 
Academy 

Julia Veldhuijzen
van Zanten
Co-founder & CMO of 
LifeSense

Benedicte Guichard
Co-founder & Head of 
Marketing of Cleeng 

Hedwig Heinsman
Co-founder & CCO of 
Aectual and Co-founder of 
DUS Architects

Soukaina Adnane
Founder & VP Branding and 
Communication of Onera 

Martine de Wit
Co-founder & CPO of 
Aectual 

Bernadette 
Wijnings
Founder & co-CEO at 
Blano Fintech

Jamie Maria 
Schouren
Co-founder & CSO of Deity

Diane Janknegt
Founder of WizeNoze 

Digital solutions are key drivers of growth and innovation. By 
leading companies that are at the forefront of the digital age, these 
women are the outstanding changemakers in their industries. 

“Be more assertive and confident. Cut out 
the noise, trust your gut, own it, and just 
go.”
 
- Willemijn Schneyder-Valbracht

Willemijn 
Schneyder-Valbracht
CEO & founder of 
SwipeGuide

SHELEADS
in Digital Transformation
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Scientific knowledge can bring new technologies and innovations to 
the market through university spinoffs - a unique type of company that 
bridges the gap between academia and industry. These are the inspiring 
female leaders of spinoffs from Dutch universities.

Dr. Merel Boers
Co-founder & CEO of 
Nicolab 

Dr. Saskia 
Neubacher
Co-founder & CEO of 
Incircular

Dr. Marit 
Farenhorst
Co-founder & director of 
in2Care 

Dr. Els van der 
Helm
Co-founder & CEO of 
Shleep

Dr. Kirsten Herben-
Steinbusch 
Founder of ChainCraft & 
CTO of DAB 

Dr. Marjolein 
Helder 
Founder & CEO of Plant-e 

Veronique De 
Bruijn
CEO of Phontal

Eline van Beest
CEO of Hybridize 
Therapeutics, co-founder 
& investor at Blue Sparrows 
MedTech Fund

“I want to encourage all women in STEM 
to make a leap of faith and decide to jump 
into entrepreneurship because the world 
deserves your ideas. Future can also be 
created through us, not just something that 
happens.” 

- Dr. Cinzia Silvestri

Dr. Cinzia Silvestri
Founder & CEO of Bi/ond

SHELEADS
in Science
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SHELEADSImportance of Women Leaders & 
Entrepreneurs in Science

When I talk to others about SHE LEADS, I typically get one of two types of 
responses. The first one is surprise (“is this really still an issue today?”); the 
second one is denial (“I don’t think there is an issue here”). Interestingly, I 
found myself in the same position not too long ago. Until I started looking 
at the numbers. 

For academia, about 44% of the PhD candidates are women; yet only 26% 
of full professors and 31% of associate professors are female7. Another 
report shows that while half of the administrators in higher education are 
women, their share in executive leadership roles is less than 40%. Moreover, 
they tend to occupy the lowest-paid and less-senior positions8. In similar 
vein, female scientists are also less likely to commercialize their knowledge9 
or to fund a university spinoff10. These numbers are surprising because 
organizations and leadership teams that exhibit gender diversity are found 
to be more profitable and to create more value11. So, is this still an issue 
today? YES IT IS.  

Women leaders and entrepreneurs are important for a number of reasons: 

1. Contribute to diversity in teams. Be it executive management teams 
in an academic organization or a founding team of a new startup, 
team diversity pays off. It boosts innovation by enhancing creativity, 
encouraging the search for new perspectives and information, resulting 
in better problem solving and decision making12. Economically, team 
diversity exploits human capital previously wasted, and fuels an engine 
of economic growth13.    

2. Act as role models. Whether you are a young girl dreaming about the 
future, or a recent PhD graduate, we all need role models. Someone 
who inspires you. Someone who looks like you. To make you feel that 
you could be that person when you grow up. Research has brought to 
light that role models can provide learning, motivation, and inspiration 
and they help to define self-concept, as a new leader or entrepreneur, 
and shape attitudes towards success (self-efficacy)14.

