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Fundraising is a crucial step in startup survival, which leads to considerable
time being spent on it. Especially in the early stages of a startup’s life it
is harder for a startup to receive funds. This is where the TOP loan from
the University of Twente can come in handy. This is a €40,000 loan under
terms more agreeable for startups, compared to loans from commercial
institutions. There is ample research on startup financing in all stages of
the startup life-cycle, but most research on specifically the TOP loan is
primarily done for marketing purposes. This paper aims to answer what
factors in the TOP loan assessment are related to forms of success after
being granted the TOP loan. The methodology to achieve this consists of a
combination of unstructured literature review, expert interviews and data
analysis of assessment scorecards from companies which have received the
loan. The results show the factors which influence VC (Venture Capitalist)
decision making and follow-up success. It also shows the effectiveness of
the TOP loan assessment in measuring investor readiness, and what specific
factors influence employee count, follow-up funding and survival rates.
These results can be useful for the administrators of the TOP loan, Novel-T,
to gain insights on the TOP loan and for startups to better understand how
to receive the TOP loan and how to use it as a foundation for future success.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Founding a new startup can be a very capital-intensive process,
and startups need capital to reach their optimal amount of growth
[1]. Despite the crucial importance of capital for these businesses,
finding the right avenue of funding often is a major challenge [2].
Due to this, funding is the highest priority for startups, behind
product definition and the core people [3]. There are many avenues
for startups to get funding, ranging from bootstrapping to venture
capital to crowd-sourcing [1]. When it comes to venture capital,
macroeconomic factors impact the supply of venture capital greatly,
which can lead to a startup wanting to raise funds not being able to
stemming from factors beyond their control [4]. Different sources
of funding have different benefits and drawbacks. In earlier life-
stages startups tend to be less sensitive to the cost of capital and
losing autonomy, while prioritising coaching and scouting [3]. In
this paper the definition from [3] is used to define an early-stage
startup. "It is the beginning of the process of new venture creation,
where the startup is searching for a business model, trying to co-
create the business concept, among a few members and reach the
product-market fit." [3, p. 3]
For entrepreneurs affiliated with the University of Twente (UT),

there is an attractive option in what is referred to as the TOP loan.
This is a €40,000 loan offered to innovative startups, combined with
coaching and scouting through Novel-T, a local entrepreneurship
non-profit, founded by the UT and other regional institutions [5].
The TOP loan has a four year term, of which the first two years are
interest-only, with an interest rate of 7.75%, which is lower than
likely market rates at the time of writing. See Appendix A for further
information on the interest rates.

The basic conditions to receive the TOP loan are as follows: The
company has not existed for more than five years; The company
must have an innovative and scalable business model; The business
has not applied for and been granted a TOP position in the past; The
business demonstrably contributes to the economic development
of the East Netherlands region; There is a sustainable connection
between the company and the University of Twente [5]. The way the
decision ismade for a company to get the TOP loan is by a committee,
which decides if the business model is good and if the team is able to
execute it. The committee uses an assessment scorecard to support
this decision.
This assessment looks at seven important factors for startup

success, shown in Table 1.

Factor Description
Good teams Committed entrepreneurs with relevant domain

knowledge and a strong track record, as well as
complementary expertise.

Strong execution Teams with ambition and a solid go-to-
market/growth strategy, capable of identifying
and managing risks.

Growth potential Startups with growth potential, both domesti-
cally and internationally, and a scalable busi-
ness model.

Large market oppor-
tunity

Startups targeting a clearly defined and growing
market.

Clear and attractive
value proposition

Startups solving a painful problem for the cus-
tomer and able to demonstrate market demand.

Strong competitive
advantage

Startups with a superior value proposition that
can be protected from competitors, and capable
of securing an attractive position in their value
chain.

Interesting invest-
ment opportunity

Startups with credible and attractive financial
projections and exit potential.

