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Known for our open culture and strong focus
on entrepreneurship and innovation, the
Netherlands scores as one of Europe’s top
scale-up nations. However, the measures taken
to restrict the spreading of the coronavirus in
the Netherlands have led to a drop in sales and
financial difficulties for these companies too.
That’s why we had a closer look at our Top 250
Scale-ups and investigated how some of them
act to cope with this Corona Crisis.

As we learned from our scale-up research,
resilient companies repeatedly reassess their
business models and take time to reflect
and identify opportunities for growth. It is
crucial for companies to figure out how their
customers’ needs have changed. Zoltner, Sinha
and Lorimer (2020) highlights the importance
to reconsider what customers now value, and
what the (sales) organization’s role in delivering
that value can be. “As the situation changes and
new information emerges, a nimble mindset
will be essential for adapting rapidly.”

A crisis like this requires a flexible attitude,
strong adaptability and an innovative mindset.
Scale-ups often excel in these areas, they think
and act to disrupt current markets and by doing
so, grow rapidly. Based on multi-year research
into scale-ups in the Netherlands, we identified
earlier this year a number of factors that
influence the growth of these companies. In
this report we translated the growth factors to
the current crisis and asked scale-ups from the
list how they react to these challenging market
conditions.

1. Stay connected to your customers
During times of intense disruption, we see
that the interviewed scale-ups first focus on
understanding the risks to their businesses.
In addition to their scalable business models,
successful companies such as YoungCapital
and Coolblue have established early on what
their growth formula is and how they can use
it optimally. However, the current crisis brings
different challenges for them to practice the
growth formula and attract
new customers. At the same time, the scaleups indicate that this crisis is also an opportunity
to earn the trust and credibility of their existing

customers. The scale-ups find it more important
than ever to remind your customers that you
are there to support them, by continuing to
provide excellent service and hopefully have
them return to your business in the future.
In order to do so, companies had to find creative
ways to engage with their customers and think
deeply about what they need in this time. Lucas
Hulsebos, co-owner and CEO of DVJ Insights:
‘As a market research agency, we suffer from
the cost-saving measures from companies
as this crisis expands. For us there is no other
option than to cope with the situation that the
demand for regular market research is now on
a low.’ To stay connected to their customers
and still add value, DVJ Insights started to use
their experience and time to analyze consumer
behavior for their existing clients, to help them
understand the current customer needs. ‘The
passion for our work made us think about new
ways to share our knowledge with the market.
We offer our research for free, because we
believe strongly that you should help people, in
any way possible.’
Another example comes from Oscar Diele, coowner and COO of Flinders, design store and
online webshop: ‘Of course, some things are
different now, but we communicate honestly
and openly about this towards our customers.
It is precisely in this time that our customers can
think along with us and we have more time to
contact one-on-one. That’s how we came up
with the idea to give interior advice remotely.
This way we can still help our customers.’ Such
tactics improves business resilience in the
present and may shape your consumer views
in the future.

Adapt your business model to
new markets and needs

Companies can proactively utilize their free time
to anticipate both threats and opportunities
by refining business strategies and related
processes. For example, finance & consultancy
agency Staan took steps to anticipate and
adjust their business model to influence their
environments. Managing Partner Danny ‘t
Hoen: ‘We have ensured that not only our
existing business can continue (online), but we
have also explored new initiatives. For example,
we now use our recruitment consultants,
who normally recruit finance professionals, to
recruit healthcare professionals. Next to this,
we started supporting our customers in their
cashflow planning. We noticed that companies
hardly have a good overview of their financial
situation.’ This shows the characteristic
flexibility and readiness to adapt from scaleups, which is especially important right now. By
following new, short-time needs in the market
your company can generate a cashflow that
will help your company continue running after
the crisis. However, Staan also plans for long-

term initiatives. Danny: ‘We think positively
about the future, making virtue of necessity.
We have promptly responded to new needs in
the market, and I wouldn’t be surprised if this
will lead to permanent new business activities
and even a shift in our future direction. We
are already working on expanding and further
developing this new initiatives.’
Chief Marketing Officer of GoDataDriven Walter
van der Scheer is also optimistic of the shortterm changes the company had to make to
survive on the long-term: ‘We normally offer
our trainings in data & AI skills at our offline
academy. After we had to close our office, we
started offering our trainings online, allowing
ongoing processes to continue. We now offer
our training in the form of a virtual classroom,
with a live trainer, whiteboard, online, handson exercises and opportunities for students to
collaborate on assignments. Many participants
react very enthusiastically to this way of
training. They even experience this online
training as more effective than on-site training.’
Especially in the first two weeks the company
had to make some adjustments in organizing,
planning and preparing the training and used
materials. Walter describes an example of this;
‘Our trainings now runs per half day instead of
whole days, so that home workers also have
time for family, home schooling of the children
and caring tasks.’ Insights from a research by
McKinsey & Company highlights the importance
of demonstrating such flexibility to customers
during times of hardship.