3. Be a magnet for the leaders and entrepreneurs of the future. By 
increasing the number of women leaders and entrepreneurs in science, 
we create an effect that will be self-sustaining. People have the tendency 
to hire and promote others that look like them. Initially breaking through 
this ceiling can turn this mechanism into a positive feedback loop. For 
example, research shows that the more women participate in science, 
the more the gender-science stereotypes lose ground15. 

Taken together, creating a positive societal impact benefits from having 
more women involved in academic leadership roles and in startup founding 
teams. Let SHE LEADS be the platform where the leaders and entrepreneurs 
of the future can be inspired and find their role models. An environment 
where you can feel supported. Where women stand strong and support 
each other.

Prof. Vareska van de Vrande
Academic Lead of Erasmus Enterprise  & 

Professor of Collaborative Innovation and Business Venturing 
at Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University.
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SHELEADSSHELEADS in the future

The glass ceiling has already been broken and these outstanding women who 
are leading in the Dutch ecosystem are a testament to that. Unfortunately, 
not enough young women think that they have the ability or opportunity 
to start their own businesses and take up leadership positions. This is often 
because there are few role models that they can relate and look up to. 
It is therefore crucial to have and expose the next generation of female 
entrepreneurs and leaders to more female role models. This is why this 
very first edition of the SHE LEADS Dashboard encompasses women across 
various categories in order to inspire young women from all walks of life. 

When compiling this list of inspirational women, there was an overwhelming 
amount of impact-driven female entrepreneurs and leaders in the 
Netherlands. This reflects findings from a global study demonstrating that 
women entrepreneurs are indeed more motivated by social impact than 
money.  With more women in the lead, we therefore not only come a step 
closer towards gender parity but also a step closer towards solving the 
world’s most pressing societal and environmental problems. 

Before we reach gender parity when women are not celebrated for being 
female entrepreneurs and leaders but merited for the impact they create 
irrespective of their gender, it is important to put women in the spotlight. 
We hope that by making this step to focus on female role models, it leads 
to a world in which gender does not make it more difficult for women 
to succeed in entrepreneurship and leadership. Advice from Judith Joan 
Walker (founder & director of SDG ACE Foundation & COO of African Clean 
Energy), who features in SHELEADS in Social Impact, to the next generation 
of female entrepreneurs and leaders:

“Do not assume that others know better, are more experienced or are more 
capable. With all the resources available for free online, you are as capable 
as you are willing to work hard. You are allowed to start small, learn while 
you grow and remember to celebrate even small successes, truly great 
things take time and are built in many small increments.”

The SHE LEADS Dashboard 2022 celebrates the successes of all female 
entrepreneurs and leaders today and hopes to encourage entrepreneurs and 
leaders of tomorrow to start today. This is only the beginning. It is the first 
of many publications dedicated to empowering female entrepreneurship 
and leadership. Stay tuned for follow-up publications, including quantitative 
insights and deep dives into the experiences of these exceptional women!
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The insights shared within the SHE LEADS Dashboard 2022 are a result of 
a combination of qualitative and quantitative research approaches. Based 
on an internally constructed database of 300+ women leaders (at least 
five years in a C-level position) and women entrepreneurs (founders of 
companies that are more than three years old) based in the Netherlands, 
a sample of women to highlight in this very first edition of the dashboard 
is carefully selected. In addition to the (internal) database Erasmus Centre 
for Entrepreneurship has created for the long-term research on scaleups, 
among which for the annual ScaleUp Dashboard and Top 250 Scaleups 
publications, external sources studied through desk research for this 
dashboard are: Dealroom, LinkedIn, and a synthesis of existing lists such as 
The Next Women, MT/Sprout, Ondernemerslijst, etc.
   
