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Abstract 

Purpose: Fueled by increased consumer awareness concerning sustainability, personal health, and a rethinking 

of society, alternative protein ventures are on the rise. These new companies, which are aiming to substitute 

meat either entirely or partially, often diverge fundamentally not only in their underlying technology but also 

maturity. Their growth is mostly driven by funding from a variety of investors that are motivated by financial 

and strategic objectives. In this context, the lifecycle of new ventures and the assessment process are repeatedly 

painted with the same brush, a fact underscored by the often-predefined characteristics of ventures along the 

funding cycle. In contrast to this rather general and rigid perspective, this paper entails the peculiarities of the 

novel alternative protein market (APM). It sets out to explore the assessment process in the APM along the 

funding cycle by examining the two fundamental sides, the investors and investment recipients. 

Method: This paper follows an explorative and abductive research strategy, as this represents a suitable 

approach to engage in this highly practical research field, which is characterized by sparse and scattered 

theoretical insights. First, the scientific consensus was identified by collecting, reviewing, and compiling the 

current literature. The resulting synthesis of the prevailing concepts was confronted with the specifics of the 

APM in the form of reports and one exploratory interview, from which five propositions emerged that address 

main gaps and peculiarities. This was followed by a qualitative analysis, which was carried out through six 

semi-structured expert interviews that were subsequently coded and analyzed in an iterative process and guided 

by the propositions. In the end, the resulting empirical findings lead to several frameworks and further findings 

that extend the existing scientific consensus and simultaneously constitute the final results of this work. 

Findings: On the investor side, a shift to earlier funding stages, an extension of the primary objectives by more 

impact and sustainable-driven motives, as well as change within the roles and activities towards the ventures, 

became apparent. To extend the conventional rigid classifications of the investor types, eight different 

classification dimensions have been identified with underlying clusters. The analysis of the investment 

recipient side across the verticals resulted in a more transparent form of classification. Incorporating their 

specific situation instead of following the conventional funding or lifecycle led to new venture classes, namely 

Recipe, Hybrid, and Moon-shot Ventures. Furthermore, it emerged that the importance and dynamics of 

specific assessment criteria dimensions change and greatly vary with increasing maturity of the ventures. 

Keywords: Assessment Process, Innovation, Alternative Protein, Entrepreneurial Equity Financing, 

Accelerator, Business Angels, Venture Capitalists, Corporate Venture Capitalists, Funding Cycle, Start-Up 

Life Cycle, Entrepreneurship, Sustainability 
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1 Introduction 

Up until now, meat has traditionally been the primary source of protein in most industrialized 

countries, yet the consumption growth is continuously slowing down (Financial Times, 2019). The 

driving forces behind this downturn range from more ecological to consumer-specific trends. These 

comprise issues such as elevated awareness of animal welfare, lower tolerance for industrialized 

slaughtering, increased resource scarcity due to shrinking arable land caused by livestock production, 

and, last but not least, health-related concerns (AT Kearney, 2019). Consequently, other options are 

being sought to solve these environmental challenges and to seize the emerging consumer group. 

The most conceivable answer to this current development is alternative proteins, as they are drawing 

significant interest from consumers, especially in these industrialized countries (McKinsey, 2019). 

Accordingly, these products become more present in supermarket shelves, food menus, and 

throughout social media. It is estimated that in 2025 the penetration rate of alternative protein in the 

overall protein market will reach between 5% and 10% in 10 years, growing to a market size of $72bn 

in 2030 from a base of $2.2bn in 2019 (Rabobank, 2017; UBS, 2019). 

Further spurred on by the forerunners like plant-based meat company Beyond Meat and their highly 

successful Initial Public Offering (IPO), new ventures are entering the market with rapid speed 

(McKinsey, 2019). Whereas most of them have the same goal, providing a sustainable and healthy 

substitute for conventional meat with a similar taste and feel experience, their approaches tend to be 

very different. As a result, the market comprises a wide variety of ventures that employ novel and old 

technologies as well as different base materials within their products (AT Kearney, 2019; McKinsey, 

2019). Hence, they differ considerably in their product development cycles and business models. 

In comparison to the $1.7 trillion meat market, the alternative protein sector, reaching around $2.2 

billion in volume, does not even appear to be that relevant at present (FAO, 2018; McKinsey, 2019; 

UBS, 2019). For certain parties in this space, however, the growth rates are of far greater interest than 

their actual market size, as these rank up to 20%, compared to the stagnating traditional meat market 

showing only 1-2% growth (Redburn, 2019). After all, such rates present ample opportunities, 

especially for potential investors, who can take advantage of these prospects and continue to drive 

them forward and thus capitalize on their growth. Subsequently, both established and new types of 

investors are increasingly entering the race for the next generation of proteins. In the process, they 

must learn to adapt to this nascent market and its characteristics, including its diversity of ventures. 



 

 

Master Thesis | The Agony of Choice: The Assessment Process of New Ventures in the Alternative Protein Market  

 

Page 2 

 

Given the agony of choice in which of these different technologies or ventures to invest in, they must 

determine the best way to assess them. 

1.1 Problem Identification and Research Question 

While most of the ventures in the alternative protein market (APM) aim to offer some form of new 

protein substitute, their dissimilar maturities, in combination with their underlying degree of 

technology-depth, makes this assessment fairly challenging for investors (McKinsey, 2019). At the 

same time, finding and selecting the right partners in this pool of different investor types continues 

to be a challenge for ventures as well. The coexistence of a multitude of sources of financing and 

knowledge resources raises an essential question as to why one venture receives higher funds than 

others and from which kind of investors these tend to originate (Kang, 2018). The varying maturity 

and technological development of ventures in the APM make these questions particularly interesting 

from a chronological perspective. This practical relevance is amplified by the fact that a lack of 

guidance and orientation for both the investor and investment recipient side can significantly hinder 

growth and act as barriers to radical innovation and technology adaption (Mishra & Zachary, 2014). 

From a theoretical perspective, entrepreneurial equity financing, including the involved vehicles, as 

well as their implications on the venture landscape, is a frequent subject of academic research (Drover 

et al., 2017; P. A. Gompers & Lerner, 2004). In past decades, several authors have extensively studied 

the different stages of the funding cycle and growth models as well as the assessment process of 

ventures separately (Gartner, 1985; Levie & Lichtenstein, 2008; Macmillan, Zemann, & 

Subbanarasimha, 1987; Phelps, Adams, & Bessant, 2007; Salamzadeh & Kawamorita Kesim, 2015). 

Despite being a trending topic in industry reports or studies of leading investment banks and strategy 

consulting firms, no academic literature has yet comprehensively reviewed existing theories or 

specifically developed new ones related to the APM (AT Kearney, 2019; McKinsey, 2019; Rabobank, 

2017; UBS, 2019). Even from a more general perspective, a consensus on basic constructs of these 

stages is missing to some extent and the classification of different players, especially on the investors' 

side, is often unclear (Drover et al., 2017; Levie & Lichtenstein, 2008; Phelps et al., 2007). Combined 

with the complexity of the new market in question, this problem is even further intensified. For 

instance, descriptive research on rather new players such as accelerators and their programs are still 

scarce and has so far received little attention in the scientific community (Cohen and Hochberg 2014). 
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Besides the practical and theoretical relevance of this paper, it is also motivated by the authors' 

personal objectives and interests. Both students work in business development and entrepreneurial 

venture-related roles and have designed their career plans along these fast-paced and innovative lines. 

In conclusion, this paper aims to contribute to these research gaps in two ways. First, it provides more 

clarity in terms of the entrepreneurial landscape, both from the investor and investment recipient 

perspective along the typical chronological stages. Second, by confronting the resulting synthesis of 

the prevailing literature with the specifics of the APM, it helps to determine the particularities of this 

market. This results in the primary outcome of this work, which is the description of the assessment 

process of new ventures in the APM along the funding cycle. 

Given the problem identification stated above, the overall research question of this paper can be 

formulated as follows: 

 

As already implied in the problem identification and research question, this is approached 

individually from the perspectives of the investors and ventures and finally confronted with the 

assessment process. 

1.2 Delimitations 

Considering the broad and complex landscape of the APM, including its investment processes, as 

well as the limited resources of this work, the following section outlines the research boundaries and 

delimits the overall scope of this paper. 

First, the definition of the APM must be narrowed down. For this purpose, the four largest and most 

important vertical markets are considered: plant-based, fermentation- and insect-based, as well as lab-

grown (McKinsey, 2019; Mordor Intelligence, 2019). This restriction is necessary as the market is 

continuously inundated with new forms of protein replacements. Still, the four considered verticals 

cover not only the largest market share but also a wide range of different technologies and market 

Research Question 

How does the assessment process in the alternative protein market look like and to what 

extent does it differ along the funding cycle from the perspective of ventures and vehicles? 
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maturities. Consequently, they serve as an appropriate benchmark to investigate the assessment 

process while capturing its unique aspects. 

Second, the assessment process and its involved parties are extensively examined in this work. By 

following the consensus of existing literature, the scope was primarily geared to the four main 

investor types, concretely Accelerators, business angels (BA), venture capitalists (VC), and corporate 

venture capitalists (CVC) (Drover et al., 2017). These types address all relevant sections of the 

funding stages but also represent different forms of investments and motives, as some of them do not 

just provide financial but also operational support for new ventures. That is why they will also be 

referred to as growth and financial vehicles in the further course of this work. In the context of 

funding, the line is deliberately drawn around venture capital, which means any questions or investor 

types relating more to private equity, as well as traditional corporate financing, are not the focus 

(Wright, 1998). 

Finally, the chosen depth in which the different aspects of the assessment process in the APM are 

examined must be mentioned. Due to the broad scope of this work, particular attention will be drawn 

to the properties of the two main participants, the ventures and verticals. The aim is to determine how 

their properties alter in the chronological course and how this affects the assessment, especially 

concerning the applied criteria. 

1.3 Structure of the Paper 

The presented paper can be divided into four parts (cf. Figure 1). The first section briefly provides an 

overview of the investigated research subject. This part comprises a concise synopsis of the topic, its 

relevance and, building on this, the problem identification, and research question. Besides, the scope 

of the work is reviewed and determined. Subsequently, the methodology chapter discusses and 

substantiates the chosen research strategy, the design, and the overall quality of the process. 

The second section can be seen as an initial study or first attempt to map out and describe the 

assessment process by matching established theories from the entrepreneurship literature with 

practical insights from reports and one exploratory interview. They constitute the preliminary 

framework on which both the interview guides and proposition, which lead the analysis, are derived. 

While the third part of the research process follows the preliminary framework, it is already described 

in the methodology chapter. Specifically, it contains the data collection procedures for the qualitative 
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empirical analysis of the propositions. During this process, suitable respondents are selected, the 

interviews conducted and finally transcribed. 

The actual analysis will be carried out in the fourth part. First of all, the empirical findings are 

presented and subsequently compared and discussed with the derived propositions. Based on this 

analysis, the preliminary framework can then be complemented. Finally, this culminates in new 

adapted frameworks as well as further findings which simultaneously form the final conceptual 

framework for answering the research question. 

Lastly, the conclusion section presents the consolidated results, discusses further implications for 

both ventures and vehicles, and puts the overall work in relation to the current situation, especially to 

the corona crisis and its consequences. The work closes with a critical reflection of the whole process, 

scope and chosen methodology, which at the same time, discloses promising areas for future research. 
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2 Methodology 

The methodology section provides a detailed description of the methodological considerations and 

overall research process to clarify and state the resolution of the research question. Therefore, it 

illustrates how data was collected, interpreted, and analyzed. Within the process, this work primarily 

draws on the research onion by Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill (2016) and sequentially discusses the 

different layers as well as any other important decision regarding the procedure (cf. Figure 2). This 

provides a sound understanding of how the choice of scientific stance influences the next layers of 

the process, all the way through the methodological approach to the theoretical outline. Peripheral, 

each layer of the onion drills down to a more detailed stage in the process and will be covered to 

ensure a well-informed and reflected decision regarding the overall research methodology. This 

structured procedure guaranteed coherency and consistency within this work.  
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Figure 2: Research Onion Visualization. Based on Saunders et al. 2016 
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2.1 Research Methodology 

Before describing the applied methods, this chapter outlines the underlying methodology, including 

the research philosophy, approach, and strategy. Moreover, the incorporation of both qualitative and 

quantitative data will be discussed, as well as the analysis procedure and time horizon of the 

conducted research. The choices and resulting implications of the respective options within the layers 

influenced the underlying ones as these dictated the further procedure.  

2.1.1 Research Philosophy of Pragmatism 

The respective research philosophy determines the principles and overall belief, in which data about 

a phenomenon were gathered, analyzed, and used. Thus, it clarifies the underlying definition of the 

source, nature, and development of knowledge and justifies the fundamental rationale of the research 

conduct (Flick, 2011). Within the context of business research, four philosophies have proven to be 

particularly relevant: Positivism, realism, interpretivism, and pragmatism (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Within these four, the reasoning for selecting the philosophy of this work will be explained based on 

three paradigms, namely ontology (nature of reality), epistemology (nature of knowledge), and 

axiology (nature of value). As the goal of this paper centered around “making a difference to 

organizational practice” and thus practical outcomes, it followed the research philosophy of 

pragmatism (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 143).  

In terms of the ontology, this philosophy perceived reality as the practical consequences of ideas, and 

consequently, the most important determinant is the research question and its practical solutions. 

Moreover, as a problem-oriented philosophy, which focuses on the practical meaning of knowledge, 

it acknowledges all theories and concepts that enable successful actions and contribute to answer the 

research question (Saunders et al., 2016). This epistemological assumption was in line with the 

research motivation as well as the overall procedure of this work as it was meant to serve as a guide 

for future practices by incorporating any theories or sources that help achieving that. 

By challenging that reality can never be determined once and for all, knowledge can also never be 

abstracted from contingent beliefs, habits, and experiences. Accordingly, this work did not consider 

one solitary objective truth, such as positivism. Instead, it acknowledged both objectivism and 

subjectivism. Therefore it can be classified as value-driven research that is led by the researchers' 

doubts and beliefs, which was consistent with the axiological implications of pragmatism (Kaushik 

& Walsh, 2019). In line with the conviction that all prior theories and concepts should be treated as 
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provisional and revisable, the formulation of the propositions adopted self-critical and reflexive 

reasoning (Morgan, 2020). Accordingly, they were not solely derived from abstract theories but 

incorporated prior beliefs and insights from experts to detect initial gaps, which will be further 

considered in the empirical analysis.  

In conclusion, the philosophy of pragmatism provided a solid starting point for the development of 

the research design and its subsequent execution, as it supported the view that there are various ways 

of interpreting the world. It further underlined the use of multiple methods in one study as long as 

they enable relevant insights and helped to unravel the practical problem and, ultimately, the research 

question (Saunders et al., 2016). 

2.1.2 Abductive Approach to Theory Development 

According to Saunders et al. (2016), the approach for theory development can be broken down into 

two fundamental concepts, namely deductive and inductive reasoning. Deduction is commonly 

viewed as scientific research, as it first involves the development of a theory that is subsequently 

tested based on empirical data. The inductive approach works vice versa. 

However, the purpose of this paper was neither to only test existing theories nor to develop an entirely 

new theory from scratch. Rather, the intention was to further expand the existing theoretical 

knowledge with findings from practice through empirical investigations of a particular environment. 

Alternatively, in other words, this paper intended to generalize “from the interactions between the 

specific and the general” (Saunders et al. 2016, p.145). This can be described as an abductive 

approach. Therefore, abduction is proposed as a way to overcome the constraints that are inherent in 

deductive and inductive reasoning, which made it popular in business research (Bryman & Bell, 

2015).  

As a result, theoretical concepts were primarily applied to improve the robustness and rigor of the 

empirical research as well as to strengthen the understanding of the overall topic. To achieve this, the 

paper switched back and forth between inductive and deductive reasoning to establish a discourse 

between theoretical and empirical evidence and subsequently develop a preliminary framework 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2011). This can be seen as a first attempt to answer the research question 

but will be further tested through qualitative analysis and extended with the input of the subsequent 

findings. In this context, the final conceptual framework represents the result of consolidating several 

related theoretical concepts and practical insights of the qualitative analysis to give a broader 
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understanding of the phenomenon of interest, in this case, the assessment process in the APM 

(Imenda, 2014). 

This approach also underpins how propositions were framed in this work, as they were not just related 

to an existing theory. Instead, they were used to explore a phenomenon and to address specific gaps 

to ultimately incorporate or modify the previously established theories and locate these in a new 

conceptual framework. Therefore it was in line with the research philosophy as it incorporated 

existing theories or methods where they are applicable and helpful to answer the research question 

(Kaushik & Walsh, 2019).  

Hence, this pragmatic approach, in contrast to inductive and deductive reasoning on its own, allowed 

to explain, create, and modify the preliminary framework before, during, or even after the overall 

research process. This was reflected in this work by partially reviewing and adapting it through the 

inclusion of practical and real market insights as well as an initial exploratory interview, even before 

the actual empirical validation. 

2.1.3 Multi-Method Qualitative Research Design 

In principle, data can be collected in two different ways; quantitative and qualitative. However, these 

methods do not just differ in their utilization of numerical or non-numerical data, but also within their 

associations with the chosen philosophical assumptions, research approach, and strategy (Saunders 

et al., 2016). Establishing this alignment contributed to maintain a coherent way of addressing the 

research question.  

As this work tried to understand a real-world phenomenon and to produce findings that arrive from 

context-specific settings and semi-structured interviews, it can be classified as qualitative research 

(Golafshani, 2003). More concretely, following the pragmatic research philosophy, which considers 

the adoption of a single method to be insufficient and acknowledge subjectivism, the research 

question was answered through a multi-method qualitative research design. This design is 

characterized by the application of different data collection techniques and analytical procedures and 

with an interpretive and value-driven approach (Stake, 2005). Due to the qualitative research design, 

the data collection and corresponding analysis were non-standardized, and procedures just as 

interview guidelines and frameworks were modified if new insights were obtained during the research 

process (cf. Appendix A). This also corresponds with the abductive research approach that was 

introduced previously (Saunders et al., 2016).  
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2.1.4 Explorative Research Strategy 

Depending on the research question and the nature of the project, the entire research process can be 

formulated to serve either an exploratory, descriptive, explanatory, or evaluative purpose or any 

combination thereof (Saunders et al., 2016). 

As the addressed topic of this work was rather broad and complex and not yet explicitly defined, 

exploratory research served as a solid starting point. It constitutes a valuable method to firstly clarify 

the understanding of the problem, to gain further insights, to ask questions, and finally to assess the 

phenomenon from a new perspective (Yin, 2018). Consistent with the adopted iterative and abductive 

procedure, exploratory research offers a certain level of flexibility and hence the ability to adapt as 

new knowledge arises. Especially for the preliminary framework, this implication was highly 

relevant, but it also applied to the iteratively conducted expert interviews and the discussion of all 

elaborated findings. In this connection, the advantage of the qualitative compared to quantitative 

research design for this work became apparent, since constant adjustments were possible while 

collecting the data. Nevertheless, as this work also intended to outline a roadmap for the assessment 

process of new ventures in the APM, it also incorporated descriptive research to some extent. 

