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ABOUT ENTREPRENEURSHIP 2.0  

The Rising Star Monitor is part of the Entrepreneurship 2.0 initiative. Entrepreneurship 2.0 was launched by Vlerick 

Business School in collaboration with Deloitte Belgium to develop state-of-the-art knowledge about the key issues 

young, high-potential ventures struggle with. It also runs knowledge and community-building programs for 

entrepreneurs who are in the midst of tackling important scaling challenges with their ventures.  

DELOITTE BELGIUM – PRIME FOUNDATION PARTNER FOR ENTREPRENEURSHIP 2.0  

Deloitte offers value added services in audit, accounting, tax & legal, consulting and financial advisory. Deloitte 

Belgium has more than 3,500 employees in 11 locations across the country, serving national and international 

companies. Our vision is to be the standard of excellence, providing consistently superior services that differentiate 

us in the marketplace. It is realised through being highly respected by our broad community of stakeholders, and 

being the first choice of the world’s most coveted talent and the most sought-after clients. Innovation and 

entrepreneurship are important for Deloitte. Belgium is a relatively small and economically mature country. Hence, 

if Deloitte wants to create growth for society, it will have to help new ventures to be successful by providing its 

expertise and trusted solutions. With this study and the programmes it runs, Deloitte wants to support 

entrepreneurship and help companies to scale up and grow internationally, in line with its vision. 
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INTRODUCTION 

AN EXPERT PERSPECTIVE  

Welcome to the second edition of the Rising Star 

Monitor, where we again provide a snapshot of the 

trends and challenges involved in young, high-

potential ventures in Belgium. 

 

Our insights are based on data gathered from 152 

young, high-potential Belgian ventures with 300 

founders in a wide cross-section of industries. For 

a more detailed understanding, and for 

comparability to last year’s edition, we have -where 

relevant- split up our results for high- versus low-

growth ambition ventures (HGV versus LGV).1 

Indeed, we again conclude that while plenty of 

Belgian ventures have high growth potential, there 

is still a vast majority that does not have high 

growth ambitions; they prefer sticking to a smaller 

size that they can perfectly manage themselves – 

only wanting to add around two new employees in 

five years from now. On the bright side, the 

proportion of ventures that do want to scale up has 

increased, going from 38% last year to 44% this 

year. So, while more work is ahead of us in 

motivating Belgian founders to put the bar a bit 

higher, we are moving in the right direction! 

 

Like last year, we continue our focus on founding 

team remuneration, including both equity and 

cash, to provide an objective benchmark for 

founders trying to determine a fair wage and equity 

split. Next to this, we dedicate more attention to 

founder agreements by answering questions such 

as how often do Belgian founding teams use more 

advanced shareholder agreements including 

buyout terms and vesting schedules and why 

should we care? For the latter, we -for the first 

time- present Belgian founder “divorce” statistics. 

Last but not least, we move beyond founders and 

take a deeper look into how scale-ups deal 

differently with their employees, both in terms of 

attracting them and then keeping them, compared 

to lower growth ambition ventures.  

 

 Overall, the key insights from our study are: 

 

 Compared to the first edition of the Rising Star 

Monitor (RSM), we note remarkable 

consistency in the profile of Belgian high-

potential ventures. Similar stability also holds 

for the key equity and remuneration 

conclusions: founding teams remain in control 

of their ventures, both at founding and 2.5 

years later, and annual cash wages for founders 

remain low. Around 30% of scale-up founders 

do not pay themselves anything at founding; 

2.5 years later this is still 15%. 

 

 Scale-ups set themselves apart by taking a 

more professional stance towards their 

founder agreements. About 50% uses more 

advanced clauses in their agreements, such as 

buyout terms and vesting schedules. More 

importantly, they use such terms more 

effectively by taking into account the different 

circumstances under which founders may leave 

the venture. Good/bad leaver provisions, 

however, are not used by the majority of scale-

ups. Vesting schedules are also still rarely used. 

More worrisome: a majority of high-potential 

ventures never even discusses the possibility of 

including such more advanced terms, mainly 

due to a lack of knowledge about their 

existence and importance. 

 

 The importance of such terms is underscored by 

our founder divorce statistics: 1 in 4 ventures 

faces a founder exit in the first 2.5 years of their 

existence. While scale-ups face slightly less 

exits, when they do occur, they tend to go less 

smoothly (i.e. take longer and with less 

satisfied divorcees afterwards) compared to in 

LGVs. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 For more detailed information on our sample we refer to our Methodology section on page 22. 
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 Scale-ups adopt more high-performance 

work practices with the key 

differentiators being a more professional 

recruitment process towards prospective 

employees and more feedback and clear 

career planning and promotion possibilities 

towards existing employees. 