‘We think positively about the future, making virtue of
necessity. We have promptly responded to new needs
in the market, and I wouldn’t be surprised if this will
lead to permanent new business activities and even a
shift in our future direction. We are already working on
expanding and further developing this new initiatives.’
Danny ‘t Hoen
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3. Employee first
In times of crisis it is important for business
owners to show leadership, because how you
lead your people matters now more than ever.
Research on earlier financial crises shows that
human capital has a crucial role in mitigating
the effects of an economic crisis. Leaders
need their skilled and motivated workforce to
provide a foundation of innovation needed to
survive the conditions of a crisis (Zouaghi et
al. 2018). A companies’ employees are always
their most valuable assets. If they lose their best
ones during the crisis, rebuilding operations is
going to be even more difficult (Bartik et al.,
2020). Leaders need to demonstrate care and
diligence, good faith, proper use of information
and position themselves in the best interests
of the company to endure this economically
uncertain period.
Our research into scale-ups shows that carrying
out the organisation’s core values in all business
activities is one of the most important growth
factors. What companies do for their people
during a crisis is a true test of whether the core
values are real and lived, or merely sayings on a
post or a webpage. Van Moof, offering electric
city bikes, is showing their values through their
virtues: ‘Our way of interacting, helping each
other and working as a team for a greater
purpose remain the same. Especially at times
like this, with so much change occurring and
uncertainty about the future, our core values
are more important and stronger than ever.’
For most of the interviewed scale-ups, working

from home is not new to them. Keeping constant,
positive conversation streams open, trusting
your team, and giving them that element of
freedom is the key to a successfully work away
from the workplace. Kirsten Brandt, Founder
& CEO of digital learning agency RMMBR
agrees: ‘We were already quite accustomed
to working from home, not in the same
frequency as now but it was always possible
and we already facilitated it for our employees.
The trust, freedom and responsibility given to
our employees therefore remains the same.
Transparent communication, about everything,
is key in this.’

4. Prepare for a post-crisis
Organisations should focus on activities that
prepare for future success, such as generating
leads and account prioritization and planning
(Zoltner, Sinha and Lorimer, 2020). As many
businesses are just beginning to assess the
economic effects, companies should already
prepare for a post-crisis world that might look
distinctly different from the world we live in
today. Preparing for the next phase of the current
crisis, is likely to be much more effective than
ad hoc, reactive response in new situations. For
instance, companies should keep in mind that
people are already building new habits right
now and some of their new habits will persist
after the pandemic. This makes it particularly
important to figure out how to continue to offer
post-crisis services that deliver value during the
crisis (Bartik et al., 2020).

Since scale-ups experience rapid growth, their
processes sometimes lags behind that growth.
That’s why for instance DVJ Insights choose to
use the free time of their employees in preparing
for change: ‘During this period we consciously
decided to keep everyone on board to prepare
for that period that will come again. For
example, we have now tightened up a number
of internal processes. We keep everyone here,
and started working even more!’. Restaurant
Baroef, with multiple locations, has been
forced to close all their locations. They have
therefore taken this time to critically review all
business units and implement improvements.
Founder Leny van den Eijnden: ‘By taking
the time to review the developments we
experienced and what we’ve learned, we can
improve our business to anticipate for when
we can open our restaurants again.’ Staan
took the same approach, next to creating new
business opportunities that generate cashflow
now, they now take the time to improve their
business operations. ‘We highlighted a number
of projects that will improve our organization
qualitatively, such as shifting to a new CRM tool.
This will help us capitalize on new opportunities
after the crisis.’
When the urgent part of the crisis has been
navigated, companies should consider what this
crisis changes and what they’ve learned so they
can reflect them in their plans. Rapidly evolving
situations expose existing organisational
weaknesses, like an inability to make difficult
decisions or an excessive bias towards
consensus, which creates opportunities for
improvement.

Conclusion
As research into previous crisis showed, many
companies will fail into survival mode and
preaching a ‘play-not-to-lose’ mandate. But
those who survive best, see huge opportunities
beyond the bridge to the other side. They dare
to look ahead and adopt a ‘play-to-win’ mindset,
just like the scale-ups mentioned in this article.
For a decade we have talked about accelerated
change. The coronavirus pandemic accelerated
the pace of innovation and disruption. Industries
that were already suffering from disruption or
never adapted an innovative approach – the
economic heyday made it irrelevant for them –
are now forced to innovate to survive. Take this
time to restructure your organisation, to build
your network, embrace innovation and work
with your team on a future-proof strategy. The
natural strategy for scale-ups is to aggressively
invest in opportunities and growth. Learn from
them and emerge stronger after the pandemic.

Prof. dr. Tom Mom

Prof. dr. Justin Jansen

‘We were already quite accustomed to working from
home, not in the same frequency as now but it was
always possible and we already facilitated it for our
employees. The trust, freedom and responsibility given to
our employees therefore remains the same. Transparent
communication, about everything, is key in this.’
Kirsten Brandt
Founder/CEO
RMMBR (part of Top 250 Scale-ups 2020)
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Acknowledging the vitality for continuous growth, we drive
innovation for corporate & entrepreneurial firms through
research.
Erasmus Centre for Entrepreneurship is the leading centre for entrepreneurship in Europe. Fueled by our
belief that entrepreneurship is the primary driver for innovation, we strive to embed entrepreneurship
in the DNA of people by applying the knowledge and network of Erasmus University Rotterdam, a
university founded by entrepreneurs more than 100 years ago.
As an initiative of the research institution Erasmus University Rotterdam, the Erasmus Centre for
Entrepreneurship reflects the university’s long tradition of research on entrepreneurship. With 4
full professors and over 25 researchers focusing on topics such as scale-ups, open innovation and
entrepreneurial leadership, we provide practical insights in how entrepreneurship could be embedded
better in your organisation to innovate faster.

Interested to know more?
Curious to learn more about our research in the field of entrepreneurship?
Get in touch with our Research Team.

E:

research@ece.nl

W:

ece.nl/research

T:

+31 10 302 1331
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