Table 1. Assessment scorecard factors, taken from [6]

2 PROBLEM STATEMENT
Research has been done on the recipients of the TOP loan by Novel-T.
However, most of this research has been surface level and primarily
done for marketing purposes. In the trajectory before being granted
the TOP loan Novel-T offers support to help adapt the business
and financial plans, which comes in the form of coaching by an
assigned coach using their tacit knowledge. Furthermore, most of
the support offered is before the TOP loan is granted, meaning that
steps to take and priorities to have after the grant might be less
clear for startups. According to de Croes [7], investment specialist
at Novel-T, the assessment scorecard used is based on research done
by Mensink [8]. A limitation found by Mensink is the lack of an
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explicit connection between their results and success achieved by
startups after the investment decision. Mensink suggests to base
further study on [9]. Lastly, while there is ample research on startup
success, there is currently no link between this existing research
and the reasoning behind the setup of the TOP loan.

2.1 Research questions
The main research question is as follows: What factors in the
TOP loan assessment for startups influence relatively high success
probabilities?

Sub research questions: To answer the main research question,
the following sub questions are answered:
1. To what extent are the chosen factors of the TOP loan assessment
supported by evidence?
2. What are the factors which lead to follow-up startup success?
3. What is the correlation between assessment scores and follow-up
startup success?

3 RELATED WORK
Startup success is a well-researched topic [10], with various ap-
proaches such as studying the venture capitalists (VC) process
[9, 11, 12], investigating the entrepreneurs and their decision mak-
ing [13] and machine learning [14] being used. Startup fundraising
has been a heavily researched topic as well. According to [1], the
research tends to be in-depth research on different avenues of fund-
ing. A literature review has been done to create a holistic view of
the startup funding landscape [1]. Existing research tends to focus
on specific regions, as factors such as the presence of universities as
a growth engine is highly regionalised. The same goes for support
services, entrepreneurial expertise and social support structures,
which can be provided by regional incubators [15].

4 METHODOLOGY
To answer subquestions 1 and 2 an unstructured literature review is
done. To find relevant literature, academic literature databases, pri-
marily scopus, is used. This consists of keyword searches and both
forward and backward citation searches. Special attention is paid
to [16], as that paper forms much of a basis for [8] by pioneering
questionnaire-based in VC investment criteria. [9], which analyses
the relationship between VC investment criteria and follow-up suc-
cess, was also thoroughly investigated based on recommendations
by [8].
In addition to unstructured literature review, two informal, un-

structured, expert interviews with Novel-T staff are held to tap
into the organisational knowledge and give a better context for the
researcher, in addition to clearing up small questions.

To answer subquestion 3, linear regression analysis is conducted
on the assessment scorecards provided by Novel-T, combined with
information gathered on these companies by Novel-T. The dataset
on which the analysis is done consists of the assessment scorecards,
which take the form of a rubric with scores of 0%, 33% or 100% being
possible (higher is better). The scorecard takes the seven factors
from Table 1 and has 15 proprietary, specific criteria. These get
combined into five categories, which the final data analysis makes

use of. The category scores are used for the data analysis to find
correlations with the amount of follow up funding (from VCs, loans,
subsidies, grants or other sources), whether the company is still in
business (either independently or having been taken over by another
company) and their amount of FTE. These success outcomes were
chosen based on the availability of these data points in the dataset.

5 RESULTS
In this section, the subquestions are answered in three separate
sections.

5.1 Subquestion 1
Subquestion one is answered by first analysing the study which the
TOP loan assessment is based on. The method and other studies
with similar methods are looked at. Secondly, Dutch VC results are
looked at with a more detailed view. Lastly, the way the assessment
scorecard implements these results is analysed.