As a result of the methodological choices previously decided upon, the structure of this work did not 

fully reflect any of Saunders' research strategies. On the one hand, the constant comparison of the 

findings and the “derivation of codes, concepts, and categories” refers to elements of grounded theory 

(Allan 2003, p.1). On the other hand, the practical nature and the inquiry of a real case concretely of 

the assessment process also exhibit characteristics of a case study (Saunders et al., 2016). However, 

essential constituents are missing for both strategies, so that clear attribution is not reasonable but 

also not necessary. Taking an exploratory approach and aiming to provide a revised framework, the 

present work built on relevant literature and was supplemented by empirical findings that result from 

continuous comparison and coding. This “substantive theory building” represented just a first step in 

understanding the subject in the specific context of the APM and should be continued by future 

research that includes these different strategies individually (Saunders et al. 2016, p.8). 

2.1.5 Cross-Sectional Time Horizon  

Another aspect that must be clarified in the research design is the time horizon that indicates the 

period in which the data was gathered and analyzed. In this context, two general routes can be 

considered: cross-sectional or longitudinal. 
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Longitudinal studies are conducted over an extensive period of time to capture changes and 

developments along the way. In contrast, cross-sectional studies are restricted to a specific time frame 

and therefore provide only a snapshot of the data at a specific point in time (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Due to the time constraints of this work and also the given research question, following a cross-

sectional time horizon was sufficient, since the objective was not to capture and describe a 

development or chronological sequence, but rather the status quo and how it deviates from current 

theories and assumptions. 

2.2 Applied Data Collection and Analysis Methods 

As advocated by many scholars and in accordance with the qualitative research design, this paper 

utilized several forms of data, including primary and secondary sources (Bryman & Bell, 2015; 

Kaushik & Walsh, 2019; Yin, 2018). Accordingly, the following section will clarify how these 

different forms of data have been collected and which methods were employed to analyze them.  

2.2.1 Primary Data Collection  

Primary data refers to all data that had been gathered specifically for this research project to answer 

the research question (Rose, Spinks, & Canhoto, 2014). In the context of this work, qualitative data 

was solely derived from both unstructured and semi-structured interviews. The content and purpose 

of these interviews, along with the selection of respondents, will be explained below. 

Interview Type and Content 

Following the abductive reasoning and iterative approach of this work, the preliminary study included 

one unstructured interview to strengthen the understanding and knowledge of the APM. The insights 

gained from this were used to benchmark the applied theories and concepts against the views of 

practitioners to identify possible gaps and, thus, promising research areas. 

Subsequently, based on the interview guideline, which stems from the initial framework and 

propositions, semi-structured expert interviews were conducted. In general, the flexible and open 

format is an advantage for the exploratory approach of this study, as it helps to explore the 

phenomenon from new perspectives that may not even have been previously addressed. Hence, the 

guideline only contained specific themes and topics and included mostly open-ended questions to 

allow respondents to express their opinions freely and to steer the conversation in the direction that 

seems most important to them (Sayrs, 1998).  
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Besides these questions, different case ventures that were developed based on the preliminary 

framework, as well as real examples, were presented and discussed to some degree. However, to 

maintain the semi-structured design of the interviews, these case ventures were only mentioned 

verbally and were not presented in the form of a physical or digital document. As mentioned before, 

all these measures enabled the interviews to unfold on topics that were considered important by the 

respondent and not by the two interviewers. 

Since the interviews involved different vehicles, the guideline had to be adjusted accordingly to each 

of them. Despite slight variations within the guides depending on the vehicle, the core of ot was kept 

intact to ensure consistency (Bryman & Bell, 2015). In this regard, it must be mentioned that the 

individual interviews were organized in iteration loops to allow a constant revision of the guidelines 

and the framework so that both of them gradually evolved with each interview. Besides, this flexible 

approach further reflected the exploratory character of this study, as it allowed to incorporate new 

findings throughout the research process. 

Selection Process 

To select interview partners which can stipulate the most significant contribution to understanding 

the research topic and answering the research question, the selection process followed purposive or 

expert sampling. Therefore a probability approach was deliberately neglected (Bogner, Littig, & 

Menz, 2009; Bryman & Bell, 2015). To identify these experts, growth and financial vehicles which 

featured ventures from the APM in their portfolio or were searching for them were contacted. The 

aim was to cover the major types of vehicles, namely accelerators, BAs, VCs, and CVCs. Because of 

their different roles and thus perspectives in the funding process, but equally given their type of 

investments, a large part of the overall assessment process along the funding cycle can be addressed 

with their knowledge and input.  

Based on this selection procedure, seven interviews could be arranged (cf. Table 1). Unfortunately, 

no contact could be established with business angels in this area. Owing to the thematic intersections, 

as well as the many indirect interactions, the other interview partners were able to compensate for 

this lack of perspective to some extent.  

All interviews were conducted in person or via videocall and, in agreement with the interviewees, 

recorded as well as transcribed. These steps prevented both a loss of information and a subjective bias 

on the part of the researcher when trying to reconstruct the interviews through notes (Bogner et al., 

2009).  
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2.2.2 Secondary Data Collection 

Recognizing the exploratory nature and the broad initial focus of this research project, in particular, 

the preliminary study involved secondary data collection to a considerable extent. This kind of data 

helped to gain a comprehensive understanding of the overall entrepreneurial landscape, the 

assessment process, and the APM in general (Saunders et al., 2016).  

The initial comparison of qualitative and quantitative data, both stemming from academic and non-

academic sources, was essential to build a solid groundwork in the form of a conceptual framework 

for the subsequent interviews. The research question drove the incorporation of these different 

sources of secondary data as it requires both explanation and exploration to some degree.  

The review of academic literature to identify applicable concepts and theories about the assessment 

and venture development process in the APM followed a systematic approach, by focusing on the 

databases “Google Scholar” and “Science Direct”. Besides, only scientific papers that relate to the 

two mentioned phenomena and are in line with the scope of the research question were extracted 

(Rowley & Slack, 2004). Instead of relying on a single theory, a synthesis of the shared consensus in 

the respective research stream was presented based on the extracted papers.  

Other secondary sources, containing both qualitative and quantitative data, were mainly confined to 

non-academic sources such as white papers, industry reports, or other publications by private 

companies or organizations. These were primarily consulted to proxy the practical perspective along 

with the exploratory interview in the preliminary study, but also to complement the discussion at the 

Respondent 

Code
Name of the Interviewee Company Job Title Vehicle Classification Interview Type

AC1 Martin Holmboe Accelerace Head of Scouting Accelerator Initial/Unstructured Interview

AC2 Mathias Brink Lorenz Rockstart Senior Associate
Accelerator/Venture 

Capitalists
Semi-structured Interview

VC1 Ali Morrow Astanor Ventures
Principle Strategy & 

Impact
Venture Capitalists Semi-structured Interview

VC2 Yorán Meijers Anterra Capital Venture Associate Venture Capitalists Semi-structured Interview

VC3 Maximilian Bade Atlantic Food Labs Venture Associate Venture Capitalists Semi-structured Interview

CVC1 Markus Klinger Novozymes
Head of Alternative 

Protein

Corporate Venture 

Capitalists
Semi-structured Interview

CVC2 Riccardo LoCascio Novozymes
Partnering & External 

Innovation

Corporate Venture 

Capitalists
Semi-structured Interview

Table 1: Overview Selected Interview Partner. Based on own representation 
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end of this work. Eventually, this incorporation of different sources helped to triangulate the findings 

(Saunders et al., 2016).  

By describing theories and the academic consensus of the considered topic while confronting them 

with practical insights and real conditions, it was possible to build a preliminary framework and 

formulate five propositions. These, in turn, helped to address gaps between theory and practice, guide 

the interviews, and ultimately answer the research questions by comparing them with the empirical 

findings. 

2.2.3 Qualitative Analysis Procedure 

In order to derive empirical findings from the interviews, the collected data was analyzed following 

Yin’s (2015) cycle for qualitative analysis, which includes five iterative steps: 

1) Compiling the empirical data in a database 2) Disassembling the data and reorganizing into themes; 

3) Reassembling the data by establishing patterns and categories within and across cases; 4) 

Interpreting findings in connection to established literature; 5) Providing a conclusion based on the 

analysis of the entire research study.  

According to this approach, the first step involved the compilation of all interview transcripts and 

audio recordings in a collective database and the labeling of each interview. In the second step, to 

impose a structure to the data, an analytic technique called pattern matching or coding was employed 

(Yin, 2015). Based on the preliminary study and considered theories, the first categories for the 

reorganization of the data were determined. These predefined categories were formed to gain better 

intercoder reliability and to structure the analysis from the start. However, constant revisions were 

made when new findings or patterns appeared that were not addressed in the preliminary study. To 

create these new patterns, both researchers made individual notes in the transcripts by means of 

memos and mind maps to subsequently discuss them (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The relevance of these 

new themes was either indicated by the interviewees or substantiated by frequent references 

throughout all interviews. 

After reorganizing the data into general categories, the third step involved an in-depth coding 

procedure in which the transcripts were run through line by line. In this process, each key topic 

identified in previous coding rounds was systematically traversed to generate even more detailed 

codes than before (Yin, 2015). Consequently, the data was reassembled and allocated to represent 
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patterns within and across all vehicles (cf. Appendix C). Previous iteration steps as well as all coded 

quotes and statements can be found in the separately uploaded appendix. 

As mentioned before and in line with the abductive approach, the fourth step was conducted 

throughout the whole analysis procedure by continually comparing the emerged patterns during the 

coding sessions with the ones provided by the preliminary framework. However, the determined 

empirical findings and insights were presented in a separate chapter first. Building on all these steps, 

an interpretative analysis encompassing the preliminary framework with its propositions, and the 

empirical results were then carried out. Accordingly, the research process concluded with answering 

the research question by presenting new frameworks which incorporated the adjusted theories and 

concepts as well as new insights from the empirical findings in the fifth and last stage of Yin’s cycle 

for qualitative analysis (Yin, 2015).  

2.2.4 Data Quality 

Finally, to ensure the data quality of the overall paper and its employed methods, the reliability and 

validity, which have established themselves over time as essential criteria in qualitative research, are 

reviewed. In contrast to quantitative research, reliability and validity are defined as trustworthiness, 

rigor, and quality in the qualitative paradigm (Golafshani, 1992, 2003; Saunders et al., 2016). 

Especially the contextual and subjective data from the interviews can influence the trustworthiness 

of the results, which is the reason why it is necessary to evaluate them (Bryman & Bell, 2015). To a 

certain extent, some measures to comply with these two criteria have already been addressed in the 

methodology. However, this section reviews the whole research process again to provide an overall 

verdict on the data quality. Apart from that, a certain degree of subjectivity is also acknowledged, as 

outlined in chapter 2.1.1. The actual limitations or weaknesses of this work will be discussed in detail 

at the end, as many of these only became apparent during the research process and should be justified 

in the context of the results. 

Reliability 

In qualitative research, reliability defines the consistency and repeatability of the results under similar 

conditions (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Saunders et al., 2016). By providing a comprehensive description 

and well-structured research process, a sufficient degree of repeatability, transparency, and thus 

trustworthiness was given (Golafshani, 2003). To achieve this, all the interviews were prepared and 

conducted independently from any outside influence that could bound the results to a particular 
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situation. Furthermore, these interviews were carried out with two conductors. Due to this, possible 

relationships that could lead to bias were neutralized, as one of them always remained objective and 

impartial. In combination with the detailed interview guide, potential observer errors were also 

decreased. In conclusion, through the combination of a structured and transparent research process, 

and appropriate conduct of the interviews, the degree of reliability of the derived results can be 

considered sufficient. 

Validity 

The second metric refers to credibility, the extent to which the requirements of scientific research 

methods have been followed, and thus how accurate the findings are (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Saunders 

et al., 2016). In this context, a distinction can be made between external validity and internal validity. 

The former examines whether the results of a representative sample can be transferred to other 

research settings. Since the primary data collection process deliberately represents the specific reality 

of the considered vehicles and the context at the time the interviews were conducted, the resulting 

findings are subject to changes caused by the dynamic environment in which they operate. 

In contrast, internal validity refers to the extent to which findings can be attributed to interventions 

rather than any flaws in the research procedure or its design (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Saunders et al., 

2016). It can be established as a result of applying various forms of triangulation. This includes data, 

research, and methodological triangulation (Guion, Diehl, & Mcdonald, 2011; Saunders et al., 2016). 

In pursuing this common strategy in qualitative research, different data sources, types, and methods 

were considered, to compensate for their respective limitations or biases (Golafshani, 2003). Another 

important measure that was included to achieve internal validity is respondent validation. By sending 

transcripts, notes, and the derived findings to the respective participants, it was possible to reduce the 

risk of misinterpretations, as they can validate the data (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Likewise, to ensure 

the same level of internal validity also during the analysis and especially the coding sessions, both 

researchers frequently returned to interview transcripts and audio recordings to verify that the coded 

themes and representations were still accurate. This reduced the risk of contextual distortions that 

may occur when encoding fragments of qualitative data. Moreover, as all data collection and analysis 

procedures were conducted by peer-reviewed and thus established methods, the overall rigor and 

quality of this research can be considered adequate (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Golafshani, 2003).  
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3 Breaking Down the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem: A Look at 

Both Sides 

This chapter provides an in-depth description of the various theories and models by reviewing 

different concepts of entrepreneurship theory from two perspectives: the investor's and the investment 

recipient's side. These synthesized theories constituted the first attempt to understand but also to 

partially answer the research question. However, within each of these theories, the practical relevance 

and applicability to the APM were examined to determine both similarities and differences. 

Subsequently, the empirical analysis was carried out based on the revealed discrepancies or omissions 

in a second iteration step through the semi-structured interviews. Thereby, the validity and reliability 

of the results were further reinforced as all initial concepts, which were adjusted through the 

qualitative analysis, were continually verified by the research community (Saunders et al. 2016). It 

must be noted that the following chapters refer to both sides, concretely ventures and vehicles, as it 

was not reasonable to ignore their interrelations and consider them entirely separately. 

To establish a practical relevance and topicality, especially regarding the funding cycle and the APM, 

industry reports and practical studies were consulted in addition to theoretical papers. This holistic 

approach ensured that all essential criteria of the vehicles, potential conditions of ventures, and 

peculiarities of the market, which are prevalent in practice, were addressed. As this first research step 

revealed a lack of consideration and inconsistencies, especially in the literature with regard to the 

APM, a preliminary interview was conducted to corroborate the initial understanding of the 

assessment process and its underlying criteria in this specific sector. Thus, this unstructured interview 

aimed to provide a practical perspective regarding the peculiarities of the APM and thus strengthened 

the legitimacy and relevance of the formulated propositions and overall framework. Therefore, this 

iterative process improved the quality of the initial framework and resulting interview guidelines. 

3.1 Venture Development from The Investor Side 

To clarify the necessity and roles of financial and growth vehicles within the entrepreneurial 

landscape, the entrepreneurial value creation (EVC) theory will be introduced first. Building on this 

theory, the different vehicles, and their properties are then described according to their ascertained 

role in the venture creation process. 
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3.1.1 The Entrepreneurial Value Creation Theory 

Despite the complexity and interdisciplinarity of the entrepreneurship research stream, the EVC 

theory seeks to unify its various aspects by incorporating findings from economic, financial and 

psychological disciplines to explain the fundamentals of the entrepreneurial process for creating and 

developing a new venture (Mishra & Zachary, 2014). Therefore, this theory builds a profound starting 

point to outline the general progress of ventures by describing important gateways and checkpoints, 

which generally consist of interactions with one of the vehicles.  

Venture Formulation and Monetization  

Sequential depictions of the venture creation process have been described in the literature in various 

degrees of detail (Bhave, 1994; Gartner, 1985; Moore, 1986; Webster, 1976). However, the support 

mechanisms that growth and financial vehicles provide in this process were mostly not mentioned. 

Unlike most of these concepts, the EVC theory is, therefore, better suited to the scope of this paper, 

as it incorporates these mechanisms. It facilitated a clearer understanding of the interaction between 

the ventures and vehicles in this process. In this respect, the EVC theory offered further evidence for 

the necessity of financial and growth vehicles and determined their respective role within the stages, 

which will be outlined below (Mishra & Zachary, 2014; Yang, 2019). Accordingly, the creation 

process, the motivation behind investments and assessment process are being explained. Based on 

this theory, the overall process was depicted in Figure 3 and supplemented with additional elements 

for better illustration.  

Beyond these specific merits related to the context of this work, the drawbacks of the model are also 

apparent, notably in the limited outcomes that mainly relate to financial performance and reward. 

Such a narrow stance is not supported by research, as it has demonstrated that entrepreneurs do not 

focus exclusively on income or monetary value creation (B. Cohen, Smith, & Mitchell, 2008). 
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According to Mishra et al. (2014), the creation process of new ventures can be generally divided into 

two iterative stages, namely the venture formulation (Stage 1) and the venture monetization (Stage 

2). At the beginning, driven by the identification of an opportunity and the fulfillment of an 

entrepreneurial intention, new founders initiate ventures and formulate their entrepreneurial 

competencies to achieve entrepreneurial reward in the long term. The actual trigger for setting up a 

venture is multi-layered and can be stimulated externally or internally, as well as arise out of necessity 

or a sense of opportunity (Bhave, 1994). 

The resulting competencies encompass entrepreneurial resources, including human and financial 

capital, as well as both product development and market access capabilities (Mishra & Zachary, 

2014). Through two iterative steps, namely the feasibility and effectuation multiplier, the inherent 

resources and capabilities, as well as identified opportunities, are then assessed and, if possible, 

adjusted to meet these resources and the intentions of the entrepreneurs before entering the second 

stage. At this stage, the first vehicles are already appearing to assist nascent ventures in developing 

their competencies and unify their intentions, resources as well as the identified opportunities (Aerts, 

Matthyssens, & Vandenbempt, 2007; Yang, 2019). In this process, most failures occur in the 

transition from stage 1 to stage 2, as not all prospective entrepreneurs are capable of building up their 

entrepreneurial competencies or resources sufficiently or do not possess enough entrepreneurial 

intention to progress (Mishra & Zachary, 2014). This last statement is somewhat vague as most 

ventures in this stage are not really recorded in the most success or failure reports (CBInsights, 2015). 

Entrepreneurial Opportunity

(Stimulus)
Entrepreneurial Resources

Entrepreneurial Intention

(Desire for Reward)
Venture Investment Due Diligence Modulator Entrepreneurial Reward

Stage 1 - Formulation Stage 2 - Monetization

Feasibility

Modulator

Effectuation

Modulator

Stage

Transition

Due Diligence

Modulator

Business Model

Multiplier

Figure 3: The Entrepreneurial Value Creation. Based on Mishra et al. 2014 
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Nevertheless, if entrepreneurs are succeeding in both instances, the venture enters the monetization 

stage to reach the entrepreneurial reward. Within this second stage, the entrepreneurial competencies 

become an input to the due diligence modulator. In this context, due diligence can be described as the 

“thorough investigation and analysis the investor makes of a prospective investment to see if it meets 

the investor`s strategy and criteria for funding.” (Camp 2002, p.1). Without due diligence, potential 

investors would be susceptible to adverse selection risks and information asymmetries (Jensen & 

Meckling, 1976). In this way, not only the strength of the entrepreneurial competencies but also the 

feasibility of the business model is being critically reviewed. Nevertheless, the actual procedure of 

this assessment incorporates a variety of different factors, which also differ between the investors and 

thus the vehicles (Hellmann & Thiele, 2015; Kaplan & Stromberg, 2000; Witt & Brachtendorf, 2006). 

According to Teece (2007), the entrepreneurial competence formulated in stage 1 will not lead to 

value creation and entrepreneurial reward, if an efficient and sustainable business model is missing. 

