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Biotech was one of the most invested 
and innovative industries in terms of 
fast-growing companies on a European 
level over the past few years

(European ScaleUp Monitor, 2021)
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In the Netherlands, Biotech is also gaining momentum (Dealroom, 2022)*: 
• Between 2020 and 2021, funds increased by 66%. 

Female founders in the Dutch Biotech scene are, however, experiencing an 
opposite trend (Dealroom, 2022)*:   
• A sizable decrease of 67% is observed between the funds received in 2020 

and 2021 while the funds for the industry overall increased by 66%.   

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

2020 2021 2022

Amount of VC Investment (in $ million)

Amount of VC Investment to female founders (in $ million)

*these numbers are until mid-October 2022
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DAB.bio is a biotechnology (biotech) company 
aiming to accelerate the bioeconomy, in Planet 
B.io, at the Biotech Campus of Delft. As the expert 
in extractive fermentation, DAB.bio offers tailor-
made solutions to companies which aim to bring 
bio-renewable compounds to market, enabling 
impactful solutions. Kirsten Herben-Steinbusch, 
CTO of DAB.bio, shares her insights as a female 
entrepreneur in the biotech industry. Kirsten was 
introduced to the world of entrepreneurship via 
her PhD research project in which she developed 
a new sustainable biofuel production method, at 
Wageningen University. Steinbusch then discovered 
a new innovation, which she turned into a startup 
named ChainCraft in 2014. Sometime later, she 
became the CEO of DAB.bio - a position she held 
already for six and a half years. However, soon she 
realised that “companies grow bigger and you 
have to know what you are good at. I am good at 
bringing ideas into something investable, tangible 
and attractive for the market, while building a 
team that will bring the technology to the next 
level. So, I was chosen to be the CTO of DAB.bio,” 
Steinbusch explains.  

Entrepreneurship as a means 
of social change

“I always wanted to make impact. Since I was 
a little girl, I wanted to change the world”, 
Steinbusch says. Creating a sustainable society 
takes good ideas that make it into the market, 
according to the serial entrepreneur. Accepting 
the reality of a capitalistic society helps you 
identify opportunities, ideas, “business models 
that work and players in the field (companies 
and governmental organisations) who have the 
incentive to invest in exploitation of the ideas”, 
Steinbusch states. Furthermore, in the biotech 
industry, technology might take ten up to fifteen 
years for a company to make it to the market, 
which requires a variety of skillsets, people and 
resources over time. Therefore, “growing a 
company means growing yourself,” which is 
a substantial part of staying motivated to make 
a change and market innovations, according 
to Steinbusch.  Therefore, entrepreneurship for 
Kirsten is not only defined by making a profit, but 
in a broader sense of identifying opportunities and 
bringing them further. 

DAB.bio
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“...companies grow bigger and you have to know what you are 
good at. I am good at bringing ideas into something investable, 
tangible and attractive for the market, while building a team that 
will bring the technology to the next level.”
 - Kirsten Herben-Steinbusch

 CTO of DAB.bio & Co-Founder of ChainCraft
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The challenge of maintaining a 
work-life balance    

“I love the biotech industry and I do not see 
myself easily working in a different sector”, 
Steinbusch reveals. However, firms that take up 
to fifteen years to make it to the market often 
experience many ups and downs, according to 
the serial entrepreneur. Hence, work-life balance 
remains a big challenge, even after so many years 
of experience. “There are no tips and tricks for 
achieving a good work-life balance”, the CTO 
explains. Nevertheless, Steinbusch states that 
every innovation in any industry requires attention, 
so she is not certain whether such a challenge 
is sector-related.  Steinbusch emphasises the 
importance of building a network and reaching 
out to others for advice and mentorship. The 
entrepreneur states that society requires more 
innovators and entrepreneurs to fight current and 
upcoming challenges, encouraging all individuals 
to face their fears and proceed with their ideas. 
“Even if you fail, you learn a lot so that the next 
time you can do better”, Steinbusch concludes.  
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Embrace new leadership styles    

Although Steinbusch has observed a fifty-fifty 
ratio of female and male graduates in the health 
sciences,  Steinbusch questions “why only 10% 
of these females end up as an entrepreneur”. In 
addition, she reveals that she never experienced 
any form of gender discrimination in raising funds 
and recognises that not all female professionals 
want to be entrepreneurs. However, “sometimes 
you see investors who want to support a person 
that leads with a strong voice”, Steinbusch 
admits. Hence, it is probably time to acknowledge 
stark differences in leadership styles and allow 
space for less “alpha male” elements.  Kirsten 
highlighted Brené Brown’s book Dare to Lead, 
which encourages us to lead by example, 
encourage bravery and lead with vulnerability, talk 
about shame and show empathy. Don’t punish the 
failures but focus on the learnings and lead with 
whole hearts. “Daring to be different and daring 
to fail is brave leadership, not necessarily being 
an alpha”, Steinbusch states. The complexity 
of the female representation matter remains.  A 
first step towards a potential solution could start 
with the acceptance of the different skills and 
approaches people carry within a company in 
order to open up space for diversity and inclusion. 
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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.
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