5.1.1 Literature review on VC investment factors. The assessment
scorecard used by the TOP committee is based on [8]. In turn, [8]
is inspired by [16]. The assessment scorecard is made to score the
investor readiness for startups, aligning with the scope of Mensink’s
paper, which looks at what factors VCs find important to make an in-
vestment decision. Mensink conducted preliminary questionnaires,
semi-structured interviews and final questionnaires. The group re-
ceiving questionnaires and being interviewed were VCs based in
the Netherlands, Sweden and Singapore. The final questionnaire in
[8] is based on his preliminary questionnaire, the semi-structured
interviews and [12, 17–20]. These sources, combined with [16] and
expert consultation, provided 76 relevant questions which together
form the final questionnaire of [8]. VCs were asked to rank the
importance of the individual factors on a 5 point Likert scale, with
1 being the least important and 5 being the most important. In total,
33 final questionnaire responses were received. Only the Dutch VC
responses (N = 12) were looked at in [8] because of its relevance
for the TOP loan. Mensink categorised the factors into five more
general groups, visible in Figure 1 together with their group mean.

Fig. 1. Dutch VC survey results from [8], numbers based on a 5 point Likert
scale

Studies with similar methods based on [16]’s method have been
done since the release of the Mensink paper in 2010, with samples
from South Africa [21], Portugal [22], Central Eastern Europe (CEE)
and Russia [23]. Earlier, [17] was conducted in 1994, but also uses
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a similar methodology. The results in these studies differ between
different countries and regions and can be seen in Table 2. There has
been an ongoing debate whether VCs find the horse race (market),
the horse (product), odds (financial factors) or the jockey (the en-
trepreneur1) [16]. It is clear that the answer to the ’jockey or horse’
debate is the jockey (entrepreneur) in most countries, meaning VCs
put most value on the entrepreneur. The Netherlands is an outlier,
being the only country looked at in this research where the prod-
uct/service is more important. One could speculate this is due to
Dutch Calvinist cultural norms, where "doing normal" is valued
by society, and thus the business should be able to speak for itself
instead of the entrepreneur. Similarly, [24] has found that in Asia
the investment opportunity (combination of product, financial and
market factors) takes precedence over the entrepreneur and makes
the connection to cultural norms. The South Korean results from
[17] and the Singaporean results from [8] seem to directly contradict
this. However, in their meta-analysis, [24] has found that there is
a "very high variance" and identified "wide confidence intervals".
This seems in line with the variety of results from studies examined
in this paper. In turn, Mensink found that, as a category, the en-
trepreneur’s personality related factors score high in all countries,
but individual factors related to the product and market have the
highest scores and have higher rejection rates (meaning a VC will
reject a proposal if a certain factor is not present). The rankings
in Table 2 seem to support his first conclusion, but [16, 17, 21–23]
are not in line with the notion of many individual product and/or
market related factors scoring higher. Important to note is that
that only [16, 17] have looked into rejection criteria as well. In the
USA, [16] has found that, entrepreneur related factors would be
reason to reject a project. In South Korea, [17] found that market
attractiveness is the most important rejection criterion. This type
of methodology has received criticism from academia. The usage
of questionnaires filled in by the VCs themselves has led to the
question whether "these methods can lead venture capitalists to
report how they believe they decide, instead of reporting how they
actually reached decisions" [25]. A limitation found by [25] is that
this type of research tends to be more of use for entrepreneurs and
not to VCs looking to optimise their investment processes.

5.1.2 Dutch VC results of the Mensink paper. Out of the 76 total
factors in the questionnaire, Mensink found 10 to be main findings
due to them being either highest, or lowest scored. These are shown
in Tables 3 and 4.

Rank Factor Mean
1 The revenue model is scalable 4.83
2 The technology is scalable 4.67
3 The entrepreneur can demonstrate a market

demand
4.67

4 The target market has a large growth potential 4.67
5 People will pay for the product 4.64

Table 3. Dutch main results from [8]: the 5 highest scoring factors (5 point
Likert scale)

1In literature the term entrepreneur (singular) is used often as a synonym for team, or
entrepreneurs (plural), which this paper does as well.