In the event that the venture passes this due diligence assessment, the acquired funds are used to 

develop the dynamic complementary capabilities. These capabilities involve factors such as the 

business model’s lock-in, novelty, or efficiency, all of which can add value to the business. Moreover, 

this includes many other factors that increase the venture value and therefore widen the gap to 

competitors (Mishra & Zachary, 2014). In general, these capabilities are depending heavily on the 

respective product and the market that the venture operates. 

However, this is not a one-time and completed process, as the entrepreneurial reward is reconfigured 

after the deployment of new complementary capabilities. Thus, at each new funding stage, investors 

must evaluate if the entrepreneurial reward is still sufficient to invest additional capital into the 

venture (Camp, 2002). On the one hand, with more funding rounds, the amount of information or 

feedback about the venture, including its competences and the quality of the business model, 

increases, but at the same time, the price for equity typically rises as well (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). 

Within this theory, this effect of reconciling the embedded risk-reward of the venture is called the 

business model multiplier. 

On the other hand, if the venture is not able to secure any or sufficient funding, it either fails or returns 

to the formulation stage due to the capital constraint link (Mishra & Zachary, 2014). By following 

the reasoning of this model, vehicles are therefore essential to obtain entrepreneurial reward as their 

funding supports the development of dynamic complementary capabilities as well. 
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The Roles of the Vehicles within the Two Stages 

Following the two-stage model, more financial-related vehicles can clearly be assigned to the second 

stage, as they provide capital only after a detailed assessment. In contrast, growth vehicles such as 

accelerators, which invest knowledge through the provision of services and mentoring, but also 

capital as one of the first investors in some cases, cannot be positioned as simply. As mentioned 

before, most literature emphasizes mostly on the influence of financial investors such as BAs, VCs, 

and CVCs. Thus they only shed light on the impact of external organizations at the second stage that 

provides only capital (Davila, Foster, & Gupta, 2003; Miloud, Aspelund, & Cabrol, 2012; Rungi, 

Saks, & Tuisk, 2016). 

However, in the context of the EVC theory, traditional growth vehicles such as accelerators bridge 

the gap between both stages. One the one hand, their know-how input, and support accelerate the 

formulation process of new ventures (Yang, 2019). On the other hand, by screening new ventures and 

eventually providing the capital, they are also linked to the due diligence modulator and business 

model multiplier in the second stage (cf. AC1).  

Moreover, some of these growth vehicles cooperate with large corporations to connect them with 

promising ventures (cf. AC1). Although they still target companies that can be assigned to the first 

stage, they tend to employ an assessment process like a CVC in this process, as the final partners are 

large corporations (Tasic & Cano, 2015). These individual instances demonstrate that their role within 

this process is often not entirely clear and thus show certain shortcomings of the overall theory. 

Looking at the current entrepreneurial landscape, the trend of this dual role is also evident in many 

other vehicles, such as in VCs (cf. AC1). Besides investing earlier in ventures, they also increasingly 

adopt the role of a mentor to help promising ventures in the formulation stage (de Montgolfier, Éric; 

Krantz, 2019). In conclusion, this implies that a clear division between the two stages and between 

growth and financial vehicles may no longer be practicable, because many are already pursuing both, 

or are relying on them more and more. 

3.1.2 Defining the Financial and Growth Vehicles 

To address this ambiguity of roles and blurred lines, the four considered vehicles will be defined to 

further clarify their function and traits beyond the formulation and monetization stage as well as the 

distinction between financial and growth vehicles. Alongside their definition, this chapter discusses 

their respective demographics or structure, their motives as well as their investment size and cycle. 
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Accelerators 

Within this thesis, accelerators are defined as growth vehicles, supporting, growth-driven ventures 

within a program, which aims to streamline the development process and compress years of 

experience and learning-doing into a few months (S. Cohen & Hochberg, 2014; Hathaway, 2016; 

Yang, 2019). Cohen and Hochberg (2014) support this definition by stating that “Accelerators, (..), 

are designed to speed up market interactions in order to help nascent ventures adapt quickly and 

learn”. Adding to this, Accelerators are “not a consulting company”, but actively working with the 

ventures and often “leading them through a formal program” (cf. AC1). 

Accelerators were established in the middle of the 2000s, as an extension of incubators to compensate 

for shortcomings of the previous model, which essentially focused on the provision of office space 

and in-house business support only (Bruneel, Ratinho, Clarysse, & Groen, 2012). The accelerator 

model precisely incorporates a shift of focus on intangible, knowledge- and support-driven business 

models and is imposing significant competition towards other vehicles due to its extended programs 

(Pauwels, Clarysse, Wright, & Van Hove, 2016). 

The first accelerator was established in Cambridge in 2005 under the name Y-Combinator, which has 

helped unicorn companies such as Airbnb and Dropbox to grow and scale. The accelerator ecosystem 

in Europe developed in the late 2000s as the last central region across the world after the US, China, 

and Asia. Between 2008 and 2014, the number of accelerators grew by 50% yearly, showing the 

extensive demand and market size to be served (Hathaway, 2016).  

Characteristics 

Multiple different organizational types of accelerators ranging from private, public, or embedded in 

an existing corporate, engage in growing, educating, and supporting venture teams within their 

programs. Focus areas reach from high-tech, urban development, transportation, e-commerce, or as 

in this case, food.  

As the start-up’s success is often directly linked with the accelerators’ performance and reputation, a 

rigorous selection process has to be passed by the start-ups to participate in the program. Application 

is usually open for any company matching the programs’ industry focus and geographical criteria. In 

most cases, venture teams apply and register online, and in other cases, they are being scouted during 

networking or other kinds of events before the application period. A standardized screening process 

is followed often followed by a “match-day,” which includes pitches and discussions with a selection 
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committee, consisting of venture scouts, investors, or alumni to narrow down the applicants (Pauwels 

et al., 2016; Radojevich-Kelley & Hoffman, 2012). Primary selection criteria are the teams’ structure 

and background, as accelerators only accept teams and no individuals to their program (cf. AC1).  

Accelerator programs are restricted in length but usually tend to run for a duration of 3-4 months with 

class sizes ranging from 10 to 40 participating venture teams (cf. AC1).  

Accelerator program and benefits 

As explained before, accelerators provide more a service- and knowledge program and education. 

The program's package and features can be distinguished into internal and external features on a high 

level. The internal features the accelerator incorporates in their program for their portfolio companies 

can be narrowed down into the following: Mentoring services, training program, counseling services 

on both commercial and technology-related issues, depending on the program and location services 

as, e.g., office space.”. External features of the program focus on the networking function between 

start-ups, investors as, e.g., VCs or CVCs shaping the innovation and entrepreneurship landscape of 

the accelerators’ industry (Bliemel, de Klerk, Flores, & Miles, 2018; Hathaway, 2016; Pauwels et al., 

2016). 

Finally, the program usually offers a small amount of seed investment between 10,000 and 100,000 

Euros, often in exchange for equity and either paid out entirely or partially paid out as a “program fee  

The features of the program directly result in the benefits and reasons for start-up teams to join 

accelerators, which will be summarized in the following (Chang, 2013): 

1. Speed: As competition is continuously growing and start-ups are defined by their rapid ability 

to develop and scale, accelerators provide institutional support to speed up these processes 

2. Network: Through events such as keynote speeches and also alumni, venture teams get high-

level exposure to business leaders, potential investors, or other valuable contacts. Especially 

the exposure to funding opportunities is valuable to founders 

3. Mentors: Every venture team is being teamed up with a dedicated mentor, who usually has 

industrial or business experience, adding to the team’s capabilities 

4. Business education: Some venture teams, especially the ones with heavy tech backgrounds, 

often lack in skills regarding the business or commercial aspect. Therefore, the accelerators 

provide them with the right toolbox 
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5. Peers: Connecting and discussing with peers who are in a similar situation can be extremely 

valuable for the venture team to overcome challenges and work towards the same goal 

Summarizing, accelerators provide ventures with a kick start into the entrepreneurial ecosystem and 

accelerate their growth and development process. 

Business Angels 

External capital is one of the most critical factors in the earliest development stages of ventures. At 

this point, Business Angels (BA) play a significant role in the funding cycle, as defined by Ramadani 

(2009) and fellow researchers, BA’s are individuals investing in an early phase of the life cycle of the 

venture to promote innovation in the economy and provide ventures with resources, both in capital 

and knowledge, well before institutional investors start to show interest (Ramadani, 2009; Tenca, 

Croce, & Ughetto, 2018).  

Following the EVC theory, they can be placed in the formulation stage while also providing capital 

(Mishra & Zachary, 2014). Moreover, BAs close the gap between investments of "3Fs" and 

institutional investors, such as VCs and CVCs, and thus ensure financial support for the venture in 

the seed and early-stage, which are discussed in detail in a later chapter (Ramadani, 2009).  

The phenomenon of BAs has its’ origin in the theatrical and musical world of Broadway at the end 

of the 19th century when investors started providing funds to producers to finance production and 

commercialization of new plays (C. M. Mason & Harrison, 2000). Apart from monetary benefits, 

motivation often stemmed from an affinity to individual artists, producers, or actors. Various 

definitions in the literature do not differ drastically from their original roots in Broadway. Researchers 

commonly agree on defining BAs as wealthy individuals, usually former entrepreneurs, or 

professionals, who invest their own money in high-potential ventures. They usually do not have a 

direct connection to the ventures and invest either alone or in syndicates in exchange for ownership 

equity. They not only provide the venture capital but also counsel the founders and team through their 

skill set, expertise, and network (C. M. Mason & Harrison, 2000; Wetzel Jr, 1983). 

The characteristic which distinguishes BAs most from most other vehicles is that instead of third 

parties’ capital, such as pension funds, banks, or insurance companies, they use their personal assets 

for investments.  
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Motives 

Motives for the investment activities of BAs are determined by financially driven and non-financially 

driven incentives. The financial benefit is still the largest driver for investments from angel investors, 

while the average expectation on the annual rate of return sets at around 30% (Morrissette, 2007), 

compared to an average rate of return of the S&P 500 until 2018 at 7,96% (Ycharts, 2020).  

As a group of researchers from Newcastle Business School analyzed, non-financial motives are 

playing a crucial role and are seen as perhaps the most important distinguishing characteristic 

compared to institutional investors. They argue that the return the investors are seeking is not solely 

of monetary nature, but can also be classified as psychic income after Freear, Sohl, and Wetzel (1990) 

or as Stephen Morrissette ( 2007) puts it: “like works of fine art, diamonds and homeownership, there 

is a "consumption" benefit to the investment. Investors benefit from enjoying the beauty of the art, 

wearing the jewelry, and living in the house in addition to the financial appreciation they hope to gain 

from the investment.”  

Most striving non-financial motives have been consolidated by Harrison and Mason (2005) like the 

following, ranked by importance: Supporting the new generation of entrepreneurs, personal 

satisfaction from involvement with entrepreneurial businesses, growth potential. Likewise, Hill and 

Power (2002) underpin the argument that altruism is a significant driver by claiming that the thrill of 

helping a company start and succeed as well as psychic compensation are the primary motivators 

besides financial return.  

Sullivan and Miller (1990) have used these insights to cluster investors into three different groups, 

depending on their focus on financial or non-financial returns. The largest share of investors (47%) 

is made up of Economic investors, whose primary motive is financial return and also have the highest 

return-on-investment (ROI) expectations. Second is the Hedonistic investors' group with a total share 

of 31%, whose emphasis is on the enjoyment aspects of investing. Lastly, the Altruistic investor 

places importance to helping new ventures rise and see value in a socially beneficial product. 

Investment size and cycle 

According to Van Osnabrugge and Robinson (2000), the average ticket size per venture of a BA is in 

the range of about $50,000 – $150,000, with a median of $75,000. Studies by Hill and Power (2002) 

and Gaston (1989) confirm this insight and expand the lower end to $25,000. More than half of the 

investments are below the 100k threshold, with more massive investments beyond the 100k 

benchmark becoming more common recently due to BA syndicates, which invest in a group 
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(UKBAA, 2019). These studies also show that a BA invests on average 5-20% of their personnel 

assets in new ventures and holds on to three investments simultaneously in their portfolio with a 

holding period of five years per investment. A new deal is concluded approximately every 18 months 

(Benjamin and Bloomberg, 2001; Freear et al. 1990; Gaston 1989; Mason 2006). 

Venture Capitalists  

Within this work, the most applicable definition for Venture Capital (VC) consists of several parts. 

Gompers and Lerner (2001) state with their definition that “venture capital is a type of private equity 

investment that has developed as an important intermediary in financial markets, providing capital to 

firms that might otherwise have difficulty attracting finance” the role of VCs as financial vehicles for 

“typically small and young ventures, plagued by high levels of uncertainty and large differences 

between what entrepreneurs and investors know”. Their role as a crucial and growing part of the 

investment ecosystem, contributing to innovation, jobs, and growth across industries can also be 

described as a professionally managed pool of capital that is invested in equity‐linked securities of 

private ventures at various stages of their development” (de Montgolfier, Éric; Krantz, 2019; P. A. 

Gompers & Lerner, 2004; Sahlman, 1990). In contrast to accelerators and other vehicles, most VCs 

are taking on the sole role of being a financial vehicle that positions them in the monetization stage. 

Due to their generally more rigorous due diligence process, on which the modulator in the EVC theory 

is based on, they can be placed rather in the monetization phase in general (Mishra & Zachary, 2014). 

VC has its origins in the US in the 1950s and were structured as a publicly-traded closed-end fund, 

which essentially works like a stock exchange where shares can be traded from investor to investor(P. 

Gompers & Lerner, 2001). This structure made institutional investors less interested in this financial 

product because of its perceived high risk and novelty, henceforth shares were mostly sold and market 

to individuals. Other structures followed quickly as, e.g., limited partnerships that were excluded 

from security regulations and had a predetermined, finite lifetimes. The federal government has 

implemented another program in the 1960s called “Small Business Investment Companies” (SBICs) 

out of fear of lagging technological American competitiveness and to speed up the development of 

the venture capital industry (P. Gompers & Lerner, 2001).  
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Structure 

As explained above, VCs place high-risk investments in young companies with the capital, obtained 

from third parties. The traditional VC structure can be viewed in Figure 4. 

 

 

General Partners (GPs) resemble the fund managers and partners of the VC, which select and execute 

deals with potential portfolio ventures, monitor the market, and manage the exit of portfolio ventures. 

As a study from Sloan School of Management on VCs in the biotech industry discovered, the 

background of the GPs is fundamental as investments are highly specified and complex. In biotech 

focused VCs, 47% of the partners have held positions within the Biotech industry beforehand, while 

only 22% worked in investment banking before (Grislain, 2016). Although there are no concrete 

numbers available, it is assumed that the share of partners with an in-depth industry background is 

far less in VCs with different focus sectors due to the higher level of technology complexity (Grislain, 

2016). Before capital calls towards the Limited Partners (LPs) are being made, the GPs usually have 

to invest between 1-3% of the total fund’s commitment from their own net worth in the name of the 

company. 

Limited Partners (LPs) are large investors who commit capital to the venture fund. LPs are mostly 

institutional investors, such as pension funds, insurance companies, endowments, foundations, family 

offices, or high net worth individuals. Their goal is to diversify their investment portfolio in different 

asset classes, VC funds being one of them, giving LPs the opportunity to invest in promising private 

companies without doing the due diligence activities themselves. For this service, the LPs pay between 

Figure 4: Organizational Structure Venture Capital. Based on own representation 
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1-3% of the total fund commitments in management fees to the VCs, which cover all overhead costs 

(Harvard Business Review, 1998; Witt & Brachtendorf, 2006).  

Furthermore, to maintain the ability to invest in more deals per dollar of invested capital, VCs often 

co-invest with other firms. There are many reasons for this. On the one hand, this strategy helps to 

diversify the portfolio and thus to mitigate the potential risk of an investment. On the other hand, less 

resources are needed per deal as the workload in terms of due diligence and deal management for VC 

firms is reduced and spread among the partners. Moreover, it has been stated that a consortium of VC 

firms adds credibility (Harvard Business Review, 1998). 

Motives 

VCs differ highly in their motives to BAs due to their financial obligations to their LPs. In contrast 

to BAs, no division between financial and non-financial motives can be made as financial incentives 

are the essence for the existence of VC finance (Eckermann, 2007). As VC funds can only realize an 

adequate ROI for them and their LPs if there is a liquidity event, commonly described as “Exit”, one 

of the three following options is what VCs strive for (Eckermann, 2007; P. A. Gompers & Lerner, 

2004; Streletzki & Schulte, 2013):  

 

Exit Option Description

Share Purchase
A buyout of an investor’s position through a new investor seeking to acquire ownership or the company 

repurchasing stock/shares. Beneficial for fast liquidation of holdings

Initial Public Offering (IPO)

The first sale of securities in a corporation under regulations governing a public company, or also be 

referred to as going public. IPOs can be highly beneficial if valuation multiples are extraordinarily high 

or when the company seeks to raise a high amount of money to fund, e.g., clinical studies or drug 

development. The downside comes with the requirement of revealing strategic information to the public, 

as well as the time and energy consumption needed to execute an IPO. 

Merger & Acquisition

Strategic acquisition by an incumbent who is buying a differentiated technology, a large customer base, 

or a team with extensive knowledge and skills, resulting in either a vertical or horizontal integration of 

the in acquiring company. A benefit of M&A is they faster execution speed compared to an IPO and, 

most importantly does not require public communication of any confidential and strategic information, 

which can be particularly crucial for large corporations, especially within the Biotech sector. 

Table 2: Exit Options. Based on own representation 
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It must be mentioned at this point that all the above-listed exit options can be executed in either a 

partial or full way (Cumming & MacIntosh, 2003). While the industry average regarding returns of 

VC investments is said to be at around 3x, and therefore substantially higher than public market 

returns, it is essential to stress that the average is driven by only a few “high-flyer” investments. High-

flyer investments are said to multiply the initially invested capital by a factor of 5x-10x (Cochrane, 

2005; Voith & Berlin, 1998).  

While a widely common rule in the industry says that only 30-40% of the investments fail entirely, 

another 40% return the investment and the remaining 20% produce substantial returns, a senior 

lecturer from Harvard Business School raises the failure rate to 75%, derived from a study where 

2000 VCs and ventures have been analyzed and interviewed (de Montgolfier, Éric; Krantz, 2019; 

Ghosh, 2012). These findings again show the extra-ordinary high risk of VC investments caused by 

the high failure rate start-ups impose.  

Portfolio Focus 

VCs either pursue a general investment strategy by investing in a variety of sectors and industries, in 

different locations and in companies at various stages of the life cycle. Alternatively, there are 

numerous VCs that focus on certain attributes of a venture. Be it a specific industry, technology, or 

geographical focus. Also, the vision can play a crucial role. Hence there are, e.g., VCs that focus on 

"socially responsible" or "ecologically sustainable" start-up endeavors (Denis, 2004; P. Gompers & 

Lerner, 2001). In terms of segment or industry, the largest share of investments (40% in 2019) went 

to ventures in the information technology industry, followed by the services and then the life sciences 

sector. Life sciences have been particularly strong in the Nordics, where it represents 28% of total 

investment, distinctly higher than the European average of 17% (de Montgolfier, Éric; Krantz, 2019; 

KPMG Enterprise, 2019). 