 

We hope you find these insights valuable. 

 

 
 

 

Veroniek Collewaert 
Professor in Entrepreneurship  

Vlerick Business School  
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“To scale up it is important to plan and find the right people” 

 

 

 

Dr. Dirk Smeets is VP Clinical Applications at icometrix, a 

company headquartered in Belgium, with an office in 

Boston. They are the worldwide standard for MRI 

biomarkers in routine clinical practice. Dirk shares 

icometrix’ growth journey: “We started in 2011 as a small 

research company focusing on contract research. After the 

development of a clinical product for Multiple  and the start 

of several large international research projects, the first 

key milestone we achieved was the clinical approval for 

the European market. A second milestone was the U.S. 

approval and the opening of the Boston office, which 

allowed us to expand internationally into the U.S. market. 

In the first two years, we managed to demonstrate that 

our product bridges a gap in the market. 

I would say there are three crucial factors in a venture’s scaling process: partnerships, smart funding and the 

team. We need additional partnerships for distribution and sales channels to allow us to scale and internationalize 

efficiently. As for funding, initially you can get by, but when you want to speed up development and growth, you 

need a substantial amount of financial resources. Luckily, we managed to raise 2 million EUR. With further 

internationalization and growth on the horizon, financial planning is key though and requires our continuous 

attention. Through our fast growth, we have also had to start paying more attention to our people. After relatively 

low levels of initial remuneration, we are now implementing different forms of variable pay. Another crucial HR 

aspect is simply trying to find the right people. If you want to be successful and internationalize you need to find 

good people and that is difficult. Since we do not have a big HR department, we try to pay quite some attention 

to HR aspects, not just to finding the right people, but also to how to manage them in the right way. Founding a 

company is not easy, but with passion for entrepreneurship and by learning from other people, you can successfully 

manage your venture.” 
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FOUNDING TEAM REMUNERATION 

Like last year2, the vast majority of young, high-potential ventures is founded by teams (73%). Given the more 

dynamic and complex environments they tend to operate in, it is not surprising founding teams are especially 

prevalent in ventures with high growth ambitions (HGV); 79% of those ventures are founded by teams (compared 

to 68% of ventures with low growth ambitions (LGV)). Deciding to go for a team or not is a first key decision 

founders need to take. Once that one has been made, the next dilemma founders need to tackle is how to reward 

themselves in terms of both cash and equity. 

CASH REMUNERATION REMAINS BASE PAY ONLY 

Founders can receive remuneration in the form of cash, consisting of base and variable pay. Results of this year 

show remarkable consistency compared to last year in that high-potential ventures rarely use variable pay (VP) 

and most commonly use base pay; 67% receive some base pay in the founding year. In 2016, i.e. 2.5 years later, 

the proportion of founders paying themselves something increases quite substantially for both HGV and LGV. 

However, still around 20% of founders do not pay themselves anything at that point in time.  

With regard to variable pay, if used at all, it mainly consists of shares or deposits in pension plans – with the latter 

increasing in importance over time.  

MOST OF THE ANNUAL FOUNDER REMUNERATION IS BASE PAY 

 
 

                                                           
2 Collewaert, V., Manigart, S., Imhof, Z. Rising Star Monitor 2016. Freely downloadable from https://www.vlerick.com/en/research-and-

faculty/research-in-action/entrepreneurship/entrepreneurship-2-0/research  
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3 The value of base pay is calculated on a yearly basis in full-time equivalents. This base pay can either take the form of a fee billed to the 

founder’s management company or the sum of the gross base pay and fringe benefits (if any) the founder receives (as an employee). Bonuses are 

excluded.  

BASE PAY INCREASES OVER TIME 

 

BASE PAY AT FOUNDING 

 
 

BASE PAY AT THE END OF 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

On average, founders of young, high-potential ventures pay 

themselves 39,000 EUR at founding3, where half of the founders 

pay themselves less than 22,000 EUR (i.e. median in the graph 

on the left). Even more extreme, 33% of high-potential 

founders have no base pay at all. For both HGV and LGV 

founders, minimum base pay is 0 EUR at founding. The 

maximum base pay is higher for LGV founders (250,000 EUR) 

than HGV founders (200,000 EUR) in the founding year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From founding to 2016, average base pay increases to 56,000 

EUR. Median base pay is 40,000 EUR. Both minimum (0 EUR) 

and maximum (around 250,000 EUR) are rather similar for both 

LGV and HGV founders. 
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4 Total cash remuneration is calculated on a yearly basis in full-time equivalents. It represents the sum of all founders’ base pay, cash bonus, deposits 

in pension plan and tantièmes or dividends (if applicable). 