The selection of SHE LEADS in Serial Entrepreneurship is based on evidence 
that these women have founded at least four organisations (companies or 
foundations). The selection of SHE LEADS in Scaling Up is based on evidence 
that the company that the women have founded meet the Eurostat-OECD 
definition (2007) of a scaleup: annual growth-rate of 20% or more per year 
in employees and/or turnover over a measurement period of at least three 
years. We used the measurement period up to 2020 (as per the selection 
of Top 250 Scaleups 2020 and Top 250 Scaleups 2021). The selection of 
SHE LEADS in Social Impact is based on organisations that are not profit-
driven and business models that are clearly driven by creating social impact 
using qualitative insights from company descriptions. The selection of SHE 
LEADS in Digital Transformation is based on evidence of a clear application 
of digital technologies in the company led/founded by the women. We 
also took into consideration the diversity of products/services offered, so 
that a variety of industries are represented. The selection of SHE LEADS in 
Science is based on evidence that the company led/founded by the women 
are spinoffs. The Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate (EZK)’s 
definition of spinoffs is used: “start-ups that are primarily based on a recent 
discovery resulting from scientific research of Dutch Universities, Medical 
Centres and institutes of NWO and KNAW”.  

The following people contributed to the content of this inaugural edition of 
the SHE LEADS Dashboard: 

• Katty Hsu (Senior Researcher and Startup Facilitator, Erasmus Centre 
for Entrepreneurship) 

• Annique de Greef (Programme Lead Female Entrepreneurship & Head 
of Education, Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship) 

• Annemieke Rijke (Director of Nederlandse Vereniging voor 
Cosmetische Geneeskunde | Co-founder of the Ondernemende 
Vrouwen Fonds)  

• Hadewych Cels (Owner of Karmijn Kapitaal |Co-founder of the 
Ondernemende Vrouwen Fonds) 

• Prof. Vareska van de Vrande (Academic Lead of Erasmus Enterprise 
| Professor of Collaborative Innovation and Business Venturing at 
Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University)  

• Prof. Dr. Justin Jansen (Academic Director of Erasmus Centre 
for Entrepreneurship | Professor of Corporate Entrepreneurship at 
Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University) 

• Leonardo Fuligni (Deputy Director & Head of Scaleup Research, 
Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship) 

• Boris de Veer   (Marketing & Design,   Erasmus Centre for 
Entrepreneurship) 

• Michel van Dalfzen (Junior Researcher, Erasmus Centre for 
Entrepreneurship)

• Thom Busch (Junior Project Member, Erasmus Centre for 

SHELEADS DASHBOARD 2022Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship
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Ondernemende Vrouwen Fonds 

The Ondernemende Vrouwen Fonds is an ecosystem of women that aims 
to encourage young women to reach their ambitions and funds research 
into the causes of the gender gap. The fund strives for diversity in science, 
encourages female entrepreneurship and is driven by the dream of equality 
in feminine and masculine qualities at university and later in the workplace. 
All studies show that a balance of male and female qualities in the workplace 
leads to better results. Yet women remain at a disadvantage for the time 
being.
  
“We strongly believe in role-models. By funding initiatives such as the SHE 
LEADS Dashboard, but also coaching, case-studies and guest lectures, we 
aim to offer young entrepreneurs the diverse role models we so sorely 
missed when we were students.” 

- Annemieke Rijke (Co-founder of the Ondernemende Vrouwen Fonds)

   

Jong Ondernemerschap Fonds

The Jong Ondernemerschap Fonds was established to encourage young 
entrepreneurship. The founders each established this fund to support research, 
education, events and initiatives that contribute to an entrepreneurial mindset 
of students, the development of knowledge, methodologies, theories, tools 
and processes related to entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial activities of 
and by students. This fund stimulates entrepreneurship projects of the future.

SHELEADS DASHBOARD 2022Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship

Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship

Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship is Europe’s leading entrepreneurship 
centre. Driven by the belief that entrepreneurship is the most important 
condition for innovation, we strive to weave entrepreneurship into people’s 
DNA, leveraging the knowledge and network of Erasmus University 
Rotterdam, a university founded by entrepreneurs more than 100 years ago.

Interested?
For further questions, reach out to us via the contact details below. 

Katty Hsu & Annique de Greef
Research@ece.nl 
+31 10 302 1331

The project is supported by the Ondernemende Vrouwen Fonds and 
Jong Ondernemschap Fonds of Erasmus Trustfonds
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