Investment length and size 

Venture capitalists will help companies grow, but they eventually seek to exit the investment in three 

to seven years. An early-stage investment may take 5-7 years to mature, while a later stage investment 

may only take a few years, so the appetite for the investment life cycle must be congruent with the 

limited partnerships’ appetite for liquidity. This issue concerning the life cycle of a venture and the 

timing of VCs and other vehicles is discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.2. VC investing is high-risk 

long term and illiquid in nature and should always be made using a thorough due diligence, critically 

reviewing entrepreneurial competencies but also the feasibility of the business model. 
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In 2016, 3134, companies in Europe and 7750 companies in the US received VC funding (Colombo, 

D’Adda, & Quas, 2019). According to KPMG’s VC-division “Enterprise,” the global median deal 

size in 2019 set at US$11,4bn for the later stage- and US$5,5bn for early-stage VC investments. In 

2012 the median deal sizes were at less than half: US$6bn for the later-stage and US$2,1bn for early-

stage, respectively (KPMG Enterprise, 2019). However, it should be noted that the factor region and 

country make a significant difference in the amount of funding secured. On a global scale, VC 

investments in the US are taking up half of the global volume, while Asia holds up for roughly 40% 

and Europe only 10%. Taking a more in-depth look at Europe, ventures in the Benelux and France 

regions and in the UK each received around 25% of the total investments in Europe, closely followed 

by the DACH region with 22% and the Nordics with 13% (de Montgolfier, Éric; Krantz, 2019). The 

highest density and number of investees occurs in the DACH and France/Benelux regions, with 

respectively 33% and 22% companies invested in. The disparity of total investment volume and 

investment firms can be explained by the better VC coverage in the DACH and France/Benelux 

region over the UK, for example (de Montgolfier, Éric; Krantz, 2019; KPMG Enterprise, 2019). 

 

Figure 5: Share of VC Investment Amount by Region. Own representation based on KPMG 2019 
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Corporate Venture Capitalists 

As an arm of Corporate Entrepreneurship, Corporate Venture Capital (CVC) as a source of capital, 

strategic partnerships, complementary assets, and in-depth technical know-how is on the rise globally, 

as the following statistics also undermine (Oxford Research Denmark, 2019; Röhm, Köhn, Kuckertz, 

& Dehnen, 2018). CVCs make up for around 20% of total VC deal counts, and their total investment 

grew tremendously in the last couple of years, from around $20B in 2012 to over $70B six years later 

in 2018 (Eckblad & Gutmann, 2019; KPMG Enterprise, 2019). 

CVC denotes the systematic practice of directly investing corporate funds in entrepreneurial 

investments through the corporates’ investment arm as an extension of their primary business model 

(Chesbrough, 2002; Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2006; Siegel, Siegel, & MacMillan, 1988). CVCs can be 

mainly distinguished from traditional VCs in the fact that the investment activities are not their 

primary activity, but underlie both economic and behavioral considerations (Chesbrough, 2002; Ma, 

2020; Röhm et al., 2018). Dushnitsky and Lenox (2006) and also Ma (2020) regard investments in 

start-ups as one of the main drivers for the innovation strategies allowing for the outsourcing of R&D 

as well as greater investment in earlier stage companies as a strategic ploy to either supplant 

competition or pave the way for M&A.  

The benefits CVCs can provide to ventures are obviously funding, but also complementary assets 

such as access to their production and research facilities, access to knowledge resources, and industry-

specific assets. Also, the proximity to the markets and already established customer bases, reputation, 

and distribution channels can be of incremental value for new ventures. 

Structure 

CVCs often vary highly in their set-up and also legal structure. The level of independence mainly 

depends on the ties to the parent company. “True” CVCs are structurally detached from the 

cooperation, managing a dedicated amount of capital, proven to have great success and focus on 

realizing financial objectives. Less independent CVCs are usually embedded within a business unit 

in the cooperation pitching to executive management for funding on a deal-by-deal basis (Drover et 

al., 2017; Ma, 2020). This structure often leads to higher achievements in terms of their strategic 

objectives.  
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Figure 6: Organizational Structure Corporate Venture Capital. Based on own representation 

Often corporate VC-arms are staffed with employees working in the corporate arm for several years, 

equipped with in-depth knowledge and expertise of the industry and strategic goals of the company 

looking for an internal fit of the portfolio companies with respective business units. More independent 

CVCs with a strong focus on financial objectives, tend to hire people with extensive finance 

backgrounds, working in banking or private venture capital organizations beforehand. It must be 

noted here, though, that the two categories of backgrounds are not mutually exclusive as both can be 

experienced in backgrounds and diversity of employees is often proven to be the most effective 

human resource strategy. Another significant difference in comparison to private venture capital 

companies is the compensation structure. Typically, CVCs employees’ salaries are incorporated in 

the compensation structure of the parent company, which means that their earnings potential, but also 

loss potential significantly differs as no private money is involved. This challenges the hiring of 

highly experienced senior staff, as the expected remuneration in privately held VCs is more profitable 

(Reihlen & Werr, 2012).  

Motives 

On a high level, motives for CVCs can be differentiated between strategic- and financial- driven. The 

majority of CVCs state their investments both aim to strategic advantages and also financial returns 

(Ma, 2020; Röhm et al., 2018). As the financial return motive has been discussed in depth in the VC 

chapter and essentially aims at a positive monetary return from the investment through one of the 

described exit options, this will not be discussed further here. 
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The strategic motives are very much focused on the innovativeness and novel products of the investee 

companies. A study conducted on CVCs in the Nordics assessed the indirect access to the new firms’ 

technologies, products, solutions, or processes and to explore as the strategic driving incentive for 

CVCs. Furthermore, access to new business models and markets driven by industry trends or purely 

the mission to support young entrepreneurs encourages corporations to invest in young companies 

(Oxford Research Denmark, 2019). Access to complementary products and services, which 

potentially increase the sales of the own product, fits within strategic objectives by seeking and 

exploiting (Chesbrough, 2002; Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2006).  

A classification of objectives has been done in research, clustering the motives along with the link to 

operational capability and corporate investment objectives, which provides a clear structure for CVC 

objectives, resulting in four different forms (cf. Figure 7). 

 

Figure 7: CVC Investment Objectives. Based on Chesbrough 2002 

Thus, it must not be forgotten that another major reason for investments is also protectionism, carried 

out by scanning the market for technologies that would potentially replace or endanger their own 

product or technology. Paving the way through an initial investment to eventually license or acquire 

parts of the organization or as a whole is an often-seen strategy seen with CVCs and their parent 
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companies. Furthermore, it can increasingly be detected that corporates adjust their Research and 

Development intensity and source innovation through investments or acquisitions in start-ups 

(Dushnitsky & Lenox, 2006; Oxford Research Denmark, 2019). 

Investment size 

The trend is clearly towards higher investments in the last five years with CVC investments globally 

increased by 400% between 2013 and 2018 (KPMG Enterprise, 2019) while Nordic CVCs more than 

doubled their investments from a base of $284M in 2014 to $1.161M in 2018 (Oxford Research 

Denmark, 2019).  

The average CVC fund size is currently $75M large, although more integrated CVCs often do not 

have a specified fund size, as investments are being assessed individually and budgets for these 

assigned deal by deal. Ticket sizes vary heavily but average at around $22M per investment. It must 

be taken into consideration here that a limited number of deals with notably larger tickets sizes moves 

the average significantly (KPMG Enterprise, 2019) 

3.2 The Investment Recipient Side 

After having defined the fundamental processes of venture creation and the roles and characteristics 

of the participants on the investment side, the next chapter centers primarily around the ventures. 

These are addressed by introducing new concepts that relate to the venture life cycle, growth models, 

and staged financing theories (Denis, 2004; Drover et al., 2017; Kang, 2018; Neher, 1999; Passaro, 

Rippa, & Quinto, 2016). These findings will be supplemented by theories of novel vehicles such as 

accelerators that do not fall within the conventional financing activities or stages (Bliemel et al., 2018; 

S. Cohen & Hochberg, 2014; Yang, 2019). There is a considerable intuitive appeal in illustrating the 

growth paths of companies by describing their course through a series of stages from conception to 

maturity (Phelps et al., 2007). 

Building on the insights of these research streams, the different entry points of the vehicles and 

especially the corresponding properties of new ventures at this juncture, are discussed and outlined. 

In this way, it is possible to gain a better sense of the underlying reasons for these differences by 

exploring the diverse properties of new ventures along the cycle and its stages. At the same time, it 

serves as a guide for the general development of a venture and for the scheduling of new investments, 

including the vehicles that are involved. By providing a detailed picture of the general development 

of a venture and the inflow of new investments with the corresponding vehicles, it goes further than 
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the two stages of the EVC and elaborates more on the venture. After the general characteristics of 

new ventures along the cycle are clarified, the four considered verticals within the APM are then 

placed in this specific context to assess its applicability. 

3.2.1 Life Cycle Theory for Chronological Classification 

Monetary and know-how investments by accelerators, BAs, VCs, or CVCS can be either catalyst as 

well as bottlenecks for the successful development of new ventures (Drover et al., 2017; Mishra & 

Zachary, 2014; Vanacker, Manigart, & Meuleman, 2014). Due to the diverse traits of new ventures 

and the varying levels of involvement of these vehicles, there are significant variations in the timing 

of such investment and when these vehicles get on board.  

As mentioned in the entrepreneurial value creation theory, the staging of investment is seen as a 

solution to agency problems and information asymmetries as they tend to decrease along these stages 

(Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Neher, 1999). However, as pointed out in the interview, the later the 

vehicles engage with such a growing venture, the higher the ticket sizes become and thus the financial 

risk (cf. AC1).  

Within these different points in time, ventures exhibit different properties depending on the stage in 

which they are currently operating in. Thus, this chapter merges the findings from both the financial 

and organizational perspective to define an aggregated framework which covers both the investor and 

investment recipients’ side along the life cycle and funding stages. 

In recent literature, different interpretations and representations of these cycles and their respective 

stages exist, and hence no singular concept has been established (P. A. Gompers & Lerner, 2004; 

Kang, 2018; Puri & Zarutskie, 2012; Salamzadeh & Kawamorita Kesim, 2015; Wang & Wang, 2009; 

Yang, 2019; Zoltners, Sinha, & Lorimer, 2009). Consequently, this paper considers several of these 

concepts and synthesizes them into one model that corresponds most with the scope of this work. 

Within the various underlying directives of all life cycle concepts, the emphasis is placed on the 

strategic and financial implications (Phelps et al., 2007). 

The Defined Stages and Attributes 

Despite the absence of a uniform terminology, the different interpretations of the time periods can be 

broken down into four general stages that incorporate the classifications and specifications of all 

considered concepts as well as the two-stage entrepreneurial value creation process (Mishra & 

Zachary, 2014; Phelps et al., 2007). Within the defined phases, venture-related features such as 
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product development, sales, potential funding sources, and involved vehicles, as well as emerging 

risks, are depicted (cf. Figure 8). The latter refers to four selected categories, namely execution, 

commercial, technological, and financial risks, which together aim to proxy the overall risk 

perspective (Eisele, Haecker, & Oesterle, 2011; Fiet, 1995).  

It must be noted that the lines between the considered vehicles and their position within the stages in 

the cycle can still be blurry and thus are not irrevocable. As mentioned before, this can partly be 

attributed to the emergence of alternative financial and especially growth vehicles such as 

accelerators (Bliemel et al., 2018; Drover et al., 2017; Yang, 2019). As a result, it cannot be 

considered as a sole funding or financing cycle anymore, given the fact that not only equity but also 

know-how and other assets are invested. In this respect, the cycle should be seen as a broad outline 

and not as a universal law with fixed delimitations. Similar considerations apply to the investment 

recipients and their classification. Not every venture proceeds in the same manner, and their speed 

through these life stages depends heavily on the product and the industry. Some of these issues are 

already identified in this chapter but will be addressed in more detail in the subsequent chapter when 

the four major verticals of the APM are presented. 
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Pre-Seed Stage 

Product/Business Development: Newly formed ventures without any operating historiy or a fully 

formulated business idea can be placed in the pre-seed stage, which can also be referred to as the 

research phase. Consequently, in this first period, the viability of the generated idea still needs to be 

evaluated, and the business model is not developed yet (Passaro et al., 2016). Accordingly, this phase 

can clearly be assigned to the previously discussed formulation stage, as it is characterized by constant 

refinement and (re)alignment of the idea, the resources, and the intentions of the founders (Mishra & 

Zachary, 2014). 

Sales: Moreover, without a running business and viable product, there can be no revenue or sales. 

Accordingly, most ventures start with losses, as a substantial amount of money must be invested 

before the venture can enter the market and create awareness (Zoltners et al., 2009). The objective in 

this phase is to experiment and survive until a promising idea is developed, and it is possible to start 

establishing a profitable business model (Lewis & Churchill, 1983). 

Funding/Investment: During this initial period, the development of the idea and supporting business 

plan are usually funded through bootstrapping. In simple terms, this means using their own existing 

resources and capital to develop and scale the venture in the most resourceful as well as a creative 

way (Freear, Sohl, & Wetzel, 2002). At that time, other external investors besides the founders are 

usually limited to family and friends or, in some cases, BAs (Cole & Lysiak, 2017). Pre-seed funding 

is generally not considered in the context of Series A, B, and C financing rounds. Between the four 

considered vehicles, however, accelerators still play the most important role in this phase. In their 

temporary, cohort-based programs, these vehicles can turn the basic ideas of such ventures into viable 

businesses in a short time (Bliemel et al., 2018). Yet, as new ventures have to apply for such programs 

and thus go through the first due diligence modulator, the overall idea generation process must be at 

a more advanced point (Mishra & Zachary, 2014). However, as the funding industry continues to 

grow in size and speed, the ticket prices for equity are also rising. As a result, even in the pre-seed 

stage, more and more players such as VCs expressing a growing interest in ventures that are still there 

(cf. AC1). 

Risk: Due to the novelty of the venture and the uncertainty of the business model, the prevailing risks 

in all dimensions are relatively high, as the product has not yet proven itself on the market and the 

technological development has not yet been concluded or verified (Wang & Wang, 2009). Hence, the 

venture still needs to develop its product and validate its feasibility as well as customer acceptance 



 

 

Master Thesis | The Agony of Choice: The Assessment Process of New Ventures in the Alternative Protein Market  

 

Page 38 

 

while they must cope with their limited financial resources (Brush, Carter, Gatewood, Greene, & 

Hart, 2006). In conclusion, as no track record of operating performance exist, the overall execution 

risk, including team building and cash management capabilities, is high. Since early investments are 

often financed by bootstrapping, these risks mostly remain with the founders. However, in all 

subsequent phases, the progress and thus the manifestation of the respective risks depends very much 

on the extent of necessary product research and development as well as its commercial outlook. 

Seed Stage 

Product/Business Development: This includes ventures with promising business models that have 

been validated by the desired target market and a fundamental direction for the business. While the 

first phase revolved around the general business idea, ventures in the seed phase are mainly geared 

towards developing the product and build up a team to be able to enter the market (Salamzadeh & 

Kawamorita Kesim, 2015). Whereas some ventures tend to focus on R&D activities due to the 

complexity and novelty of their product, others seek to test and adjust their rather simple product to 

the target market (cf. AC1). As a result, the two main activities concentrate on finding a product-

solution fit and, subsequently, product-market fit, albeit to very different degrees depending on the 

company and product. 

Sales: In most cases, sales only take off very slowly in the very late phases of the seed stage or even 

in the start-up stage (Zoltners et al., 2009). Combined with the high expenditures, this usually leads 

to even higher losses than in the pre-seed stage. Without any income and growing costs for creating 

a market-ready product and hiring more staff, the success of many ventures also relies on the flow of 

external investment to survive this stage (Drover et al., 2017). This period of time, when a venture 

has begun operations but has not yet generated any revenue, is called the valley of death. This is more 

of a metaphor than a defined stage (Hudson & Khazragui, 2013). Despite these obstacles, some 

ventures manage to reach their break-even point already in this phase (Lewis & Churchill, 1983). 

However, this is not a prerequisite for succeeding in further phases nor for obtaining significant 

financial resources. A number of recent ventures have turned into unicorns while being unprofitable, 

as investors still believe in their potential in the long run (The Economist, 2020). 

Funding/Investment: Consequently, the venture assessment and involvement of financial and growth 

vehicles play a much more decisive role in the seed phase. In most cases, product development 

requires substantial capital, which cannot be covered by bootstrapping or FFF (Salamzadeh & 

Kawamorita Kesim, 2015). During this phase, ventures are tempted to take any capital that is offered 
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to them to mobilize resources as fast as possible (Vanacker, Manigart, Meuleman, & Sels, 2011). 

These investors include predominantly BAs, accelerators as well as specialized early-stage VCs. They 

tend to have a much more active role than the ones in the later stages as they provide not only funding 

but also expertise, a network, and business acumen (Aernoudt, 1999). Other forms of funding, such 

as grants, or crowdfunding campaigns, are also common options.  

Risk: Compared to the first stage, the overall risks remain high, but on top of that, first external 

investors are now involved, which adds to the pressure. As before, the venture and founders still have 

to prove their execution and management capabilities in order to decrease the uncertainty for potential 

investors (Wang & Wang, 2009). Furthermore, the intensification of R&D and market research 

activities to solve the technological and commercial risks and obstacles results in higher financial risk 

due to the capital that must be invested to run these operations. However, the degree to which these 

two risks manifest themselves also depends very much on the product specifics and technology 

intensity within the venture (cf. AC1). These differences will be addressed in detail in the next chapter 

while examining the different verticals within the APM. 

Early Stage 

Product/Business Development: The next step incorporates two essential steps to develop a successful 

venture. At the beginning of the early stage, most ventures have a proven business model, and either 

are already profitable or have a definite roadmap to sustainable profitability in the long term (Invest 

Europe, 2019). Consequently, they plan to obtain further funds to either prepare and then pursue 

expansion plans or compensate for the absent revenues until critical mass is reached (The Economist, 

2020). To achieve that, ventures have to focus on efficiently serving existing customers while 

generating new ones to gain market shares (Zoltners et al., 2009). In this process, the priorities are 

now directed towards market validation and penetration to establish their business. 

Sales: During the early-stage, ventures tend to experience rapid growth sales for the first time. As the 

profit cycle still lags behind the sales cycle, the cash flow becomes only slowly positive (CFI, 2020). 

Nevertheless, the overarching goal remains to become profitable and achieve sustainable growth 

(Lewis & Churchill, 1983). Because as soon as the first financing rounds are concluded, the ROI and 

thus, the profits play a decisive role in future funding.  

Funding/Investment: Due to the advanced stage of maturity and the establishment of the business in 

the market, the early stage generally marks the point at which Series A and subsequently, B financing 

is initiated. In contrast, the financial and non-financial resources that individual BAs or accelerators 
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can provide are not proficient anymore (Bliemel et al., 2018; Jensen, 1993). For this reason, the funds 

in this first substantial round of financing usually stem from institutional or corporate VCs, which 

substantially improves the options and prospects of the venture (Eckermann, 2007). Unlike pre- and 

seed capital, series financing follows a much more strict and formal approach with a more 

comprehensive due diligence and assessment process, which is in line with the EVC theory due to 

higher information availability and projected entrepreneurial reward (Camp, 2002; Mishra & 

Zachary, 2014).  

Ventures that are receiving Series A financing have shown progress in building their business model 

and high growth and earnings potential. In this progress, ventures will typically raise their first 

millions and issue almost exclusively convertible preferred stock as a financing instrument (Kang, 

2018). After going through seed and Series A financing rounds, most ventures have established a 

significant customer base and demonstrated that their business is ready for success on even a larger 

scale and higher funding (Eckermann, 2007; Zoltners et al., 2009). 