 

TOTAL  CASH REMUNERATION OF FOUNDERS ALSO INCREASES WITH TIME 
 

 

 

Next to base pay, we also show founders’ 

total cash remuneration package.4  About 

30% of founders did not receive any kind of 

cash remuneration in the founding year. 

Further, around three quarters of founders 

pay themselves less than 50,000 EUR, which 

is similar to what we observed last year and 

consistent with observations in the rest of 

the world.  

Total Cash FTE at founding 

 

 
 

 

 

As with base pay, total cash remuneration 

increases over time. While significantly less 

than at founding, it is interesting to note that 

we see slightly more founders (19%) not 

receiving any kind of cash remuneration in 

comparison to last year (14%).  

 

Whereas only 11% of the founders pay 

themselves more than 100,000 EUR in the 

founding year, we see the percentage of 

founders rewarding themselves relatively 

high cash remuneration package going up to 

25% by 2016.  

 

So taken together, while small differences 

can be observed compared to last year, the 

overall cash remuneration picture that 

appears is quite stable.  

 

 

 

Total Cash FTE in 2016 
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FOUNDING TEAM REMAINS IN CONTROL 

 

Next to cash remuneration, equity remains an 

important way in which founders reward 

themselves. Consistent with last year, founding 

teams remain firmly in control. At founding, the 

founding team retains on average almost all equity 

regardless of growth ambitions (99% in LGVs, 

93% in HGVs). On average, HGVs that do not 

retain full ownership, retain 77% of the equity at 

founding, whereas this is 92% for LGVs. Further, 

91% of LGVs retain full ownership at founding, 

while this is only 68% of HGVs. 

By the end of 2016, equity percentages slightly decrease, with the decrease being more substantial for HGVs: 

LGVs retain 95% and HGVs 84% of the equity. HGVs and LGVs that do not retain full ownership by the end of 

2016, retain, on average, about 70% of equity. The proportion of HGVs that retains full ownerships drops 

dramatically to 43%, whereas still a majority of LGVs has full ownership (85%).   

 

Overall, this is in line with HGVs needing to part with more of their equity to compensate for a higher need for 

external resources to fuel their desired growth.  

 

MOST SPLIT THE EQUITY (NEAR) EQUALLY 

Splitting the equity between founders in a founding team is an important decision founding teams are faced with. 

Equity splits are most commonly done in relation to the past and future contributions of each founder. However, 

the decision is also influenced by the willingness of founders to negotiate and by how alike founders tend to be 

(the more alike, the less it is worth it to engage in lengthy equity split negotiations). 

MAJORITY OF (NEAR)-EQUAL SPLITS AT FOUNDING At founding, 40% of HGV teams and 59% of LGV 

teams decide in favor of an equal equity split 

among founders. Compared to the results of 2014 

as presented in last year’s Rising Star Monitor, 

HGVs engage in less equal splitting (last year’s % 

was 47%) and thus seem to deal with their equity 

splitting process a bit more professionally. There 

is still room for improvement though as they 

mainly shifted towards near-equal splits, 

representing a maximally 10% difference between 

the largest and smallest equity percentage in the 

founding team. Over time, there is relatively little 

change in these equity splits. 

LGV HGV  
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DYNAMIC EQUITY AGREEMENTS 

Starting a venture can be compared to launching a rocket5. When a rocket is launched into space, astronauts are -

despite endless preparation – faced with substantial uncertainty; to reach a final destination, certain midcourse 

adjustments and corrections have to be made to deal with that uncertainty. Similarly, when a venture is started 

there will be different points in time which require founder(s) to make midcourse adjustments and corrections, 

including the possibility to terminate the adventure. Further, just like there is no one right path across space for a 

rocket, there is no one right or certain path for a venture. To make matters even more complex, different from a 

rocket, a venture’s final destination and goals may change over time. Hence, it is fair to say that founding a venture 

is fraught with uncertainty. 

 

It is crucial founders take into account this uncertainty when designing their initial founder agreements. Possible 

instruments founders can rely on to do so include provisions such as buy-out terms and vesting schedules. 

BUY-OUT TERMS – refer to terms regarding the transfer of founder shares, such as in the case of a founder leaving 

the venture (voluntarily or forced) or taking on a different role in the venture. At founding, about half of the teams 

include buyout terms, mostly at the initiative of the founders or investors. By the end of 2016, no real change 

occurs for LGVs, whereas HGV teams clearly become more aware of the importance of including such provisions in 

equity agreements over time; 2.5 years after founding about 63% of the HGV teams have buyout terms.  