Rank Factor Mean
76 The product is different than the trend in the

market
1.92

75 The venture will create a new market 2.33
74 I am already familiar with the entrepreneur’s

reputation
2.58

73 The venture found a niche market 2.64
72 Has a personality compatible with mine 2.67

Table 4. Dutch main results from [8]: the 5 lowest scoring factors (5 point
Likert scale)

The focus of Dutch VCs on scalability is noticeable. [26] has
found that the VC experience and education level are positively
correlated with the importance VCs put on (international) scalability.
This could imply that Dutch VCs often have a higher education
level or more experience in the VC business. [26] theorises that "a
higher level of education increases the awareness of decision makers
regarding international scalability as an indicator of the potential of
a venture’s business idea" and names international scalability as an
important step in exploiting growth opportunities and increasing
profitability. The top 5 most important factors seem to come down
to one thing: the VC wants to see a large, proven, market with a
product and business model which is able to capture it entirely.
Whether the VC knows of the reputation of the entrepreneur, if the
venture has found a niche market, or even will create a new market
is not very desirable to VCs. Going against the current trend in the
market is seen at the least desirable for VCs.

5.1.3 Implementation of Mensink’s results into the assessment score-
card. The assessment scorecard is weighted in roughly the same
way as the results from [8], with most importance being given to
scalability, growth potential and financial prospects. The relatively
most and least important factors are shown in Table 5.

Most Important Least Important
Scalability Market Growth

Growth Potential Protection of the Value Proposition
Financial Prospects Assumptions the Financials are Based On

Business Position in the Value Chain
Table 5. Assessment factors ordered by weights

A limitation of the Mensink paper is that the scope only in-
cludes VCsmaking investment decisions on IT& Internet companies.
The TOP loan, however, frequently gets awarded to companies in
other sectors. For example, business model protection (e.g. through
patents) is not a priority in the TOP loan assessment (part of Strong
competitive advantage in the assessment scorecard), because soft-
ware is very hard, if not impossible to patent in a useful manner
in the EU. This is because Article 52 of the European Patent Con-
tention explicitly excludes "programs for computers" as inventions
when applying for a European patent [27], meaning they cannot re-
ceive patent protection in the EU. But for high-tech non-IT startups,
"patents constitute a very important advertising mechanism" when
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Country/region Source Publication Year The Entrepreneur’s
Personality

The Entrepreneur’s
Experience

Characteristics of the
Product or Service

Characteristics of the
Market

Financial
Considerations

USA [16] 1985 1 2 3 4 5
South Korea [17] 1994 1* 2 3 4
Netherlands [8] 2010 2 5 1 3 4
Singapore [8] 2010 1 5 3 4 2
Sweden [8] 2010 1 5 3 2 4
South Africa [21] 2013 1* 2 3 4
Portugal [22] 2014 1 2 4 3 5
CEE [23] 2015 3* 2 1 4
Russia [23] 2015 3* 2 1 4

Table 2. This table shows the relative ranking of factors to VCs in different geographies. 1 = most important, 5 = least important.
*The source combines the entrepreneur’s personality and experience into one category

applying for venture capital [28]. An example is the nanotechnol-
ogy [29] sector, where patents have been found to have a "positive
and significant" influence on VC funding. An important caveat is
that patents being granted do not necessarily mean the entire value
proposition can be protected, nor do VCs actually see usefulness in
patents for more than merely protecting a specific technology [28].

The design of the assessment might be biased towards IT & Inter-
net companies, because by nature software is often very scalable,
where instead of setting up new production processes, the com-
pany can rent more server capacity seamlessly. Moreover, the lower
weighing of Market Growth might negatively impact companies
that are in a very young market with many unknowns.

5.2 Subquestion 2
Subquestion 2 is answered by first taking the suggestion of [8], to
study [9]. Then, further literature review is conducted to find ways
to define what success is, and define limitations on what can be
considered success and finally, to come up with a comprehensive
overview which shows the complex relationship between success
factors and firm performance.