Risk: In relation to the mentioned obstacles and the growing importance of ROI, the most perceived 

risks in this stage relate to the two fundamental pillars of profitability, costs, and revenue (Curley, 

1992). The former can pose a significant problem within the APM, especially for R&D intensive 

products (cf. AC1). For example, in other biotech industries such as in the pharmaceutical sector, 

earlier steps such as product development and clinical trials are multi-year processes that consume 

millions or even billions of dollars (Kolchinsky, 2004). Accordingly, many producers of alternative 

proteins are currently confronted with these high costs that are eroding profits (Ridler, 2019). 

However, as a venture reaches a certain threshold of technological progress, its position for further 

investment becomes better as the perception of technological risk decreases (Kang, 2018). This 

threshold does not lie precisely in the early or in the previous seed stage. Therefore, it is not possible 

to clearly determine this point in time for all ventures and the respective consequences for the risks. 

Even with a functioning prototype or product, commercial risks remain with regard to the projected 

market size, timing, and adoption, as well as the suitability of the chosen channels to penetrate them 

(Zoltners et al., 2009). 

Later Stage 

Product/Business Development: Ventures which are classified in the later stage tend to be fully 

operating companies (Invest Europe, 2019). Continuing from an already established product with a 

strong market presence, new markets and potential customers are explored to scale the business 
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further. Combined with the different vehicles waiting for the monetary success of the venture and 

their resulted entrepreneurial reward, all available resources are directed towards growth (Mishra & 

Zachary, 2014). 

Sales: In line with the high level of maturity of product and business development, most ventures in 

this stage reached a point of accelerating revenue and positive cash flow generation. In this phase, the 

venture should not only have a steady stream of new customers but must also understand how they 

acquired them and what it costs to increase efficiency (Zoltners et al., 2009). After all, given the 

eventual ROI goals, it is essential to be able to estimate the value creation of the products for each 

consumer segment. Based on these results, they have to determine which segments and channels 

should be pursued further and which segments should be exited (Zoltners et al., 2009). 

Funding/Investment: If further funding is necessary at this point, the ensuing investments such as 

Series C rounds or bridge loans with mezzanine financing are geared toward expansion to new 

markets or liquidity events such as acquisitions or IPOs (Mishra & Zachary, 2014). In general, these 

buyouts and recapitalizations are becoming more common for mature companies that are stable and 

profitable (Yang, 2019). Once an IPO or sale of the company is considered and becomes feasible, 

other institutional investors such as investment banks and private equity firms are more prevalent 

(Espinasse, 2014). Eventually, these liquidity events offer both the founders and the vehicles with 

equity positions the opportunity to receive the anticipated entrepreneurial reward for the investment 

they have undertaken at some point in the life cycle that concludes the rudimentary process of the 

EVC (Mishra & Zachary, 2014).  

However, even at this late stage, it is not possible to generalize the mentioned characteristics in this 

phase and to generally assume them to be present in any venture. For instance, in the biotech sector, 

some of these ventures go public or raise hundreds of millions during their funding rounds despite 

the fact that they have not made any sales yet (cf. AC1). Instead, they still require funding for further 

research and development (Vanacker et al., 2014). This is also the case for some R&D intense 

verticals in the APM (Reuters, 2020). 

Risk: Ventures that have reached this stage are no longer exposed to significant execution risk, as 

they have proven their abilities through their track record or have been replaced by more experienced 

people. Likewise, since the most important markets have already been researched and successfully 

penetrated, the commercial risks are relatively low (Zoltners et al., 2009). However, with increasing 

maturity, the risk that the product's life cycle on the market is nearing its end or is shorter than initially 
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projected arises (Levit, 1963). The same conclusion can be drawn for technological risks. The 

accumulation of more technological know-how along its life cycle enables the venture to understand 

and identify the value of the technology and the type of resources needed for future commercial 

applications better (Kang, 2018). The combination of diminishing uncertainties regarding 

management, market, and technology, as well as the expectation of favorable returns and a promising 

IPO, leads to lower financial risks. 

Later Stage 

The introduction of the general life cycle of ventures, as well as the classification of the vehicles 

along the funding stages, provides a profound impression of the chronological progress of the 

entrepreneurial value creation and its support mechanisms (Salamzadeh & Kawamorita Kesim, 

2015). However, it became apparent that a generalization of the characteristics of the individual 

ventures in terms of their maturity is not clear-cut. 

In technology-intensive sectors such as parts of the APM, many milestones are shifted (cf. AC1). 

Therefore, analogous to the comparison of the four considered vehicles, the most important verticals 

of the APM are depicted to better understand the various kinds of ventures within the sector and their 

unique properties that may affect the presented classifications and stages, suggested by scholars. In 

this way, it is possible to identify other gaps and differences in the perception of the venture 

assessment process in current research and subsequently align it with the specifics of the APM. 

3.2.2 The Emergence of the Alternative Protein Market 

Consumption of traditional meat, which has been the primary source of protein in the developed 

countries for years, is slowing down, although developing countries show high growth rates in recent 

years due to economic improvements, urbanization, and increased spending power. Growing 

consumer awareness towards the “principle-based reasons” resource scarcity, animal welfare and the 

impact of meat on people’s diet and health is fueling the growth of alternative protein, which is 

currently estimated at $5b with growth rates of 30%, compared to 1-1,5% in meat (Redburn, 2019; 

UBS, 2019). 

Numerous players in the alternative-protein space are developing, and some are already 

commercializing novel meat proxies, based on new technologies and ingredients. New product 

launches within the APM have been increased by 90% in only within two years (McKinsey, 2019). 
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Alternative protein start-ups have been around for years but made a significant appearance and noise 

in 2019. The sector had its first IPO, its first unicorn, and a range of new products entering and 

expanding into the market through numerous channels, including grocery stores, food producers, and 

fast food giants. The four alternative protein verticals, which are presented in the next chapter, are 

supposed to be the most promising meat alternatives and will, therefore, be focused on within this 

thesis (McKinsey, 2019; van der Weele, Feindt, Jan van der Goot, van Mierlo, & van Boekel, 2019) 

Plant-based meat replacement 

Plant-based protein is currently the most established and furthest development alternative protein 

source which has been on the market for several years but experienced an upswing due to new 

disruptive companies, as, e.g., Beyond Meat or Impossible Foods. The protein is derived from a 

variety of seeds through dry or wet fractionation. The most popular types are pea, soy, and several 

niche types, such as chickpea, rapeseed, and lupin, among others. Pea protein is expected to lead the 

alternative-protein market in the short and medium-term. The amino-acid composition nutritionally 

inferior to meat but can be supplemented. Plant-based meat alternatives is a functional equivalent to 

meat and often used to resemble meat products, like sausages or burger patties (McKinsey, 2019; van 

der Weele et al., 2019). 

Currently, the market size of plant-based meat is estimated at US$10bn, expected to grow by a CAGR 

of 11%. Analysis of leading investment banks and other experts predict the plant-based meat market 

to grow to a market size of approximately US$35B globally, making up around 4-5% of the global 

protein market by 2025 (AT Kearney, 2019; Statista, 2020; UBS, 2019). Leading players come from 

both entrepreneurial and corporate backgrounds. 

US-based companies Impossible Foods, Beyond Meat as the most popular brands on the market 

currently, followed by Garden Protein International, Morningstar Farms, and numerous others with 

new players constantly joining the competition.  

Companies in this segment, e.g., Beyond Meat or Impossible Foods, can often be placed in the later 

stage of the life cycle theory. They established their products, show advanced sales figures, and are 

continually expanding to new markets. Further investments are needed for scaling and expansion 

purposes. 
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Lab-grown meat 

The idea of growing meat can be traced back to 1930, but actual research into animal cell culturing 

to produce meat only began in the early 2000s. The vision of cultured meat is to produce proper meat 

without animal suffering and reducing land and resource use by 99% from current levels in traditional 

meat production.  

Cultured or cell-based meat is essentially created through exponential cell growth in bioreactors. At 

first, a cell is being extracted from a living animal and subsequently fed with a media to proliferate, 

resulting in structuring the muscle and fats to meat using 3D scaffolding. The outcome is a lab-grown 

product, which is said to be identical to conventionally produced meat showing the highest 

commercial potential among meat alternatives according to management consultancy AT Kearney 

(2019). Optimistic reports claim that the global cell-based meat share will be around 35% in 2040, 

only 5% lower than the share for traditional meat, and is anticipated to grow with a 16% CAGR over 

the forecast period 2019-2026. Although thorough in-field testing has been made, no commercial 

products have been sold yet, due to the extreme economic inefficiency and pending approvals by 

authorities (AT Kearney, 2019; McKinsey, 2019; Techcrunch, 2019; van der Weele et al., 2019).  

The industry already received financial and resource backing from disruptive innovators and 

philanthropes, such as Bill Gates and Richard Branson, as well as major food industry players, such 

as Tyson Foods and Cargill. The companies with the highest market potential due to stage of 

development and funding are Californian-based Memphis meats, which just secured $160 million in 

their Series B round, the two Dutch players Mosa Meats and Meatables and the in Tel Aviv located 

food tech start-up Aleph Farms. These players plan to launch and commercialize their products within 

the next three to five years (McKinsey, 2019). 

Fermentation-Based Mycoprotein 

Another protein source in the area of alternative meat that has been picking up in recent years and is 

being traded as a hidden champion is mycoprotein, which is typically composed of whole, 

unprocessed, filamentous fungal biomass, known as mold (McKinsey, 2019). The development has 

started in the 1980s and is produced through the fermentation of biological feedstock. The process 

starts with continuous fermentation of the naturally occurring Funghi Fusarium Venenatum, followed 

by steaming, chilling, and freezing of the reduced biomass. The result is a high-protein and high-fiber 

substance with low levels of fat, cholesterol, sodium, and sugar and therefore said to promote a 

healthy diet and inhabits a significantly lower carbon and water footprint relative to beef (Finnigan 
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et al., 2019). One main distinction criterion to other alternatives is the high similarity to the texture 

of both chicken breast and beef steaks. 

The leading mycoprotein supplier today is Quorn foods, which supplies major UK bakery chain 

Gregg and also provides protein for Pizza Hut’s nuggets and KFC’s “Original Recipe Vegan Burger”. 

Quorn is currently sold in 19 countries. It opened the “world’s biggest” meat alternative production 

facility in Northeast England in 2018. Another upcoming player is MycoTechnology, which has just 

raised $83 million from a mix of corporate and traditional VCs, including a $30 million Series C in 

January that included Tyson and Kellogg’s venture-arm (Techcrunch, 2019). As the technology 

behind mycoprotein is essentially on the market for several years and widely discovered, the critical 

dimension is the commercialization for companies focusing on this technology. 

Insect-based meat replacements 

This category is driven by the increase in significance of entomophagy in recent years. As insects are 

generally high in protein, they are principally considered as meat substitutes. Usually, mealworms 

and crickets are used either fried or processed into burger patties and meatballs, adding known flavors 

to reduce consumers’ reluctance. Food producers are also exploring using grasshoppers as an edible 

insect source, but development is still in an early stage. Other insects are more commonly used for 

the feed industry. Ynsect uses mealworm, while Protix uses black soldier flies. The main advantage 

of insects is again, as with before mentioned meat substitutes, the superior feed-to-protein conversion 

compared to conventional meat.  

The United Nations´ Food and Agriculture Organization claims that around 2 billion people around 

the world already include insects in their diet and that a slow shift towards more acceptance can be 

detected in recent years. The investment bank Barclays (2019) supports that hypothesis by predicting 

the insect-protein market to be worth $8 billion by 2030.  

Companies focusing on insects are often in the early stages of the cycle as customer acceptance is 

still reasonably low, and sales have not yet picked up as sharp as, e.g., novel meat replacement 

products. This is also due to early-stage product development as an actual meat replacement and not 

just snacks. Grocery chains, including Sainsbury in the UK, Loblaw in Canada, and Amazon-owned 

Whole Foods already stock bug-based items, although mainly snacks. Independent restaurants across 

the West have insects on the menu, helping to create increased acceptance among consumers, similar 

to how sushi restaurants were able to convince Western diners to eat raw fish (Barclays, 2019; 

McKinsey, 2019).  
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3.2.2.1 Challenges and Obstacles for the Verticals 

Despite the current hype and growth among verticals, there are still some obstacles that need to be 

overcome to be considered an equivalent competitive product for conventional meat. Various barriers 

can be detected from a commercial, technical, operational, and regulatory perspective. 

From a commercial perspective, the novelty and consumer’s general hesitation and low-risk attitude, 

especially when it comes to food, can state an obstacle in growth and acceptance, although curiosity 

has been found to be the leading driver for people trying meat alternatives (Rabobank, 2017; Redburn, 

2019). While insect-based meat alternatives might face challenges in terms of attractiveness, cultured-

meat is still in its early days with high uncertainty of how it will be framed and how quality, 

appearance, and output will differ (Bryant & Barnett, 2018; Stephens et al., 2018). Furthermore, the 

switch from consumers to alternative meat is often driven by their demand for organic options. 

However, the novel products are mostly highly processed to resemble the taste and texture of meat as 

closely as possible. Currently, most products, e.g., Impossible Foods’ burger or Beyond Meat’s 

meatless patties, are mainly being sold through fast-food chains as the preferred sales channel. The 

uncertainty arises, if the products will gain as much traction through retail and draw mass appeal aside 

from fast food. 

Especially cultured meat companies are still facing technological challenges as it involves high-tech 

processing steps and is still in an early phase of development, but also the other verticals still have to 

break through technical barriers when it comes to texture and flavor, as currently most products are 

mostly being offered as patties or other processed meat substitutes. Also, supply chains and the scale-

up process must be improved and adjusted to stay competitive and decrease prices, which are, on 

average, two times the conventional meat prices due to inefficient production and low scale. If 

traditional systems od distribution and operations can be used, these challenges will be moderate and 

bring only a few organizational changes (van der Weele et al., 2019). 

Regulatory and legal aspects have also to be taken into account as food regulations tend to rather 

strict, and novel technologies such as cultured meat and insect-based meat alternatives require safety 

tests and highly controlled production systems, which implies an increase in costs and decrease 

inefficiency. Regulatory and legal effects vastly depend on the region and the local authorities in the 

country concerned, while the US tends to have lower barriers than countries within Europe (van der 

Weele et al., 2019). Opposition to meat alternatives, such as the incumbent food industry and farmers, 

are likely to support regulatory barriers politically as a defensive reaction. On the other side, more 
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and more food companies, as also described within the verticals, broadening their product portfolio 

either directly or through investments in alternative protein to profit of a growing market. 

3.3 The Link between Both Sides: The Assessment Process 

After comparing relevant concepts within the domain of entrepreneurship research with practical 

pieces of evidence and observations from both the investors and investment recipient side as well as 

the APM, the next step draws all these elements together by discussing the actual assessment process. 

First, the predominant criteria for assessing ventures that have been documented by various studies 

are introduced by means of a structured literature review and subsequent harmonization rounds. 

Secondly, these criteria are examined for their feasibility and relevance for the considered vehicles, 

the corresponding life cycle stage, and the verticals in the APM. All presented criteria are obtained 

through the synthesis of empirical results of different studies and reinforced by the established 

findings from the previous chapters in order to maintain the transparency and rigor of the paper. 

3.3.1 Extraction and Coding Procedure  

In order to provide a sufficient groundwork to answer the research question on the subject of the 

assessment process in the APM, the next step comprises a synthesis of the vast body of knowledge 

about the prevalent selection criteria in this context. Although there is a multitude of studies, each 

with a varying focus in relation to the vehicles and funding stages, most of them arrive at similar 

results with regard to the overall categories (Riquelme & Watson, 2002a). Nevertheless, while the 

consensus about the general dimensions is evident, scholars also underline the differences within 

them and acknowledge the lack of nomological clarity as well as an agreement on their importance 

(Khanin, Baum, Mahto, & Heller, 2008). Accordingly, this chapter aims to harmonize the most 

prevalent dimensions and criteria by consolidating and clustering the findings of all considered 

literature. In this respect, further merit of this synthesis is that the vehicles are not individually 

considered, as most of the existing literature dud, but that an attempt is made to integrate research 

results from all of them. While filtering and selecting the papers, however, the lack of consideration 

of all the vehicles is once again evident. The majority of the identified papers addressed either the 

assessment process in general or for VCs specifically. 

As a result, a structured literature search was conducted in which three databases were screened by 

using predefined search strings to ensure that results correspond to the scope of this work (cf. Table 

3). Furthermore, this approach ensures a broad coverage of all relevant assessment criteria as well as 
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the different perspectives of each considered vehicle. After iteratively scanning all identified papers 

for the title, duplicates, abstract, scope alignment, and quality in accordance to Rowley and Slack 

(2004), the remaining papers were reviewed all their identified assessment criteria extracted (cf. 

Appendix B).  

 

 

 

 

Within three independent coding rounds, both authors grouped similar factors in relation to their 

meaning irrespective of the specific wording. After each round, the respective lists were compared 

and discussed to arrive at a similar level of abstraction and understanding. Ultimately, every 

harmonized criterion was supposed to be consistent and self-explanatory. In the end, this led to 34 

criteria grouped in six dimensions, which serve as a basis for further analysis. At this point, it is worth 

mentioning that three of the identified dimensions are identical to the risk dimensions that were 

associated with the life cycle in Chapter 3.2. 

3.3.2 Prevalent Criteria for Assessing New Ventures 

After introducing the underlying principles and processes required for the extraction and coding 

procedure, the results of all these steps are presented in this chapter by describing each of the 

identified dimensions with their respective assessment criteria.  

As explained in the outline of the life cycle, the properties of ventures continuously change, and so 

does the incorporation and relevance of certain of the assessment criteria (cf. AC1). Each vehicle 

must consider these dynamics alongside its own constraints in its reconciliation of entrepreneurial 

reward and risk, as explained in the EVC (Mishra & Zachary, 2014). Consequently, the assessment 

criteria and their respective weighting might differ along the cycle and vehicles (Eisele et al., 2011). 

The first indicators of these dynamics, which originate either from the identified papers or from the 

initial interview, are also briefly discussed below. 

 

 

 

Databases and Outlets EBSCOhost, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect

Search Strings
In {‘Title’; ‘Abstract’; ‘Keywords’}: {‘Assessment Criteria’; ‘Selection Criteria’}

AND {‘Business Angels’; ‘Accelerators’; ‘Venture Capitalists’; ‘Corporate Venture Capitalists’}

Table 3: Applied Search Criteria & Databases. Based on representation. 



 

 

Master Thesis | The Agony of Choice: The Assessment Process of New Ventures in the Alternative Protein Market  

 

Page 49 

 

Venture Team 

Both research and practitioners often rate criteria relating to the founders and their team as the most 

critical factors for assessing and selecting new ventures (Baum and Silverman 2004; Riquelme and 

Watson 2002b; Shepherd 2016, cf. AC1).  

As these factors are more straightforward and always possible to assess from the beginning of the life 

cycle, vehicles operating in the pre- or seed-stage tend to focus on the venture team (Baum and 

Silverman 2004; cf. AC1).  

Nevertheless, these criteria are regarded as important by all vehicles, regardless of their stage. In this 

context, this category contains all criteria about the venture team that refers to their level of experience 

and capabilities in different areas, their level of commitment, their network as well as the overall team 

composition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Product-Related 

Apart from the team, the actual product and its commercialization certainly play a major role in the 

assessment process (Khanin et al. 2008; cf. AC1). In this context, the competitive advantages, the 

potential to address a real problem or gap as well as the innovation potential and scalability were 

identified as the essential factors in the literature. In order to represent the whole range of internal 

commercial aspects, this category also includes two factors for the general commercialization of the 

product, concrete the feasibility and flexibility of the business model. 