 
About half have buyout terms 

 
   

                                                         

        

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

Whereas having buyout terms takes into account the possibility of founders leaving the venture, it does not 

necessarily take into account the different circumstances under which founders may do so. Some founders may 

leave simply because they realize they have different goals, preferences or priorities in life. Founders may, however, 

also leave because they committed fraud or because they want to join the competition. Just like marriages may 

end in good versus not so good circumstances, so may founder partnerships. To account for these potentially quite 

different ending circumstances, founders should differentiate the terms at which they will buy back the departing 

founder’s shares. This is typically done by using good versus bad leaver provisions.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 Smith, J., K., Smith, R., L. and Bliss, T., R. (2011). Entrepreneurial Finance: Strategy, Valuation and Deal Structure. Stanford: Stanford University 

Press.   
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Even though half of the Belgian high-potential ventures include buyout terms from the beginning, our results also 

show room for improvement in that the majority of these ventures do not differentiate between good versus bad 

leavers. As the graph below illustrates, HGVs do this substantially more though than LGVs (at founding, 37% versus 

15%). A possible explanation for this is that founders of ventures with higher growth ambitions may have more at 

stake and may be more aware of the importance of including such leaver provisions. Luckily, over time, more 

founders include good versus bad leaver provisions (46% of HGV ventures and 21% of LGV ventures). 

 

Minority of ventures differentiates between good and bad leavers 

 

 

When ventures do differentiate between good and bad leavers, they typically do so in terms of the pricing at which 

shares will be bought back in case of an exit. For instance, shares may be bought back at either the initial price 

paid for those shares or at market value; whichever one is highest will be paid to a good leaver – whichever one is 

lowest will be paid to a bad leaver. In some cases, a discount percentage to be applied to the buyback price is 

agreed upon or good leavers may keep a certain symbolic percentage of the shares. 

 

 
 
 

 

That there is more work to be done also shows among 

those ventures that do not have buyout terms. When the 

good news is that half of Belgian high-potential ventures 

have buyout terms at founding, that also means half 

does not. Even more problematic, only 44 % of HGV 

teams and 40% of LGV teams have discussed including 

buy-out terms at founding.  

 

When asked why they did not discuss including such 

terms (as shown in graph below), many founders 

indicate this was because they either did not consider 

such terms to be important (60% of HGV founding 

teams, 50% of LGV founding teams) or they did not 

know such terms existed (around 40% regardless the 

growth ambition). Regardless of the specific reason 

highlighted, this indicates a huge need for more 

education of founders on the existence and importance 

of buyout terms. 
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Main reasons to not include buyout terms are lack of knowledge 

about their existence and importance 

 

“It’s important to differentiate between a good and a bad leaver” 

 

Christoph Michiels, partner at Laga, shares his advice as a lawyer, focusing on 

dynamic equity agreements: “Founding teams are confronted with a number of 

challenges and uncertainties some of which they can assess, others which are 

completely out of their control. One of the most common causes for discussion 

within founding teams is not the strategic choices they need to make, but what 

happens in case the focus of one or more team members shifts or – even worse - 

members want to leave the team. At the start of a venture, founders take the 

commitment of their co-founders for granted. Often that is justified, however, over 

time, this may shift and commitment and (time) investment may no longer be the  

same as at the outset. This may lead to frustration and frictions within founding teams, which may hinder the 

development or even prevent the venture from taking off. Proper arrangements amongst founders may help 

prevent these kind of frictions and mitigate uncertainties when one of the founders wishes to leave or is 

requested to leave. We have previously stressed the importance of founder arrangements and in particular of 

buy-out terms; these provide an incentive for founders to contribute in accordance with their initial 

commitment and in case they fail, appropriate mechanisms are in place to protect the remainder of the 

founding team. These mechanisms may result in the other founders buying out the shares of the defaulting 

founder. In designing buy-out terms, we believe founders should differentiate between a founder that 

intentionally defaults on his or her commitments (bad leaver) versus a founder that despite his or her best 

efforts is not performing or opts to step out of the venture (good leaver). Whether a leaver is good or bad 

will be reflected in the buy-out terms: good leavers may be offered the possibility or may be forced to sell 

their shares at a fair value, while bad leavers will be forced to sell their shares at a discounted value (or in 

case of very bad leaver, e.g. fraud, at a symbolic amount). Accordingly, good and bad leaver provisions 

provide for an incentive to live up to commitments and reflect a sense of fairness between founders: those 

that leave for good reasons will get a fair compensation for their efforts without getting a free ride on the 

future achievements of the others, while bad leavers are penalized for their lack of loyalty and damage they 

have caused by abandoning the founding team. 
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VESTING SCHEDULES – Vesting schedules imply that founders become entitled to the benefits of ownership over 

time, i.e. they earn their equity stake over time. This may take the form of options or warrants to acquire shares 

that only become exercisable over time (time-based vesting) or by achieving pre-defined milestones (performance-

based vesting). It is highly recommended as an incentive for all founders to keep on contributing and as a safeguard 

against potential free-riding behaviour. 