5.2.1 Literature review on definitions of success. As mentioned in
Section 2, Mensink [8] notes that his research "does not address
whether the criteria are actually helpful in distinguishing successful
from unsuccessful ventures" and suggests to base further study of
this topic on the research by [9]. That study found that only two
factors predict performance consistently, namely the degree of com-
petitive threat and the degree of market acceptance of the product.
The authors of [9] do mention the limitations of self-reporting and
the methodology bias but nonetheless came to the conclusion that
high-ranking the factors found by them two years earlier in [16]
do not predict success as well as they predict VC investment like-
lihood. However, they say this is "because the venture capitalists
had already applied them to weed out undesirable ventures". An-
other limitation is that the definition used for success was totally
arbitrary. The respondents (VCs) in their questionnaire chose one
successful venture and one unsuccessful venture they invested in
themselves. [13] found that not only the entrepreneur is important,
it also found that multi-entrepreneur teams are positively corre-
lated with success. Moreover, the time spent in the planning phase

is also positively correlated with success, and more often outside
professionals (such as consultants, lawyers or accountants) were
involved in successful ventures. [13] classified a successful venture
as having "pretax profits and owners’ salaries combined of over
$35,000 annually". This definition was decided a posteriori, based
on the data they gathered from their results. The sample consisted
of ventures in the fruit juice sector, which cannot be generalised
without further substantiation. Entrepreneurs and VCs also disagree
amongst each other what traits a successful entrepreneur has [30].
Entrepreneurs tend to emphasize attributes they are born with (such
as creativity or persistence) of the entrepreneur, while VCs give suc-
cessful entrepreneurs a more balanced trait set [30]. For clarity, in
this paper we view the concept of success only through the lens
of the company. This rules out definitions and studies where the
perception of the entrepreneur is the main focus, such as [31, 32].
Importantly, entrepreneurs can also work outside the context of
a startup. The definition from [33], namely "a human institution
designed to create new products and services under conditions of
extreme uncertainty" [34]. An important distinction here is new
products and services, which excludes more traditional businesses
such as bakeries or restaurants, as much as their founders and/or
owners are still entrepreneurs.

5.2.2 Literature review on the relationship between success factors
and firm performance. In literature the term firm performance gets
used, and this is the term we use as well. We investigate seven firm
performance success outcomes. The performance success outcomes
are profitability (as measured by profitability [35], profit, Return
on Investment [36] and Return on Sales [37]), free cashflow2 [39],
sales volume (measured by sales revenue and market share [36]),
efficiency (measured by Return on Assets and Return on Employees
[37]), growth (measured by growth in assets [37], employees [37,
40, 41] and sales [41, 42]), the valuation of the venture (measured by
Internal Rate of Return [43, 44] and exit performance [45]), survival
rates (arbitrarily defined by [40, 46]. VC financing [41, 46] acts as

2The relationship between profitability and free cash flow (FCF) is taken from [38],
who proposed the following formula for FCF:

𝐹𝐶𝐹 = 𝑂𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙𝐶𝑎𝑠ℎ𝑓 𝑙𝑜𝑤 − 𝐶𝑎𝑝𝑖𝑡𝑎𝑙𝐸𝑥𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒𝑠 − 𝐷𝑒𝑏𝑡𝑃𝑎𝑦𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠
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a mediator variable. The relationships between the measurements
and success factors can be seen in Figure 2.

Fig. 2. Relations between success factors and success outcomes. Factors in
rectangles, outcomes in rounded rectangles.
+: positive relationship, =: no positive nor negative relationship, -: negative
relationship.

5.2.3 Discussion on subquestion 2. As Figure 2 shows, the relation-
ships between the measurements and success factors are complex.
Some of the complexity stems from authors using many different
measurements for success. Many of these are categorised in Figure 2,
such as the growth in employee count and the growth of assets being
categorised into growth. Many of the studies have been undertaken
with specific scopes, such as [35] limiting themselves to the nuclear
and space industry in Russia, and [42] having a scope limited to
technology based manufacturers at the time of their Initial Public
Offering (IPO). It is clear is that traits and signals proxying for the en-
trepreneurs’ intelligence, namely education and the entrepreneurs’
attention to detail and risk management, have positive correlations
with all success outcomes except company survival, where it should
be noted that none of the studies which looked at company survival
also looked at education, attention to detail and risk management.
Generally speaking, education tends to be a relatively good predic-
tor for venture success. However, the entrepreneur having a PhD or
professor title does not increase the likelihood of venture survival
[46]. It does increase the likelihood of VC financing, which in turn