 

Category Harmonized Criteria Reference

Venture Team

Leadership/Management Capabilities
2-36; 2-38; 3-48; 4-58; 4-64; 4-64; 5-79; 5-80; 6-95; 8-111; 8-114; 9-135; 10-159; 11-171; 11-

172; 12-203; 12-205; 14-231; 15-238; 15-240; 15-242; 15-245; 16-251; 17-278; 17-279; 18-

316; 19-328; 20-363; 20-364; 20-370

Operational Capabilities (Planning, Marketing, Finance) 2-39; 2-40; 4-60; 5-78; 12-206; 12-206; 17-277; 17-282; 20-368; 20-369; 20-371

Technological Capabilities 1-19; 12-193; 17-281; 19-331

Industry Capabilities 1-18; 6-99; 8-113; 9-125; 9-155; 9-155; 14-230; 20-365

Determination & Commitment
2-37; 2-41; 4-61; 4-62; 4-63; 4-63; 8-108; 9-132; 15-239; 16-253; 16-254; 16-255; 18-315; 18-

317; 18-319; 19-329

Risk Perception 2-34; 8-109; 10-162; 13-213; 14-219; 14-219; 15-249; 16-269; 18-307; 18-312

Willingness to Cooperate 4-65; 6-98; 6-105; 8-110; 9-133; 9-133; 9-144; 13-217; 18-304; 20-361

Team Composition 1-22; 5-77; 14-220; 14-229; 16-252; 16-252; 19-327

Track Record/Reputation
3-50; 6-96; 8-115; 9-141; 11-169; 11-169; 11-170; 13-216; 17-280; 18-314; 19-330; 19-332; 

20-366; 20-367

Network 1-20; 3-51; 8-117; 16-274; 18-318; 18-318

Table 4: Assessment Criteria Venture Team. Based on own representation. 
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However, in contrast to the venture team, this dimension cannot be assessed from the start so easily 

(cf. AC1). As some ventures do not have a viable prototype or business plan within even after the 

seed stage, it is not possible to assess them right away. In case the products are as unique as cell-

based meat, it is also challenging to derive anything from competitors as no similar products exist on 

the market yet (cf. AC1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Market and Customer 

In contrast, the third category proxies the external perspective of the most essential commercial 

factors that are relevant for the assessment of a new venture (Khanin et al., 2008). Consequently, it 

refers to market-related factors such as size, growth, competitiveness, and potential constraints 

stemming from the regulatory environment on the one hand. On the other hand, it covers the 

assessment of the identified target market as well as its acceptance and openness.  

Following the same reasoning as with the product and business plan, this dimension becomes more 

important, the closer the venture gets to the go-to market phase. It is precisely in such novel areas, 

under which some of the verticals in the APM fall, where it is difficult at first to assess their overall 

development and potential customers, as the level of uncertainty seems still too high (cf. AC1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Category Harmonized Criteria Reference

Product-Related

Competitive Advantage (Functionality, Uniqueness, Quality)

1-6; 1-14; 2-44; 2-45; 3-52; 3-52; 4-74; 4-75; 5-85; 6-91; 6-93; 9-138; 10-161; 11-176; 11-178; 

11-179; 12-192; 12-196; 15-233; 16-256; 16-257; 17-285; 17-298; 18-324; 18-325; 19-335; 20-

351; 20-355

Clear Problem or Gap 1-1; 1-2; 1-3; 1-5; 9-127; 9-127; 11-182; 12-195; 16-266; 17-287; 17-290

Innovation Potential 4-72; 11-177; 19-333

Scalability 6-92; 9-134; 12-197; 16-259

Feasibility of Business Case/Product
4-70; 4-71; 9-122; 10-166; 11-173; 11-173; 11-174; 11-175; 11-190; 12-199; 12-201; 12-202; 

12-207; 13-211; 14-226; 18-320; 20-353; 20-376

Flexibility of Business Case/Product 4-59; 4-66; 11-180

Table 5: Assessment Criteria – Product-Related. Based on own representation. 

Category Harmonized Criteria Reference

Market/Customer 

Size of the Market 2-43; 3-53; 6-106; 6-107; 16-262; 16-262; 17-289; 18-322; 19-336; 20-347

Growth Potential of the Market
1-10; 1-17; 2-42; 9-123; 9-137; 9-137; 10-160; 11-181; 14-222; 15-235; 16-263; 17-288; 18-

321; 19-337; 20-350

Competitive Environment
1-7; 1-8; 9-126; 9-148; 9-154; 9-154; 10-168; 11-183; 11-184; 12-198; 14-221; 14-223; 16-

264; 16-265; 20-354; 20-356; 20-357; 20-358

Regulatory Environment 15-247; 17-295; 17-297

Customer/Market Acceptance 5-87; 8-119; 10-167; 16-260; 19-338; 19-338

Clear and promising Target market 1-11; 1-13; 1-15; 1-16; 4-67; 4-67; 4-68; 4-69; 5-82; 5-83; 5-84; 9-124; 9-140

Table 6: Assessment Criteria – Market/Customer. Based on own representation 
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Development Stage & Technology 

Despite relating heavily to the product and its features, this category focusses on its technological 

aspects as these have further implications. For instance, most technological criteria are difficult to 

assess for vehicles operating in the pre or seed stage. In most cases, they lack the resources, experts, 

and time for this (cf. AC1). As mentioned before, even if the vehicle has the capability to perform 

such an assessment, there may not be a viable product available in the early stages to conduct it. 

Nevertheless, the extraction and harmonization process in this respect revealed three key criteria 

concerning the maturity and timing of the technology, its development, and the patent situation. 

 

 

 

 

Financial Outcomes 

Building on the respective manifestations within the other dimensions, their outcomes are mostly 

reflected in the fifth dimension, which addresses the financial situation of the venture. First of all, this 

includes vital financial indicators, such as profitability, margins, cost structures, and liquidity (Eisele 

et al., 2011). However, this dimension also encompasses other factors that refer to the current investor 

and funding situation as well as to the possible exit options and financial returns. In terms of their 

prioritization, it can be detected that with higher ticket prices and mature funding rounds, the 

profitability of the investments through a successful exit, plays a prominent role than in the pre-seed 

and seed stages (Kaplan & Stromberg, 2000; C. Mason & Stark, 2004). However, the exit options are 

always relevant for all vehicles that follow financial or strategic motives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Category Harmonized Criteria Reference

Development Stage & Technology

Product Development Stage 2-33; 8-120; 8-121; 14-228; 15-234; 15-234; 16-261; 16-275; 18-309; 18-311

Timing & Maturity of Technology/Product 1-4; 1-9; 5-88; 6-94; 12-191; 12-191; 12-200; 15-237; 17-283; 18-323; 20-346; 20-348; 20-349

Patent Situation/Protection 2-46; 5-86; 8-118; 9-143; 9-152; 9-152; 9-158; 12-194; 16-258; 17-286; 18-326; 19-334

Category Harmonized Criteria Reference

Financial Outcomes

Current Investors/Funding Situation 1-23; 1-27; 2-30; 3-47; 4-76; 4-76; 9-130; 9-131; 9-157; 15-244; 20-359; 20-373; 20-375

Profitability & Break-even Point 1-25; 1-26; 3-55; 5-89; 9-149; 9-149; 12-209; 14-227; 20-342

Liquidity 1-24; 12-210; 16-273

Attractive Margins 1-12; 4-73; 6-104; 9-146

Cost Structure 9-147; 9-153; 11-185; 12-208; 15-236; 15-236

Exit and Financial Returns
2-28; 3-49; 5-90; 6-100; 6-101; 6-101; 9-128; 9-129; 9-139; 9-142; 9-156; 10-163; 10-164; 11-

187; 13-212; 13-218; 16-267; 16-268; 17-292; 17-293; 17-296; 18-299; 18-306; 19-340; 19-

341; 20-343; 20-344; 20-345

Table 7: Assessment Criteria Development Stage & Technology. Based on own representation. 

Table 8: Assessment Criteria Financial Outcomes. Based on own representation. 
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Vehicle-Related  

While all other categories mainly refer to properties of the venture, the last dimension depends 

foremost on the vehicle. After all, ventures must not only be attractive on the basis of generally valid 

criteria but must also fit the strategic and organizational objectives, including its portfolio, as well as 

its capabilities (cf. AC1). However, the impact and relevance of the overall fit on the assessment 

process depend heavily on the overall approach of the vehicle.  

Whereas some vehicles clearly cluster the market to specialize in a particular area, others complement 

their portfolio with ventures from different verticals. The former is driven by the merits of 

specialization, the latter pursue the strategy of “betting on all horses”, as there is no clear winner in 

sight and uncertainty is still high, or they do not have the organizational capabilities to delve deeper 

into certain sectors (Gompers, Kovner, and Lerner 2009; cf. AC1). Accordingly, the prioritization of 

criteria such as patent situation, consumer acceptance, market size, or development stage also depends 

very much on the overall fit and thus their portfolio. Furthermore, the current funding structure of the 

venture and the resulting terms are also considered very carefully. 

 

 

 

 

3.4 Derivation of Propositions 

Based on the conclusions of the continuous comparison of theoretical findings and practical 

implications, five propositions will be formulated in the following. In this respect, the term 

proposition was deliberately chosen as the empirical part of this work is of exploratory nature and 

also approached from a pragmatic view (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019; Saunders et al., 2016; Yin, 2018). 

Moreover, as these propositions are of qualitative origin, they are just indicating potential gaps or 

peculiarities which represent promising areas of inquiry for the interviews. Accordingly, they are not 

really testable or measurable in a quantitative or purely objective way. 

Concretely, these propositions aim to address gaps or discrepancies in the current body of knowledge 

in entrepreneurship research about the assessment process of new ventures in the APM along the 

Category Harmonized Criteria Reference

Vehicle-Related

Strategic Fit
1-21; 2-29; 6-102; 9-145; 11-188; 11-188; 11-189; 13-215; 15-232; 17-291; 18-301; 19-339; 

20-360 

Organizational Fit
2-31; 5-81; 6-97; 8-112; 8-116; 8-116; 9-136; 12-204; 13-214; 15-241; 15-243; 15-248; 15-

250; 18-303; 20-352; 20-362

Funding terms/structure
2-32; 3-54; 3-56; 3-57; 6-103; 6-103; 9-150; 9-151; 10-165; 11-186; 16-270; 16-271; 16-272; 

17-294; 18-300; 18-302; 18-305; 18-308; 18-310; 20-372; 20-374

Table 9: Assessment Criteria Vehicle-related. Based on representation. 
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funding cycle. They form, together with the concepts and findings of the previous subchapters, the 

preliminary framework upon which the interview guidelines will be developed. 

3.4.1 Proposition 1 

Within the two fundamental stages and resulting roles explained by Mishra et al. 2014, all vehicles 

can either be assigned to the formulation or monetization stage. In this context, the vast majority of 

screened papers analyzed the considered vehicles except accelerators based on their financing 

activities. Therefore they perceived them as investors, which are positioned in the monetization stage 

(Davila et al., 2003; Miloud et al., 2012; Rungi et al., 2016). For this reason, they were primarily 

examined for their ability to provide capital to overcome financial constraints rather than from a non-

financial perspective, such as mentoring to improve the capabilities of a venture.  

Moreover, it seems that due to the increasing speed of the funding landscape, and especially in 

emerging sectors, a growing number of vehicles such as VCs and CVCs are interacting with ventures 

located in the seed or even pre-seed stage (KPMG Enterprise 2019; de Montgolfier, Éric; Krantz 

2019; cf. AC1). In this way, they may already start at the formulation stage to assist ventures not only 

as investors but also as mentors. A strong argument for this increasingly common practice was 

mentioned in the exploratory interview. According to it, vehicles do not want to overlook the next 

unicorn or to spend too much on future funding rounds, which ties back to the overall pace and 

dynamics of the sector. That tendency apparently is also reflected in the funding stages, where a 

growing number of vehicles are investing earlier and with larger amounts of money in ventures 

(KPMG Enterprise 2019; de Montgolfier, Éric; Krantz 2019; cf. AC1). Drawing on these new insights 

both from scholars and practitioners, the following proposition can be formulated:  

 

 

 

 

3.4.2 Proposition 2 

The initial division of vehicles into growth and financial vehicles was made by the identification of 

their primary investment objective. In this context, the majority of the literature and especially defined 

by Eckermann (2007), Gompers and Lerner (2004), and Röhm et al. 2018 distinguishes the vehicle's 

Proposition 1 

Due to the increasing dynamics and speed of emerging sectors such as the APM, more and more 

vehicles are operating in earlier stages and take on the role of a mentor and investor. 
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motives and objectives into strategic- or financial return- driven. The identified focus and weighting 

in the relevant field of research depends on the vehicles. VCs being mostly on the financial side and 

CVCs more on the strategic side, while the other vehicles can be placed in-between. 

When comparing these established motives with newer vehicles such as accelerators, the question 

arose as to how they might influence these motives. Due to their early investment timing and cohort-

based program, they seem to deviate from this (Yang 2019; cf. AC1). Since they compete directly 

with the other vehicles but also cooperate with them, these might also be pushed to adapt their 

objectives. 

Furthermore, to ensure long-term prosperity, these two motive groups are being further extended due 

to the peculiarities of the APM (cf. AC1). As indicated in the overview of the verticals, this trend 

seems to be driven by the novelty of technologies in the APM, but eventually even more by the shifts 

in the society’s perception regarding the role of the future food market (AT Kearney, 2019). 

Accordingly, the potential impact that the APM might have on society and the environment might be 

increasingly considered in the assessment process. Considering these findings and the resulting 

reasoning, the following proposition can be derived:  

3.4.3 Proposition 3 

The presented funding and life cycle concepts, which were a synthesis of a variety of papers with 

different illustrations of the former, may serve as right orientation, but also revealed initial 

shortcomings (Drover et al., 2017; Mishra & Zachary, 2014; Vanacker et al., 2014). Whereas the 

different funding cycles are still applicable to a large extent, certain discrepancies arose while putting 

the verticals into this context and reviewing them within the interview.  

Proposition 2 

The emergence of new players as well as the novelty and vision of the market leads to the 

upcoming of new motives besides financial and strategic driven. 
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In this respect, it was noticed that remarkably in technology-intensive areas, such as in cell-based 

meat ventures, the different manifestations of some dimensions, like sales and product development, 

deviate from the usual processes and timelines outlined in the literature (Baeyens, Vanacker, and 

Manigart 2006; Vanacker et al. 2014; cf. AC1). Specifically, these deviations relate to the delayed 

generation of revenue and the development of the first MVP in particular. Consequently, the third 

proposition is aimed to explore this relationship between the technology focus of the venture and its 

deviation from the life cycle. Hence, it can be formulated as follows:  

3.4.4 Proposition 4 

Within the six dimensions and underlying criteria, which resulted from the extraction and coding 

process, the team dimension and its criteria proved to be among the most important aspect to assess 

a venture (Baum and Silverman 2004; Riquelme and Watson 2002b; Shepherd 2016, cf. AC1).  

While this dimension seems to be relevant throughout all life stages or types of vehicles, the 

incorporation of commercial and technological criteria in the assessment process seems to change 

within them (cf. AC1). This does not appear to be entirely driven by the intrinsic objectives of the 

vehicles. Instead, it rather arises from certain traits of the venture, including its R&D intensity, its 

position in the life cycle, and the consequential constraints in terms of screening capabilities within 

the assessment process (Knockaert, Clarysse, and Wright 2010; cf. AC1). Accordingly, the fourth 

proposition was derived in line with these discoveries: 

 

 

 

 

Proposition 3 

In new and technology-intensive industries such as APM, the established metrics and stages of 

the life cycle are not fully applicable and blurred. 

 

Proposition 4 

Due to the capabilities and features of the respective vehicles and peculiarities of the verticals the 

ventures are operating in, the weighting and prioritization of technological and commercial 

criteria changes along the life cycle. 
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3.4.5 Proposition 5 

As the majority of the peer-reviewed papers, but also the latest industry reports state, demographics 

of both growth and financial vehicles usually show patterns of a particular industry or sector focus. 

The scope of the portfolio is widely determined by the size of the organization but also strategic 

orientation (Gompers et al. 2009; cf. AC1). This can be especially detected within strategic-driven 

vehicles, but not exclusively (Drover et al., 2017).  

Furthermore, when extracting the assessment criteria, certain factors such as venture team experience, 

technological experience, and strategic alignment were identified that indicate such a particular focus. 

The high uncertainty of the future and success, as well as the range of technology-depth within the 

alternative protein verticals, add to the particularity of specialization within the venture selection 

process (cf. AC1). In this respect, strong positioning in one domain, such as in one of the respective 

vertical, could translate into a different assessment process as with a vehicle that has a broader scope. 

Therefore, the fifth proposition is formulated as following to explore this portfolio influence:   

Proposition 5 

The environment and sector focus of the vehicles and therefore their respective portfolio impacts 

the spectrum and specificity of criteria used in the assessment process. 
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4 Empirical Findings of the Expert Interviews 

Before the propositions are discussed in relation to the empirical findings, the latter is first presented 

in detail separately. This allows to delve deeper into the actual analysis and discussion as all relevant 

background information and emerged findings have already been described in this chapter. 

As mentioned before, all empirical findings are primarily derived from the qualitative interviews, but 

in a few cases, they are supplemented by other sources such as the website and the provided 

documents from the respective vehicle. 

4.1 Vehicle-related Findings 

All interviewees are senior employees in one of the respective vehicles, with strong backgrounds in 

the food and ag-tech market, highly interested, and involved in alternative protein ventures. 

Knowledge and experience of the respondents led to highly insightful discussions and insights, which 

support, extend, or considered the pre-formulated propositions from another perspective. 

This chapter addresses, in chronological order, the most significant findings and additional 

information within the classification, motives, and portfolio and lastly the collaboration of the 

vehicles, while demonstrating differences, similarities, and shared views. 

4.1.1 Classification of the Vehicles 

When asked to place their organization in the funding cycle or classify it in general, none of the 

experts resorted to a strict position but referred to the fact that it very much depends on the venture 

and also the fund investors, such as LPs (AC1, AC2, VC2). Nevertheless, two common trends could 

be exposed throughout all types of vehicles working and assessing within the APM. 

Shift towards earlier funding stages 

Firstly, vehicles shift and extend their involvement and investments to ventures, which are situated 

in very premature development phases and thus early stages in the funding cycle. A senior associate 

of a VC fund framed it this way answering a question regarding funding stages: 

“So, these seed rounds, became from like 1 million max, we're now seeing four or five million dollars 

seed rounds. Right? So, this has definitely sort of changed. And I think that's happening. I think, also 

that there in Europe, there is a particular gap still, so sort of the series A B, and especially after the 
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Series B there is sort of a still a lack of active investors, especially for general technology, but 

especially also in food and agriculture.” (VC2) 

Rather than purely directing their activity on a specific funding stage, the interviewed vehicles tend 

to operate in several stages, with a strong tendency to be involved early in the development as a 

principal of a VC described it: “We refer to as a balanced stage investor, meaning we are across that 

horizon, but we do early-stage to growth” (VC2). One VC even took it a step further and defined 

their timing as "pre-team," meaning that sometimes they are only “investing in a pitch deck and a 

single founder” (VC3). In light of such sentiments, it could be observed that many respondents 

believed that being an early stakeholder and accompanying the ventures along the way is becoming 

more common as “venture investing is also a game of execution speed” and “if you're the first to put 

on a term sheet that makes you win the deal“ (VC3). The following quote of an interview partner 

working in a CVC is a further example for such point of view and this trend: 

“It's around Series A, I mean, it also depends a little bit on when we come to the party. So, to say, if 

you are late to the party, then they might already be in B-C. If we're early, and I think in most cases, 

we had at least dialogues early on from even the seed funding to series A.” (CVC1) 

Consequently, all these statements pointed to a trend towards earlier stage investing, often covering 

multiple stages in the funding cycle. 