Vesting schedules are rarely used  Similar to last year, vesting schedules are still 

rarely used (max. 12% of teams using it). The 

good news is that compared to last year, more 

ventures with low growth ambitions are also 

starting to adopt these schedules (5% compared 

to 0% last year). Like with buyout terms, the 

initiative to include these terms mostly comes 

from founders or investors. 

 

Even worse than for buyout terms though, possibly 

including vesting schedules is rarely discussed among 

founders. At best, 13% of HGV teams discussed whether 

or not to include such provisions at founding – meaning 

that a staggering 87% did not (and even 100% for LGV 

ventures). 

 

When asked why founders never discussed this topic,  

HGV and LGV have slightly different reasons. Whereas for 

HGV founding teams, it is mainly an issue of not finding 

them important (54%), for LGV teams it is mainly an 

issue of not knowing about the existence of such 

schedules (60%). Again, this confirms the importance of 

further educating founders about what dynamic equity 

agreements can mean for them. 
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FOUNDER EXIT 
 

The above illustrates that many of the founding teams, regardless of their growth ambitions, either see dynamic 

shareholder agreements as not important or they do not know about their existence. The question this raises 

is: should we really care? One particular instance where one would expect such shareholder agreements to 

reveal their true value is in the case of founders leaving the venture, but does this truly happen so often? As 

with a rocket, which -on the path to its final destination- may have to leave some parts and materials in space 

to be able to move forward, ventures may also need to leave behind some of their key people in their road to 

rapid growth. 

 

EXITS HAPPEN IN ONE OUT OF FOUR VENTURES 
 
The hard numbers are as follows: within the first 2.5 years of their existence, about 1 in 4 ventures faces a 

founder exit. Founders may leave in two ways: they may no longer be operationally involved in the ventures, 

but still have their equity; or, they may no longer hold any of the venture’s equity. The first one is called an 

operational exit, the second one an equity exit. The one does not necessarily imply the other. 

 
 

More operational than equity founder exits and more exits in 
LGVs than HGVS 

 

 

 

At least one founder left his or her operational 

role in 25% of HGVs and in 32% of LGVs. On 

average, for HGVs an operational exit occurred 

when they were 1.1 years old and for LGVs 

when they were 2.1 years old. Equity exits 

occur slightly less; in 19% of HGVs and in 28% 

of LGVs. On average, these equity exits 

occurred when a venture was 1.5 years old for 

HGVs and 2.8 years old for LGVs. 

 

All equity exits also implied an operational 

exit, but not the other way around. In other 

words, in some instances founders were no  

longer operationally involved in the venture, but still held onto their equity. Reasons why we observe more 

founder exits in LGVs than HGVs could be related to their founding team composition. LGV founding teams are 

more often composed of family and friends. For instance, husband and wife teams are quite common there; as 

divorces often happen in private life, they may trickle over into work life. 

 

EXITS DO NOT HAPPEN OVERNIGHT 

 

Not only do founder exits happen quite frequently, but when they happen, it takes some time. From a founder 

expressing his or her initial intention or desire to leave the venture to the actual departure of the founder, it 

can take up to 18 months. The graph below illustrates two key messages. 
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First, HGV exits take substantially longer than 

LGV ones. On average, HGV exits take 

between 5 to 7 months, depending on the type 

of exit. LGV exits take on average between 2 

to 3 months. At a maximum, HGV exits can 

take up to 18 months, LGV exits 12 months. 

Second, for all high-potential ventures, equity 

exits take slightly longer than operational 

exits. This is not surprising given the 

administrative formalities involved in selling or 

buying back equity. 

 
SATISFACTION WITH EXITS IS RELATIVELY MODERATE 

 
In case of founder exits, how satisfied are the remaining founders with the negotiated departure agreement? 

Such agreements usually include agreements regarding the transfer of departing founders’ shares and stocks, 

severance pay, assignment of possible intellectual property rights, non-compete clauses, non-disclosure 

agreements, and -if founders could not come to an agreement about a departure- settlement as one of the 

later possible steps. 

LGVs have slightly smoother exits than HGVs  

On a scale from 1 (= not satisfied at all) to 3 (= neutral) to 5 being very satisfied, the average satisfaction 

with founder departure agreements is not high. Regardless of the venture’s growth ambition, average scores 

tend to revolve around the scale midpoint of 3 to 3.5, which corresponds with an “okayish” reaction on the 

remaining founders’ side. No one truly “wants” a divorce. When founder exits occur, they tend to go smoother 

in LGVs; the overall satisfaction with almost all departure agreement items is consistently higher than for HGVs. 