Fig. 3. Proposed feedback loop showing the interaction between selection
and survivorship bias in VC financing

positively affects growth. If this financing was done in the growth
stage it did have a positive correlation with venture survival. This,
in turn can also be a case of survivorship bias, because firms which
have better plans are able to make it to the growth stage. Another
problem with using VC financing as a factor is selection bias. VCs
usually only finance companies with solid plans and competent
entrepreneurs [16], hence the presence of VC financing could be
seen more as a signal than as a cause of success. This dynamic is
shown in Figure 3.

Experience, whether in the specific sector the startup works in or
more general management or technical experience, also is a good
predictor for startup success. Entrepreneurs who have founded a
startup before also are more likely to achieve success. However, [37]
found that having prior unsuccessful managerial, entrepreneurial
or startup experience is negatively correlated with their new firms’
return on assets and return on employees.
These findings show the complexity of the topic of startup suc-

cess. There are many correlations between factors, but it is unclear
whether these can be generalised between studies and geographies.
This might be a reason why VCs approach their process as an art
instead of a science, relying on fingerspitzengefühl, or in the words
of [16], gut feeling.

5.3 Subquestion 3
Subquestion 3 is answered by using linear regression to find the
relationship between the five assessment scorecard categories as
discussed in Section 4 (execution, growth, market opportunity, value
proposition and competitive advantage) and FTE (Full-Time Em-
ployee equivalent to account for part-time employees) count, follow
up financing and whether the company is still active. The five assess-
ment scorecard categories are used as independent variables and
as dependent variables the FTE count, follow-up funding amount
and still active status are used. IBM SPSS Statistics is used to clean
up the dataset and to come to the results as visible in Table 7. De-
scriptive statistics about the sample(s) are shown in Table 6. The
sample consists of 77 companies which have been awarded the TOP
loan since 2011 up to and including 2023. 73 TOP loan recipients
received €40,000, with exceptions where two received €20,000 and
two received €10,000. To analyse the FTE count of recipients, only
companies which are still in business and which had available data
are sampled.
Noticeable are the large standard deviations of the success out-

comes. This is an expected result for the amount of follow-up fund-
ing, due to the high outliers and high number of values which are
zero, or close to zero in comparison to the mean. The results of the
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Success outcome Mean Std. Deviation N
Number of FTE 5.60 5.47 48
Amount of follow-up funding €1,218,321 €3,026,069 77
Still active? (boolean) 0.68 0.47 77

Categories used for FTE count analysis
Execution 0.58 0.21 48
Growth 0.66 0.24 48
Market opportunity 0.65 0.24 48
Value proposition 0.65 0.19 48
Competitive advantage 0.46 0.18 48
Categories used for follow-up funding & still active analysis
Execution 0.58 0.21 77
Growth 0.67 0.23 77
Market opportunity 0.65 0.24 77
Value proposition 0.61 0.21 77
Competitive advantage 0.45 0.21 77

Table 6. Descriptive statistics of dataset.

linear regression generally show weak correlations between higher
scorecard scores and success outcomes. The growth category score
is significantly (p < 0.05) positively correlated with the number
of FTEs employed by the recipient. The FTE count has been used
as a measurement of growth by [37, 40, 41], showing that theory
and the data align. The strongest correlation is between the value
proposition category score and the FTE count. The value proposi-
tion category score is also highly significantly correlated (p < 0.01)
with venture survival. This could be because ventures which pro-
vide a clear value to their customers have a more loyal customer
base, which in turn creates stability. This is also the only significant
predictor for company survival that was found in our analysis. The
amount of follow-up funding and the growth category score have
the highest and most significant correlation for the success outcome.
This is a confirmation that VCs find growth (which includes scal-
ability and growth potential) and the market opportunity (which
create good financial prospects) the most important, as discussed
in Section 5.1.2. However, the competitive advantage category also
has a significant positive correlation, even though this comprises
some of the least important factors to VCs, such as business model
protection, and the position in the value chain. Lastly, the correla-
tion between the categories and the business being still active have
two negative correlations, namely between the execution category
and growth category. Even though these results are not significant
(execution category has p > 0.1, growth category has p < 0.1), it
could be reasoned that companies which are based on high growth
are inherently more risky, which would explain the correlation.