The Duality of Roles and Expansion of Business Model 

Another shared finding across the different vehicles is the progressive blurring of role classifications 

of the respective vehicles. This is particularly evident in such vehicles, which previously had a pure 

monetary focus and are therefore defined as finance vehicles, such as VCs, BAs, and to some extent, 

CVCs. According to the interviews, they are expanding their business models by being “more 

operationally involved” and incorporate coaching and mentoring besides their financial investments 

(VC1, VC2, VC3). On the other hand, there seem to be an increasing amount of growth vehicles that 

differentiate themselves from the classic Accelerator definition. Some of these build their own fund 

while using the acquired knowledge and experience of their mentor and coaching activities to build 

their investment portfolio (AC1, AC2). The associate of an accelerator made an illuminating comment 

on this regard: 

“But what separates us from other venture funds is that we still have the accelerator in front. All the 

start-ups we invest in are mostly will come from the accelerator. So currently, we have ten companies 

in the portfolio, or they have all been through the accelerator, so we know them really, really well 
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before we started investing further in them. So, you can see it as a long process. So that's a due 

diligence process. Basically, it will have a chance to get to know them really well” (AC1) 

Similar to all other vehicles, follow-up investment usually comes to an end during or even before 

Series A funding rounds (AC2; VC3). Interestingly, most of the interview partners are confident that 

this trend stems from the complexity of the technologies and the market of alternative protein 

ventures. Therefore, a closer and more interwoven interaction with the ventures seems essential for a 

successful investment case (CVC2, VC1, VC2).  

One of the interview partners even took a more pragmatic and logical approach when describing their 

support strategy by focusing on the resources that can be of help: “We usually step in where we feel 

that a very specific network in food and agriculture and knowledge-based can really help companies 

scale.” (VC2) 

Following this reasoning, some growth vehicles extend their role and take the opportunistic chance 

to invest in start-ups, which they accelerated and coached, through a fund afterwards and take the 

mentoring phase as part of their due diligence (VC1). In contrast, more funding-focused vehicles 

extend their role towards coaching and mentoring to decrease uncertainty and improve due diligence. 

This is both done through vertical integration of a coaching division or sourced externally by close 

cooperation with other vehicles, as an analyst explained: “(..) but of course then we benefit from a 

wide network of people that we can contact and then use to validate and mentor our ventures.” (VC2). 

4.1.2 Motives & Portfolio 

Considering the different types of vehicles interviewed in the APM, their investment objectives and 

strategies as well as portfolio focus have been thoroughly discussed, which has led to similar findings, 

but also larger deviations between the vehicles. 

The Difference in Investment Objectives 

The reason and objectives for vehicles to invest and work with ventures in the different verticals are 

often two-fold, and the respondents had different opinions on their goals, but also showed some 

convergence throughout their comments. Most respondents, working within financial vehicles, 

showed a clear mission of their company such as the objective of maximizing their return on 

investment. Therefore, engaging with the ventures is incentivized by monetary objectives or 

differently said: “not being judged by the impact of our investments just by the financial return” 

(VC2). Growth vehicles such as accelerators and CVCs indicated more strategic incentives to 
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cooperate with and invest in ventures, as it can be derived from the next comment made by an 

interview partner: 

“Of course, often we're not investing for the sake of financial return. And so, there's always you could 

argue Nova holding (a financial vehicle) that is doing that, for those who want to invest, but for us, 

there's got to be some strategic element to it.” (CVC1)  

While the primary motive of investment and growth vehicles show a discrepancy, there is a coherent 

view and vision of their investment objectives on a meta-level, which is best expressed by the 

following:  

“Essentially, it's answering a very simple question, which is how can you use biotechnology to solve 

the future protein needs of the world, and there are proteins that are used for nutritional purposes.” 

(CVC2) 

This combines the objectives of growth and investment vehicles into one common higher purpose as 

to focus on incremental and disruptive innovation in life or food sciences to “feed 9 billion people in 

2050 (…) to do that sustainably” (VC2) and “creating system change along the Food and Agriculture 

value chain.” (VC1). On the ground of these statements, impact can undeniably be identified as 

another motive besides strategic and financial ones. In this context, this motive refers to both 

technological and sustainable impact, but according to the reasoning of the previous statements, these 

go hand in hand most of the times. 

Impact as Prerequisite 

Essentially, the ventures within the alternative protein sector work on the supply of sustainable and 

alternative proteins, which can be classified as “a sector where you can have a lot of impact” (AC1, 

VC2). 

Even though most of the interviewed experts did not explicitly define their vehicle as impact-driven 

or as “impact investors”, their purpose and portfolio thesis is increasingly guided by the sustainable 

development goals, deeply incorporated into their overall strategy: “So we were the first company to 

basically rewrite our corporate strategy based on the SDGs.” (CVC1). Sustainable impact is for the 

majority of vehicles even seen as a prerequisite for potential investments as experts from various 

vehicles explained: “So we had a corporate strategy process that concluded last summer and you 

could say your entry ticket of investment areas into that entire process was that there needed to be 

substantial sustainability benefit” (CVC1). 
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This respondent even highlighted that sustainability and profit have the potential to go hand in hand 

in the long-term instead of destructing each other, especially in a market which aims at a more 

sustainable way to feed the growing population: “So all of our investments have to solve one of ten 

sustainability goals set by us, I think the entire world is moving to a more sustainable food future. 

And if you're part of that, either by owning companies within the space of financing them as a bank, 

you are almost bound to make a quick profit in the future.” (VC1) 

The investment thesis of the vehicle has a significant impact on their portfolio, and with the increasing 

popularity and attention of alternative proteins a broader niche market is emerging for investors which 

results in a series of more specialized vehicles: “This sort of landscape developing and of course, 

since when we started in, sort of officially start in 2013, I think the official number of food and 

agriculture, tech investments was 100-200, maybe 300 million USD to 19,8 Billion in 2019” (VC2).  

Considering claims  and the overall sentiment, most of the interviewees would agree on the statement 

of one of the VCs that they “only invest in food technology companies that have a sustainability 

angle” and that is must be seen as an “imperative” in the sector (VC3). 

Portfolio Resembles Value Chain 

The portfolio approach of the vehicles is relatively broadly based within the niche market of Food & 

AgTech and best described as working with ventures which provide and develop products and 

services “from soil to gut” (VC2) or “plant to shelf” (VC3). Due to the interlocking elements and 

technologies along the value chain in the niche market of food and agriculture, the broad portfolio 

strategy is meant to create synergies across the ventures to cause an amplification effect between the 

different ventures (VC2). The effect and motivation behind this strategy was particularly enclosed by 

one respondent: “Soil health is essential. If you have healthy soil and create healthy food and healthy 

food should enable healthy human health.” (VC1) 

The breadth and variety of portfolio companies that work on products “from inputs for animals and 

plants, all the way down to the consumer” does show the novelty and uncertainty of the market as 

also players with more strategic motives are involved and try an assortment of areas (VC1, VC2). 

This was also addressed in the next statement: “So it's all sorts of things right, so it's a rather messy 

area from that respect compared to maybe other more cleaner areas and investment thesis, it's also 

across you'd say whole value chain” (CVC1).  

In this context, the vehicles' investment strategy within the verticals also shows significant deviations. 

Some vehicles chose to rather spread their investments along all verticals, due to uncertainty as one 
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interview partner stated: “So we need to see if we can assess which technology will win out in 10 

years’ time, which one is going to be the big one. And we don't know basically. So instead, what we're 

doing is we're spreading our bets” (AC2). This “betting on all different horses, and then let’s see 

who wins” (CVC1) or “spray and pray” (VC2) strategy is not supported by all vehicles. Some 

respondents pointed out that they explicitly deselected some verticals, such as cell cultured meat as 

explained in the following: "For us and our science, arguing that it's too far away from market 

reality” (CVC2).  Concerning insect-based ventures, certain respondents displayed a strong disbelief 

in their potential, as illustrated by this statement:: “We've basically made that assessment and fairly 

crude concluded that we don't think it's going to be a major thing in food for humans” (CVC1). On 

the other hand, there are vehicles that are looking for investment opportunities in the APM but are 

still holding off (AC2, VC1). 

Considering the classification of ventures within the APM, these findings also brought up a 

differentiation between technology- and brand-driven ventures, which will be explained more 

detailed later. In the alignment of their investment thesis and objectives, the majority of the interview 

partners clearly favored an attention on tech-driven ventures, because “We believe this sector will be 

disrupted by technology” (VC2). This conviction was reinforced and supported by almost all 

interview partners through similar statements like this: “We are a technology company. So, we will 

always be looking at what's the core technology that they have, going typically after companies that 

have a tech angle” (CVC1). Another interview partner underlined his focus even more explicit: 

 “We are obsessive about IP, obviously, and data. So, we will never invest in a purely, I mean, never 

say never, as usual. But purely branded businesses are not terribly interesting to us, there needs to 

be IP, and there needs to be data that scales. That's interesting. So, we're a tech investor in that 

respect.” (VC2) 

In general, all respondents favored a portfolio strategy that involves multiple different technologies 

along the value chain of alternative protein, both on the supplier and customer-facing end as well as 

with a strong focus on tech-heavy ventures. 

4.1.3 Collaboration 

Another essential part of the development process is collaboration, which refers to knowledge, 

resource, and information exchange between vehicles or with other third parties. While the vehicles 

showed discrepancies on their objectives and investment thesis, it seems that all of them have the 

same favorable opinion and attitude towards cooperation based on their given statements. 
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Collaboration through Networking 

An essential part of the day-to-day work in vehicles consists of fostering contacts and forming new 

relationships, either with other vehicles, new investors, upcoming ventures, or industry experts (VC1, 

AC1, CVC2). The cooperation between vehicles, such as VCs and accelerators, is based on 

knowledge sharing and support services, as the following statement aptly described: “I'm there as a 

mentor to the group, but quite obviously, we share deal flow, and that's useful to companies to know 

each other and to stay in touch.” (VC2).  

Support in finding and scouting new ventures is one central cooperation area. Hereby, knowledge 

creation occurs through knowledge sharing, usually through contacts with ventures, experts, and other 

third parties. This vast network creation is well framed by a respondent heading a CVC team: 

 “Also, I mean by that is we will have a network of experts in the space who we can talk to you about 

what's happening on the science on the technical side of things. We will have relationships with 

accelerators or incubators who are doing work in whatever it is that we're looking at“ (VC1).  

These last two findings essentially lead to the requirement of a well-functioning, active and diverse 

ecosystems in place that serve as information centers, which is outlined in the following: “We have 

people in the right places, so to say that know the ecosystem. And one of my team members is sitting 

in California, and it's very well connected to the venture community in California. Yeah. So, from 

that perspective, he knows the incubators and the start-ups to go to.” (CVC1) 

“We have a broad network, and things get sent to us via those people. And usually, that's the highest 

quality deal flow. I think every investor will say that, because, you know, we know whomever, a chef 

who came across this person who works in fermentation, and that person met a tech founder, and 

now they're doing.” (VC1) 

Due to the high tech-angle of the industry, it gives the impression that some vehicles have specific 

"scientific networks" which consist of other investors and even ventures from their own portfolio by 

consulting the “C-level founders that we already have” as many of them do not have the “technical 

capabilities in house” (VC3). Thus, collaboration with external partners can be interpreted as a "way 

to work around it" for assessing the technological aspects of ventures (VC3). 

In this respect, word-of-mouth, personal relationships, exchange of information regarding emerging 

ventures, mentorship, and assessment support have been discussed as the primary reasons and means 

of collaboration, as demonstrated in the statements above. 
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Collaboration through Partnerships 

The term partnership has been mentioned and discussed several times in all interviews, not only in 

terms of information and knowledge sharing as outlined above, but also in terms of actual 

collaboration and co-creation of ventures, especially throughout accelerators and CVCs (AC1, AC 2, 

VC2, CVC1, CVC2) 

As an introductory statement, an employee of a CVC can be quoted here who addresses the 

competitiveness in the venture scene and thus the necessity of building partnerships between vehicles:  

“I think for some of them it's you know, keep your friends close, but your enemies even closer. So they 

want to know what the hell is going on. Tyson invested in beyond meat, exited before the IPO. And 

financially, that was a stupid move. But maybe there was another reason that they were told to get 

the hell out because they ended up launching their own product line.” (CVC1) 

Similar, the collaboration between the different vehicles, ventures, and corporations can also be an 

essential part of their respective business model as mentioned in this quote: “Accelerace has the 

corporate matchmaking program so that for example for Arla Foods, they pay us to scout for 

something specific.” (AC1). Likewise, the CVCs commented on this kind of partnering model, just 

being on the other side of the table: “But on top of that, we've also used an external company to kind 

of scout and dig a little bit deeper on the different companies within a specific field to, to also use 

that company to kind of engage with these start-ups to see whether there would be an interest to talk 

to NZ.” (CVC2). 

Summing up all these statements, it can be said that collaborations within the alternative protein space 

usually arise when at least two companies join forces because they have complementary assets, 

knowledge, or technologies. Typically, a start-up and a large corporate, which then jointly execute a 

project and splitting the development and market activities. One example brought up by a CVC was 

that “most likely it's a corporate that has market access but doesn't have technology and (…) then 

like you bring into technology you bring in the market and the commercial insights, then all of a 

sudden you add together something that is very unique” (CVC2). Essentially, most interview partners 

supported the fact that within alternative protein, collaboration between multiple partners with 

different expertise is common practice and the interaction between ventures and large corporations is 

relatively high (VC1, CVC2). 
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Table 10: Vehicle-related Findings. Based on own representation. 
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4.2 Venture-related Findings 

Although all respondents are operating within vehicles and thus are situated on the investor side, their 

close involvement with ventures in the APM allowed them to provide valuable insights regarding the 

development, challenges, and the future of ventures in this market. 

Following the general structure of the theoretical framework, their responses regarding the 

classification of ventures within the life cycle are reviewed first. Subsequently, the most important 

characteristics and distinctions mentioned by the experts are presented in order to conclude with their 

overall verdict in terms of the outlook and possible winners of the market. 

4.2.1 Peculiarities in Venture Development 

When discussing the different verticals or ventures, it quickly became apparent that the interviewed 

vehicles agreed that the expression alternative protein market is rather a "loaded term" and thus 

difficult to grasp and to separate in some instances (CVC1). Consequently, it was rather challenging 

to provide a detailed breakdown of the specificities along the life cycle within the four verticals, as 

they can intersect at times (AC1, AC2, VC1, CVC1). Accordingly, it was not possible to obtain 

definite statements from the respondents concerning the individual verticals and their course as well 

as peculiarities along the life cycle in detail. 

Division of Tech-Driven and Branded Ventures 

Nonetheless, during the interviews, a recurring division of the ventures could be observed alongside 

the general placement within the considered verticals. In this respect, the ventures were classified by 

many of the vehicles as either technology- or brand-driven (AC1, AC2, VC1, CVC1). This means 

that the differing focus of the vehicles, as described in the previous chapter, also coincides with their 

overall classification of the ventures. In this context, plant-based ventures were mostly assigned to 

the brand-driven space, while lab-grown ones were assigned to the technical counterpart: 

“If you all the way at the end of the spectrum, there's this whole range of companies doing something 

completely new, which isn't even proven in science, right, which is cell-cultured meat, or fish for that 

matter. On the other side of the spectrum, which is actually not a lot of technological innovation, is 

the beyond meat of the world, right? They didn't necessarily do anything new, they used extruders 

that are around since the 1950s.” (VC2) 
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Depending on the specific venture, fermentation- and insect-based were placed between these two 

poles, as it depends on the specific venture within these verticals (VC2). However, this distinction is 

particularly relevant as two different patterns along the life cycle could be identified for both 

categories of ventures in the interviews. This roots from, especially for high-tech ventures, the 

possibility to identify distinct courses and milestones within their development based on the 

interviews. 

Delayed Progression of High-Tech Ventures  

The first and obvious peculiarity, mentioned by several respondents, refers to the longer development 

time of such ventures (AC1, AC2, VC1, CVC1). One of the experts from a CVC gave a brief and apt 

summary of this issue in the APM: 

“I mean, biology is slow, if you like, it takes time for things to grow and to do your experiments and 

to do your learning cycles.” (CVC1) 

In this respect, it was not only the long development time that was stated but also the regulatory 

hurdles that delay the process (AC2, VC1, CVC1). As a consequence, the commence of first sales, 

and the acquisition of customers is shifted in many of these ventures. This is an issue that many 

investors in this space must realize, as it was expressed in the following statement: 

“Seems to mean there's a lot of money flowing into this area, not only from Asia but also from former 

software and tech investors that now believe biology is the next programmable domain, right. And 

they suddenly realize that maybe in a software company you have to pay customers in series A, but 

you might be far away from paying customers in when you make ingredients.” (CVC1) 

Remaining in the software and APM analogy, this delay is also evident in terms of the first MVP 

(AC2, VC1, CVC1). Exemplary, software products should be proved as soon as possible to get 

customer traction, whereas this is not possible in the food sector as “defects in your product” are not 

forgiven and “it's easier to roll out a software update, but it's difficult to do that on physical items” 

(CVC1). Another expert from one of the VCs also emphasized the fact that ventures within the APM 

are “intrinsically very different from the traditional internet venture” (VC3). Hence, in the 

interviews, the delayed progression can ultimately be attributed not only to the complexity of the 

development and regulatory hurdles but also to the irrevocability of the first product. 
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Increased Ticket Sizes Across the Market  

While the last identified peculiarity that has been presented was only reported by the vehicles to be 

applicable for the tech-driven ventures, it was not the case for the brand-driven ones. Still, one 

common viewpoint from the interviews, which was already touched upon in previously, applies to 

both. Because according to them, the novelty and hype of this emergent sector lead to considerably 

higher ticket sizes in the overall alternative protein space (CVC1, CVC2, AC2, VC1, VC2). One of 

the accelerators framed this development the following: 

“There's always been so many, a lot of investments into the alternative meat space that the dollar 

prices have just gone up ridiculously high.” (AC2) 

This finding coincides with the observed earlier entry of the vehicles in chapter 5.1.1. The growing 

number of financial vehicles in the pre- or seed-stage creates more available capital and a higher ratio 

between vehicles and ventures, favoring the venture's likelihood of receiving funding. Yet, this 

situation was judged differently between the experts, as some called it a “founder friendly” 

environment. Others criticized the fact that “a lot of dumb money is now pouring into the field” 

(CVC1, CVC2). In the end, this can still be considered a common denominator between the verticals 

based on the experts' opinions. 

4.2.2 Differences between the Verticals 

As previously noted, when classifying ventures in the four verticals within the life cycle, numerous 

of the interviewees struggled to make specific statements for the individual vertical. Despite this fact, 

several important distinctions between these could be extracted from the interviews. These identified 

aspects, which mostly manifest themselves in the form of challenges, affect the assessment of the 

ventures. Therefore, they are presented in the following. 