Furthermore, we observe that HGVs are the least satisfied with the settlement agreement, non-compete 

clauses and severance pay, whereas LGVs are the least satisfied with the settlement agreement, non-compete 

clauses and non-recruitment clauses. 
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Taken together, these results clearly indicate that even in relatively young, high-potential ventures, founder 

exits do occur. Moreover, when they occur, they present a quite difficult period of time in the life of the venture 

and the founding team. In cases when founders come to an agreement about the negotiated departure 

agreement, satisfaction is relatively low among ventures, and in some cases, the disagreement even persists 

to the stage of settlement. Therefore, it is absolutely crucial that founders from the get-go realize the real 

possibility of one of them leaving the venture relatively soon after founding. To ensure this process goes as 

smoothly as possible, dynamic shareholder agreements are absolutely key. 

 

 
  

 

  
“Exit is a lengthy process” 

 

Yves Van Ingelgem is a co-founder of Zensor, named Most 

Disruptive Innovation at Deloitte’s recent Fast 50 

competition. Through sensor-driven data collection and 

analysis they provide real-time business intelligence for 

asset monitoring. After having experienced changes in 

their founding team structure, Yves shares his view on 

buy-out terms and founder exit: “In general, having well-

structured and pre-arranged buy-out terms can save a lot 

of time and hassle for the founding team in case of 

unforeseen events. In the early founding stages, the 

environment you work in is very dynamic, uncertain and 

not yet well organized... In a way, it becomes a “catch 22” 

– we all know such terms are relevant, but the costs  

associated with negotiating and writing such agreements makes them easy to forego because of having other, more 

urgent matters to attend to. Ideally, you have such terms in place though before any external funding rounds. Founder 

exits can occur for many reasons; founders may not always have realistic expectations of a founder’s life. For instance, 

simply financially speaking, as a founder you need to make sure that your venture survives, but you also need to pay 

yourself. Some may not have expected the financial hardship on a personal level that comes with founding a venture. 

Moreover, the start-up road is very windy, with lots of uncertainty - not everyone is cut out for it. Founders may also 

have different visions about the future of the venture, the identity of the company or the growth path to be followed – 

some may want to stay small whereas others may wish to scale up, grow internationally, etc. Even in the best of 

circumstances, a founder exit is tough; there are negotiations and different decisions that have to be made, all the 

while still trying to keep your venture going and make it successful. My advice to other founders would be that it’s 

important to be aware of the fact that these things happen; that way you may be able to catch some of the earlier signs 

and prepare for it. It is a lengthy process and having buy-out terms upfront could definitely make this process a lot 

faster.” 
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6 Posthuma, R.A., Campion, M.C., Masimova, M., Campion, M.A. (2013). A high performance work practices taxonomy : Integrating the literature 

and directing future research. Journal of Management, 39, 1184-1220. 
7 Posthuma, R. A., Flores, G., Aquirre, M., Anseel, F., Papascaritei, P., Campion, M. A., & Idrovo Carlier, S. (2017). Development and Validation of a 

Cross-National Measure of High Performance Work Practices. 

 

HIGH-PERFORMANCE WORK PRACTICES 
 

People are the core of every organization. This holds even more so for young, high-potential ventures. Not only 

the founding team is important, but every additional early employee is a key contributor to the venture’s success 

and growth. Yet, often times, finding and keeping the right people for the job is one of the key growing pains 

when scaling up.  

 

To acquire, develop and motivate the right people, research has shown that ventures can deploy a particular set 

of human resource (HR) practices, referred to as high-performance work practices (HPWP).6 HPWPs are based on 

four key principles: egalitarianism, knowledge development, performance reward and shared information. This 

implies creating a work environment with an emphasis on collaboration and teamwork, little status and power 

differences, a culture of information sharing, innovative and real-time learning and training approaches, and 

connecting rewards to performance. HPWPs comprise ventures’ methods and procedures related to promotions, 

performance management and appraisal, communication, recruiting and selection, training and development, job 

and work design, and compensation and benefits. 

 

HIGHER ADOPTION OF HPWPs AMONG HGVs WITH AN EMPHASIS ON FEEDBACK, 

CAREER PATHS AND PROFESSIONAL RECRUITMENT 

Ventures that adopt HPWPs have been shown to report higher employee job satisfaction and productivity as well 

as better financial and operational venture performance.7 They are also associated with more innovative firms. As 

such, it is not surprising that we see in the graph below that Belgian HGVs adopt HPWPs more extensively than 

LGVs. However, such adoption is still relatively moderate, applying at best to some employees. 