6 DISCUSSION & RECOMMENDATIONS
This section discusses the limitations of our study, examines its rele-
vance for stakeholders, provides recommendations, and suggestions
for further research.

6.1 Limitations of this study
This study has some specific limitations and biases which need to
be addressed. The early research done on VC investment criteria
has been criticised in the past for the usage of questionnaires, due
to their self-reporting bias [25]. VCs have been found to also suffer
from similarity bias [47] and availability bias [48], which can impact
their (perceived) decision making, also influencing studies with
other methods which aim to remove self-reporting bias, such as [18].
Another problem is with generalisation, because the investment
criteria of VCs can depend on many different cultural norms or
other regionalised factors. [8] already looked at three different VC
markets, namely the Netherlands, Sweden and Singapore in order
to overcome this. We have tried to expand on this, culminating
in Table 2. The same problem exists when looking at the results
in Figure 2. These relationships have been gathered from many
countries spanning from Belgium to South Korea to the USA. It
remains to be seen if these relationships can be generalised between
industries and geographies. The studies on venture success or firm
performance can also suffer from VC selection bias and survivorship
bias as shown in Figure 3.

6.2 Relevance for stakeholders
The main objective of this study is to provide valuable insights
for startup founders who want to apply for the TOP loan at the
UT, and even worldwide entrepreneurs who want to know more
about what to look out for when applying for venture capital. The
main advice is this: while there is much debate on ’the jockey or
the horse’, both are needed to participate in the horse race. VCs
care a lot about the entrepreneur, and their experiences are shown
to be important for success later on. The way that a VC perceives
the competency of the entrepreneur is very diverse, and a lack of
skill or knowledge in one area can be made up by having skills or
knowledge in other areas [49]. The data shows that having a good
value proposition i.e., having a product which solves something
important for the customer is very significantly correlated with
venture survival. For the administrators of the TOP loan, Novel-T,
the results are interesting as well. The TOP loan assessment seems
to be good at what it was meant to do: gauge investor readiness of a
startup. All the five assessment categories are positively correlated
with follow-up funding, and three of those are also significant with
p < 0.05. One important recommendation for Novel-T is to critically
examine whether the current weights placed on the selection criteria
in the TOP loan assessment are useful for the sector of the startup
that is being examined. As mentioned in Section 5.1.3, an example
is nanotechnology companies, where patents are significantly more
important than the current weights show. Given, for example, the
prominence of the MESA+ nanotechnology institute at the UT and
the amount of med-tech companies which have already applied for
and/or received the TOP loan, it could prove to be worthwhile to
examine if a (slightly) different assessment scheme would create a
better representation of the investor readiness of startups in those
sectors.
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Category (mean score) Number of FTE Total amount of follow-up funding Still active?

Execution 0.212* 0.116 -0.021

Growth 0.271** 0.286*** -0.162*

Market opportunity 0.129 0.202** 0.026

Value proposition 0.307** 0.188* 0.280***

Competitive advantage 0.144 0.228** 0.045
Table 7. Pearson correlation coefficients for number of FTE equivalent, total amount of follow-up funding, and still active status.
Significance: * 𝑝 < 0.1, ** 𝑝 < 0.05, *** 𝑝 < 0.01

6.3 Future research
To build on the results of our study, future research should focus on
three key sections. First, investigating whether studies on invest-
ment criteria and startup success can reasonably be generalised
across cultures and geographies. Second, the feedback loop de-
scribed in Figure 3 needs to be investigated further. As shown in
Figure 2 and discussed in Sections 5.2.2 and 5.2.3, VC funding acts as
a mediator variable for certain success outcomes. It also can act as
a signal for startups with capable entrepreneurs and good business
plans. Future research should analyse whether VC funding is the
cause or the signal for follow-up success. The same dataset as used
in our research can be used as well, but a more advanced data anal-
ysis method should be used to take follow-up funding into account
in its role as mediator variable, something which our method is
not able to do. Third, there are possibilities in validating the TOP
loan assessment scorecard for different purposes (such as measuring
success likelihood instead of investor readiness), geographies and
industries (outside of IT & Internet). This could provide value for
other institutions which want to start their own startup support
loan in their specific contexts.

7 CONCLUSION
In the crowded field of startup fundraising, the TOP loan can be
a good option for entrepreneurs affiliated with the UT. However,
getting accepted for the TOP loan is not a guarantee, and . This paper
shows the factors which the TOP loan committee analyses, broader
research on VC investment criteria, what factors correlate to follow-
up startup success and shows what success TOP loan recipients have
later on, based on their performance on the TOP loan assessment
scorecard. By exploring existing literature on VC investment criteria
this study has found what factors are important to VCs globally,
and specifically in the Netherlands. In the Netherlands, a VC looks
primarily for a good product or service, but the entrepreneur behind
the startup is the second most important factor. A business being
able to scale and gain a large market share of a large market is
paramount. This study also investigates the traits which successful
startups and entrepreneurs have. The main findings are that a higher
education level, positive experience in startups, management or the
same industry as the startup is in are correlated to multiple measures
of firm performance. We also found that entrepreneurs who take
more time planning their venture succeedmore often. Entrepreneurs
who pay attention to details and are able to assess and react to risk

well are oftenmore successful, while also beingmore likely to attract
more VC financing. VC financing, especially in the growth stage, can
act as a signal but also as a driver for future success. Lastly, a dataset
of 77 startups who successfully have attained TOP loan financing is
analysed to find correlations between their FTE count, follow-up
funding and their survival rate. Companies who have a good value
proposition are significantly more likely to survive, and have higher
FTE counts. This is also more likely for companies with a good
growth plan. Those companies also attract more follow-up funding.
A good market opportunity and competitive advantage also lead
to more follow-up funding. Entrepreneurs can use this knowledge
to their advantage to prepare themselves better for a TOP loan
application, while Novel-T can use these findings as proof of the
effectiveness of the process. After the application, entrepreneurs can
also take their assessment scores and change their plans to better
match what VCs are looking for.
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A APPENDIX A
For this section the business loans at the three Dutch major banks,
ING Bank, ABN Amro (through their New10 subsidiary) and the
Rabobank were looked at. The online calculator was used on their
websites [50–52]. The ranges of possible interest rates vary, where
the ING, who asked for the most detail, outright denied any loan for
this possible case. This can be seen as an example of the troubles
startups have with receiving bank financing.

Table 8. ING Loan Application Input

Question Answer
Goal Machinery
Loan Amount €40,000
Company Existence 6 months to 2 years
Legal Structure Dutch Besloten Vennootschap
Sector Experience None
Revenue 0
Revenue Change No growth nor decline
Profits This Year Unknown
Entrepreneur’s Capital €5,000
Financing from Other Sources None
Shareholders’ Value 0
Assets 0
Business Plan Signed Off No
Book Years Signed Off No
Payoff Time Unavailable
Interest Rate Range Unavailable

Table 9. ABN Loan Application Input

Question Answer
Goal Growth and Expansion
Payoff Time 4 years (48 months)
Interest Rate Range 10.14% - 11.18%

Table 10. Rabo Loan Application Input

Question Answer
Goal Other
Payoff Time 4 years
Interest Rate Range 6.8% - 8.55%

B AI USAGE STATEMENT
During the preperation of this work, the author used ChatGPT in
order to format visual elements and inspiration for specific phrasing.
After using this tool/service, the author reviewed and edited the
content as needed and takes full responsibility for the content of
the work.
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