 

HGVs adopt HPWPs more extensively than LGVs 
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HGVs consistently score higher than LGVs. The three categories that set them apart the most from LGVs are 

performance management and appraisal, promotions and recruiting and selection (in that order). HGVs use 

appraisals more extensively for the personal development of their employees, with a lot of emphasis on frequent 

feedback based on team and organizational goals. More emphasis is also put on once good employees are in, to 

keep them. Hence, promotions from within are more often used along with developing clear and well-defined 

career paths and job ladders for employees. Unsurprisingly, recruitment also receives a lot of attention. To avoid  

hiring biases (i.e. hiring people who are like oneself) more professional hiring procedures are adopted. This 

includes methods like using explicit hiring criteria and using innovative and multiple screening methods for 

candidates. Taken together, this shows that to support high-potential ventures in their path to rapid growth, most 

attention should be paid to attracting potential employees in a more professional manner and providing existing 

employees with more feedback and a clearly defined career path. 

 

“People are our most important asset” 

 

Siegert Dierckx is a co-founder and managing partner at MultiMinds, 

a digital analytics agency helping both local and international brands. 

Siegert shares his views on how to manage employees: “We are 13 

people now, but are still growing. What we find crucial is that our 

people are happy and can learn and grow, both personally and 

professionally. For two years now, we have worked with an external 

HR person to help us in the recruitment process. Employees also 

appreciate that they have a person they can formally rely on for HR-

related questions. Since we are a service company, people are our 

most important asset. Key in managing employees is to know your 

people well, to know which way of working is best for them, to know 

what their expectations are and how to match those expectations, 

while still adding value for the venture. In recruitment, the most 

important aspect we look for is having the right mindset and fit with 

the company. We have specific questions to assess how potential  

recruits would respond in stressful situations and in working with clients, especially since client-facing time is an 

important part of our company. We always follow a structured process: we first screen resumes. Out of those initial 

applications, only about 30% of applicants is then invited for an interview with my business partner and myself. If we 

both agree, the applicant then has another interview with our external HR person. We take into account all different 

perspectives to make a final call. We also collaborate with an external professional to help us benchmark our 

remuneration packages. Even as a start-up, we believe consistency and benchmarking are important. From the start, 

we give every individual a chance to prove him- or herself. If they do and show engagement and evolution, we will also 

reward them accordingly. In addition, we try to talk with our employees as often as possible. For their evaluation, we 

look at both more formal aspects (e.g., the work they have done with our clients) and more informal ones (e.g., 

expectations, ways of working). Further, we consider training to be of utmost importance. Part of our budget is allocated 

for people to be able to suggest and choose events they want to attend (e.g. hackathons). Using an HR professional 

comes at a cost, but I still consider it one of the best decisions we have made.” 
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FINAL THOUGHTS  

This second edition of the Rising Star Monitor aims to help founder teams of young ambitious companies tackle the 

important questions they face early on. It gives insight into how they should organise themselves when it comes to 

remuneration and protect themselves if relationships get disrupted.  

The actual cash wages for founders remain low as the goal is to increase the value of their shares later on. This 

potential obviously is larger if the company grows fast.  

In light of 25% of ventures having to face a founder exit within 2.5 years, it is essential that more founder teams 

discuss the conditions of an exit at the moment of foundation.   

Although we noted an increase in the number of companies with high growth ambitions this year, we believe there 

is potential for more Belgian ventures to grow and internationalise fast. Year after year, we see Belgian technology 

companies with unique and splendid technologies with high growth potential deliver very high quality pitches in our 

Rising Star competition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sam Sluismans  

Partner of Deloitte Accountancy 
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APPENDIX I: METHODOLOGY AND SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS  

METHODOLOGY  
 
Between March and May 2017, we conducted the second edition of our Rising Star Monitor survey among young, 

high-potential ventures in Belgium. The questionnaire resulted in 152 participating ventures, with data on 300 

founders. 

 

Companies that were selected had to be less than 7 years old by the end of 2016. To identify high-potential 

ventures, we used -among others- the venture’s industry (e.g., IT, life sciences and energy) and/or its financing 

sources (e.g. received funding from business angels, venture capital, or crowdfunding). This resulted in 340 

responses from ventures from all over Belgium. Excluding a.o. ventures of more than three years old but having 

less than one full-time employee, and those with extremely low growth ambitions, provided us with 152 responses 

in total8. This methodology remained the same compared to the first edition to ensure comparability of results. 

ABOUT THE RESPONDENTS 

76.7% of our respondents are the CEO of their venture and 92.7% are founders. By the end of 2016, the ventures 

in our sample, on average: 

- Were 2.5 years old 

- Covered a wide variety of industries 

- Had 6.3 full-time employees, of which 2.8 were self-employed yet substantially involved in the venture 

- Realized approximately 570,000 EUR in sales 

Together, this shows remarkable consistency in the average profile of young, high-potential Belgian ventures. 

 

   

                                                           
8 Total number of responses can vary for some questions, since some questions were left open or questions do not apply for certain ventures.  
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GROWTH POTENTIAL DOES NOT AUTOMATICALLY TRANSLATE INTO AMBITION 

Consistent with last year, having high growth potential 

does not necessarily mean ventures also have high 

growth ambitions. On average, our respondents aim to 

hire 14 new employees (in comparison to 18 in the first 

survey edition from 2016) and increase sales with 4,8 

million EUR in five years from now (in comparison to 5,3 

million EUR in our first RSM). Based on a median split9 

of the relative difference between aspired and current 

company size, we split our respondents into high- (44% 

of the sample) versus low-growth ambition (56%) 

ventures (HGV versus LGV).  

 

Ventures’ ambition to grow is also reflected in their 

preferred future size of the venture. 65 % of HGVs want 

their business to become as large as possible, while a 

staggering 83 % of LGVs instead prefer a size  that they 

can manage themselves or with only a few key 

employees. 

MAJORITY OF HIGH-POTENTIAL 

VENTURES DO NOT HAVE HIGH GROWTH AMBITIONS 

 

  

                                                           
9 Median values for the employee and sales growth ambition are 1.2 and 3.6 respectively. Ventures scoring higher than or equal to the median for 

both employee and sales growth ambition are categorized as high-growth ambition ventures. All others are low-growth ambition ventures. 
10 Current refers to the venture’s situation at the end of the 2016. Unless noted otherwise, we report averages.  
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COMPANY CHARACTERISTICS OF HGV AND LGV  

 

 CURRENT AND INTENDED EMPLOYEE SIZE10 

HGVs have one more full-time employee than LGVs (7 

versus 6). In five years, HGVs want to employ an 

additional 29 employees (versus only 2 for LGVs). This 

gap has increased compared to last year’s RSM. 
 

 CURRENT AND INTENDED SALES SIZE 

While HGVs start from substantially lower sales levels 

right now (i.e. 400,000 EUR compared to 700,000 EUR 

for LGVs), their growth ambitions are substantially 

higher. Five years from now, HGVs intend to increase 

their total sales to 8.7M EUR, whereas for LGVs this is 

limited to 1.9M in sales.  

 

 INTERNATIONAL SALES  

HGV report a higher international presence, with 19% 

of realized sales coming from international markets. For 

LGV, this is 17%. This gap has decreased compared to 

last year’s RSM. 

 

 INDUSTRY 

Majority of HGV and LGV are active in the IT industry. 

 

83%

17%

We want a size we can manage
ourselves or with a few key
employees

LGV

35%

65%

We want this business to be

as large as possible

HGV

0 2 4 6 8

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Current number 

of FTEs 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Intended 

additional number 

of FTEs 

0 5 10 15 20 25

% international 

sales 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

IT industry (%)

HGV LGV

Current sales’ size 

(in hundreds of 

thousands EUR) 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

Intended sales’ size 

(in millions of EUR) 



 

     24  

 

 

 

HGVs ARE MORE INNOVATIVE THAN LGVs 

 

Like last year, HGV are clearly more innovative than LGV; they score higher in terms of R&D expenditures, R&D 

intensity, and their business model innovation.  

 

 R&D EXPENDITURES/INTENSITY  

HGV in this edition have substantially 

higher R&D expenditures (around 

190,000 EUR) than LGV. R&D 

intensity is also higher for HGV than 

LGV. In comparison to the first RSM, 

the difference between HGV and LGV 

is much higher. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 BUSINESS MODEL INNOVATION:  

HGV consider themselves to be more 

innovative in terms of their business 

model in comparison to LGV. This is 

especially the case in relation to 

innovativeness in the company’s 

methods for producing or sourcing 

products and their actual products or 

services. 
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DO YOU KNOW THE ENTREPRENEURSHIP 2.0 

ROUNDTABLES? 
 

Every year the Entrepreneurship 2.0 initiative organizes a series of 4 one-day workshops with a group of around 

20 selected participants around some of the key challenges young, high-potential ventures face ranging from 

topics such as financing, internationalization, professionalizing your HR to strategy and negotiation. We also 

provide the opportunity to submit a company-specific problem once a year to a panel of experts to get tailored 

advice. As such, the Roundtables offer a great opportunity to meet, learn from and with like-minded scale-up 

entrepreneurs. 

 

For more information, please email veroniek.collewaert@vlerick.com .    
  

mailto:veroniek.collewaert@vlerick.com
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