In this respect, the main difference, as stated several times before, is the division between technology-

driven and brand-based verticals and “hybrid” ventures (AC3). This will now be discussed in detail 

in order to sketch out significant implications for other areas that emerge in the respective category.  

Different Levels of Technology Intensity  

The term technology-driven has often been associated by the interviewed vehicles with the IP 

potential of the venture. As one expert put it in a nutshell, that without a patent or IP, the assessment 

of the development of the venture is just a “branding exercise” (AC2). Furthermore, lab-grown, 

fermentation and insect-based ventures were further delineated in terms of their specific technical 
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scope. Following their reasoning, ventures in the lab-grown meat space are “doing something 

completely new” which is why all of them are still located in the development phase and not ready to 

commercialize yet (VC2). One expert even referred to them as “Moonshot” ventures or investments 

(VC3). In comparison, fermentation and insect-based ventures were examined in more detail by the 

vehicles in this sense as they represent more or less a “hybrid” between brand- and tech-driven 

(VC3). The reason for this is that some of them just work on products that consist of “old technology, 

finding a new market” or “technology which is basically just dusted off and repurposed” while others 

are a much more innovative in a more disruptive way as “there's a lot of technology in play.” (CVC1). 

Yet, according to the interviewed experts, eventually, these hybrids all pose some kind of IP or 

technical angle. This emphasis on IPs has already been clarified in part by the focus of the vehicles 

in 5.1. Apart from that, another frequently cited reason for favoring ventures with IPs related to the 

resulting protectability of the product and thus of the business (CVC1, CVC2, AC2, VC 1, VC 2). 

Ultimately all of the interviewed vehicles, which considered them more as tech-investors, look for an 

“initial indication (…) that they have got something here that's worth protecting.” (AC2).  

The consensus of most interviews concerning ventures that can be assigned to this low-tech or brand-

driven category can be summarized with the following statement: 

“Well, there isn't that much, much technology in it, you need to blend some ingredients, you need a 

nice flavor system to make it taste good. No labor systems you buy from a flavor company, you have 

your own culinary team and sensory experts to kind of make it what you want.” (CVC1) 

These kinds of “recipe companies” and their products cannot be protected the same way, which limits 

their possibilities to gain a competitive advantage in the long-term (VC3). Consequently, larger 

corporations could “swallow you or compete you out if you can't protect your product with any other 

thing than a brand.” (AC2). However, this does not mean that the vehicles believed that they would 

soon disappear from the alternative protein landscape (AC3, VC2). 

Maturity of the Value Chain 

However, besides these low-tech ventures, there are also many that employ novel ingredients, 

technologies, and production processes. Consequently, their technology is often already protected by 

patents or are well suited and eligible for receiving them. Yet, the requirement by the vehicles to have 

such IPs and a high degree of innovation pose a further challenge for all high-tech ventures. 

As many vehicles noticed, the more unique the product and its individual ingredients are, the greater 

the challenge for them to build a value chain to source them (VC1, VC2, CVC1). This reveals a 
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further distinction to low-tech ventures, which are mostly but not exclusively located in the plant-

based space, namely the maturity of the value chain and thus the potential of scalability. In this 

connection, soy-based products were mentioned as a good benchmark, due to the fact that they have 

the most “established (…) or stable supply chain” due to their long market presence (CVC1). Some 

of the vehicles highlighted both the lack and availability of new ingredients as well as their price 

volatility, which can cause problems when large volumes are involved. This was illustrated by an 

expert using the case of fermentation as an example: 

“I think on the fermentation side I think for them like you said, key challenges to scale will also be 

the availability and pricing of inputs because sugar, for example, is one of the key inputs there for 

yeast fermentation where you'll know you'll be exposed to all the ups and downs of the market, which 

is very challenging.” (VC2) 

As cited before, many vehicles are screening the whole value chain in the Food & AgTech space, as 

such consumer-facing sectors as the APM are heavily dependent on its upstream suppliers. On this 

point, however, opinions were indecisive as one vehicle argued: “there should be a market first before 

you can have any infrastructure in play” (VC2). But the same expert also agreed in relation to missing 

market and value chain that “sometimes it’s a bit of a chicken and egg story” (VC2). 

Consumer Acceptance throughout the Verticals 

To return to the market assessment, another challenge or “ceiling for growth,” which was voiced in 

the interviews, relates to customer acceptance (VC1). Besides the more obvious problems for 

fermentation and insect-based ventures as they can be perceived as “too yucky or too weird (…) and 

not appealing”, some vehicles also emphasized the dilemma which many plant-based alternatives are 

facing in respect to the “highly processed nature of some of their products” (CVC1, VC1).  

In this connection, some vehicles pointed out that these products are not only “tailored to vegans” 

but also flexitarians and meat-eaters, which see them as a healthy substitute at times (CVC1). For this 

reason, consumer acceptance, especially in the meat-eating target group, is also dependent on an 

additional factor besides health, concretely the similarity to meat. While this factor can be replicated 

by many ventures in the plant-based space to some extent, these products are usually not a healthy 

alternative, as they are highly processed in order to achieve this similarity. 

Likewise, the meat resemblance is especially aspired by ventures in the lab-grown meat space. 

However, besides a “100,000-dollar burger”, nothing could be demonstrated yet, which means 

something more complex like a steak substitute is still miles away (CVC1). Conclusively, the vehicles 
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were not yet able to comment on its consumer acceptance, as it could not be tested in the open market 

until now, and thus, no data is available. 

In general, there were varying opinions on consumer acceptance regarding the different verticals. 

However, it cannot be denied that all interviewed vehicles consider it a very critical factor for the 

success of the respective venture. 

The Question of Sustainable Impact 

Similar to the health aspect of some ventures within the different verticals, the question of their 

sustainable impact has been challenged by some vehicles. The following reference by an expert from 

one of the VCs is an appropriate example of this: 

“Is there something fundamentally positive about the source that you're using? Because go to the 

future, right, ten years from now, if we scale out of soy, is that gonna have a better environmental 

and human impact than scaling the hell out of livestock?” (VC1) 

In this connection, the two well-known cases of Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods were again 

mentioned (VC1, CVC2, CVC2). By breaking down the environmental impact of their ingredients to 

answer the question if they are more beneficial from an environmental and health point than real 

meat, “there's a pretty strong argument (…) both of those the answers is no.” (CVC2). This response 

shows that the vehicles are aware that not every venture within the considered verticals is genuinely 

sustainable, which appears to be a common misconception (CVC2.). 

4.2.3 Addressed Causes of Uncertainty  

On the basis of the assessment of the different ventures and verticals in the interviews, the 

fundamental sentiment of the experts regarding the future and potential winners can be summarized 

with the expression “uncertainty” (AC2, CVC1, CVC2, VC1, VC2). At this point, a clear distinction 

must be made between their investment cycles and portfolio focus on the one hand and their general 

assessment of the long-term outlook of the market on the other, as they can differ in their certainty. 

Therefore, the following section will highlight the critical aspects mentioned by the experts, which 

can explain this sentiment of uncertainty to some extent. 
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Crowded Space 

One aspect often stated by the vehicles which make it difficult for them to predict the market, relates 

to the fact that it is a “pretty crowded space” with a high number of players (CVC1). On the one 

hand, this was attributed to the fact that there are many verticals in the APM with entirely different 

approaches. On the other hand, progressively more “second generations of startups being formed 

basically copying the first generation of startups who are not yet exited” or “are trying to replay the 

success of impossible foods and beyond meat” (CVC1, VC1). Due to the accumulation of so many 

small and different players which are often still at the beginning of their venture life cycle, many of 

the interviewees struggled to determine which vertical would emerge as the clear winner (AC2, 

CVC1, CVC 2, VC 1, VC2). Despite the fact that many plant-based ventures were not perceived as 

an attractive investment case by the vehicles, many believed that they would lead the sector's rise. 

According to one associate, “a bullwhip effect and the ripple effect in the market” will then have “a 

positive effect” on the other verticals (VC3). 

But among the respondents, one of them was particularly critical of the opportunistic behavior of 

some of these new upcoming ventures as he pointed out that there is “a lot of crap or snake oil out 

there” (CVC1). However, he also claimed that the coexistence of such a high number of different 

verticals and solutions might be necessary for the future of the protein market, as indicated in this 

statement: 

“I would also argue that you would need many of these different approaches to be able to address 

the complex food system. Yeah, was it? It is so big and complex already. And again, we're gonna need 

50% more protein in 2050. So, I think we need many of these solutions.” (CVC1) 

Lack of Exits to Establish a Benchmark 

Although the success of Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods caused much attention, the experts noted 

that the number of actual exits in the form of M&As or IPOs in the entire APM is still rather low 

compared to the invested capital. Moreover, some of them are even reluctant with their success stories 

as it is just “hype”, which again implies uncertainty (AC2, CVC1, CVC, VC1, VC2). This common 

viewpoint is reflected in the following opinion of one of the interviewed VCs: 

“There's a lot of capital that has been going into the sector, of course, a few exits. And some very 

successful ones, but not a lot, right. If you compare it to the amount of capital that's been going in, 

we still have to see this sort of, hopefully, more and more exits coming.” (VC1) 
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A further indication of this is given by the fact that none of the interviewed vehicles could already 

demonstrate such an exit in their portfolio or even had the prospect of doing so. Likewise, the two 

interviewees from the CVC have not yet carried out such an acquisition in their company in recent 

years because it was too precarious (CVC1, CVC2). One expert gave an explanation for this 

circumstance by saying it will not change “up until the point that the quality of founding teams in 

these sectors will be as high as in comparable technology sectors like FinTech” and he further 

elaborated on this by stating that “If you have shitty founders, you will never see an exit” (VC3). 

With regard to how such exits will look like, most experts had referred to M&As as the more common 

option. Therefore, based on the general perception of the vehicles, it can be assumed that the APM 

will “take the same trajectory as traditional tech companies. We will see both, and the main 

liquidation events are still driven by M&A.” (VC3). 

Following this line of reasoning, there are currently plenty of companies located at the beginning of 

the life cycle, but there are only a few examples that could demonstrate where all of them could end 

up later. The final opinion of the majority of vehicles dealing with potential exits is that it is generally 

too early to judge the nature and scale of these exits. At the same time, they have noted that a 

disproportionately large amount of money has gone into this sector without any significant impact on 

exit size. This gives rise to a further concern that adds to the uncertainty. 

Missing Market and Commercial Scale 

Another aspect that emerged in the interviews as a justification for the mentioned uncertainty ties in 

with the differences between the ventures in the context of their maturity, which was described in the 

previous chapters. In specific terms, this refers to the lack of a market or the still outstanding 

commercialization (AC1, VC1, VC2, CVC2). One example of such an assessment from the 

interviews can be seen in the following statement:  

“There are 20 plus companies out there in the world doing exactly the same, but none of them have 

sort of commercial scale yet. So even though there are competitors, there's no market yet. So I can't 

rely on market research to estimate growth rates because there's no growth.” (AC2) 

The next point that was expressed in this background is the still ongoing “scaling development of this 

entire industry” (CVC1). This alludes to the fact that many of the interviewed vehicles are uncertain 

if the scale-up will actually succeed for many ventures and even whole verticals when they hit larger 

batch sizes (VC1, CVC1). In the eyes of some experts, this is one of the main challenges and a distant 

goal for many ventures, as this quote makes clear: “Everyone has that image in their deck, but no 
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one's actually scaled it.” (VC1). Furthermore, this uncertainty relates to both the environmental 

aspect already discussed above, but also to economic feasibility. 

The Intentions and Roles of Large Corporations 

During the conversation on the future direction of the market, not only ventures were listed as major 

actors but also large corporations such as Tyson, Cargill, and Wiesenhof (VC1, VC2, VC3 CVC1, 

CVC2). According to some of the vehicles, the current intentions, as well as the future position of 

these corporates, is not yet entirely clear, as exemplified in the following examples. 

On the one hand, they are collaborating with ventures for “exploring the field but also seeing how 

big of a risk it could be” (CVC1). On the other hand, they are perceived as “a bit more opportunistic 

around it” by helping to distribute the products of nascent ventures such as a major German meat 

producer called Wiesenhof is doing it (CVC1). Similar to the outlook of the ventures, it was therefore 

not possible to foretell a front-runner or future monopolist from the perspective of the vehicles (VC1, 

VC2, CVC1, CVC2). Based on the examples stated by the experts, the before mentioned strategy 

“keep your friends close, but your enemies even closer.” is interpreted differently across these large 

corporations (CVC1). According to these, there are some who invest in these ventures for a period of 

time in order to explore the space and create their products to compete with them. At the same time, 

another expert presumed they would buy their way in, since “large food corporates don't have the 

ability to really innovate in house.” (VC3). Meanwhile, some of these large food corporates, such as 

Wiesenhof, are simply trying to get a share of their hype by distributing their products (CVC2). As a 

result, none of the interviewed vehicles could name a specific champion, although the frequent 

reference to all these three already indicates a certain tendency. 
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Table 11: Venture-related Findings. Based on own representation. 

4.3 Assessment Process 

The selection of new ventures for the vehicles’ portfolio, be it for investment purposes or participation 

in an accelerator program, was an elementary part of the interviews and was discussed and challenged 

in depth. Although, in principle, the majority of respondents have a clear guideline concerning their 

assessment process, in reality, it is often conducted differently on a case,-by-case basis (AC1, VC1, 

VC2, CVC2). 

The findings for the assessment process are generally split into the main assessment criteria derived 

from the interviews, the importance, and weighting of these in relation to the development stage and 
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funding cycle, and other requirements to be met. However, there were clear constraints in specifying 

these alterations specifically on the stages but rather on the general maturity of the ventures. 

4.3.1 Financial Criteria 

As the findings in 5.1 showed, a trend towards earlier stages, presumably Pre-Seed, Seed and Series 

A is happening across all vehicles. This trend appears to have a direct consequence for the assessment 

of the financials of the respective ventures which leads to the challenge that a valuation based on 

financials is hardly valid as an associate of a VC stated: 

“Now, if you are as us investing pretty early, where you maybe don't have any revenue, so you're still 

working on your prototype or your MVP, or maybe having a few pilots with customers and stuff like 

that, you can't really rely on financial numbers. So that's reserved for later stage investments, where 

I put the proper valuation for the company and so the later stages you get, the more important the 

financials become (…).” (AC2) 

Another respondent does not fully agree and requires the portfolio company to show “at least proof 

of concept where early revenue is a lot better” (AC1). In summary, the majority of respondents stated 

that in the assessment process of their vehicle, financial criteria are difficult to evaluate due to the 

early development stage of most ventures in place and so it becomes more “crucial for making i.e. a 

good M&A  deal” in later stages (AC2). Nevertheless, some of the vehicles insist on a proof of 

concept that outlines their financial development in the future. 

4.3.2 Commercial Criteria 

The next criteria discussed and mentioned throughout the interviews are positioned in the commercial 

dimension. Commercial criteria and potential of the ventures are seen as an essential criterion as one 

VC stated because they “don’t invest in research projects”, but in businesses which “actually sell a 

product” (VC2, AC1).  

The critical point regarding the lack of a focus on commercial ventures was relativized by the majority 

of the interview partners, as “So in the early stages, I mean, I'll be very honest with you, it's all about 

technology and a market that is big enough, but nobody's gonna question these markets.” (CVC2) 

This focus and commercial potential could be adjusted and expanded at a later point in time, for 

example, by bringing an expert with a lot of commercial experience into the venture (AC1, CVC2, 

VC1). 
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4.3.3 Technology Criteria 

As already touched upon in the findings in chapter 5.2, all interview partners have a substantial 

technology focus in their portfolio and investment thesis. In this case, the fundamental strategy of the 

vehicle has a profound and substantial impact on the valuation process of the venture, particularly in 

terms of its technological specificities and IP situation. 

The most striking feature and criteria mentioned throughout the interviews was, without a doubt, the 

underlying technology of the venture or as described by one of the experts “some kind of technical 

intelligence that is fundamentally different than what other people have” (VC2). The head of a CVC 

framed this in a straight-forward way:  

“I'll be very honest with you; it's all about technology, (…), it's really a unique protected technology 

that's addressing something that is intuitively big enough” (CVC2) 

A common view among the respondents was that the presented technology could not be examined 

without its IP situation. The protection of technology is one of the most frequently mentioned topics, 

both within the individual interviews and across the board. In the words of a VC principal “You 

always want some kind of technical IP, (…).” (VC1) and the head of a CVC who connects the 

technology and IP requirement with an even stronger statement, summing up what they are essentially 

looking for and touching upon several technology criteria: 

“We are a technology company. So we always will be looking at what's the core technology that they 

have? And how deep are they advanced? Is the technology real? How well protected is it? Some of 

those questions help us to understand whether that's a company we want to work with” (CVC1) 

The fact that IP is the most valuable indicator for superior technology and even a so-to-say informal 

cut-off criterion for some vehicles is shown by the portfolio structure of the accelerator of one of the 

respondents: 

“I think eight out of our ten start-ups have either granted a patent or a patent-pending. So that's a 

really good sort of initial indication for us that they have got something here that's worth protecting.” 

(AC1) 

In summary, it can be concluded from the interviews that the underlying technology of the venture 

and especially the protection mechanism of the technology is considered an immensely relevant 

criterion and is evaluated accordingly throughout all vehicles. Particularly in the early development 
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stages of the venture, for example, early and seed stage, technology criteria are a central focus of the 

vehicle as the following statement again confirms:  

“So, in the early stages, I mean, I'll be very honest with you, it's all about technology and a market 

that is big enough, but nobody's gonna question these markets.” (CVC2) 

4.3.4 Scalability Criteria 

As already outlined in chapter 4.2.3, there is uncertainty in terms of market and commercial 

scalability, which also directly reflected the assessment criteria of the interviewed vehicles. 

Scalability is a “numbers game” (AC2) and has even the potential to counterbalance the low-tech 

involvement of the venture when being assessed. The direct implications are demonstrated in the 

following: 

“For example, if you are able to produce it at scale at a lower cost than your competitors, then you 

could basically, if it's not a patent product, if it's just a protein-enriched piece, for example, that you 

make into a burger, then maybe just as good as beyond meat, but you can produce it at half the price, 

then you have a business model” (AC2) 

Consequently, all criteria that relate to the assessment of the whole value chain become increasingly 

important to the vehicles as it is “probably one of the biggest bottlenecks” (VC3). The APM is at the 

forefront of innovation, but “if it’s really making it into a big industry, scaling is the big issue”. It 

appeared that the motivation for the vehicles to take a closer look at the scale potential is coming 

from the novelty of the industry and their concerns to scale these products:  

“So some of the companies that tried to do that realize that lots of child diseases when you want to 

take a new industrial process and scale it, and that's going to be happening as well in the alternative 

protein industry. And then nobody has scaled, let's say, an insect farm before, right? So you're gonna 

make some unexpected learnings along the way. And that goes for all of them” (CVC2). 

Although this statement indicates that all verticals are affected, those that do not use any entirely new 

ingredients or technologies can be partially excluded from this. Nevertheless, they still face 

challenges which have to be examined as one respondent specified by referring to one of the leading 

alternative protein ventures in the market: 

“You can say impossible foods. They've basically chosen ingredients except one that have an 

established supply chain. So that part I guess was a bit easier, but then scaling their own supply chain 
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and manufacturing and distribution centers and so on that itself was is a big challenge, right.” 

(CVC2). 

Adding to this, the sourcing potential down the value chain has to be assessed thoroughly as 

scalability and profitability vastly depends on the costs of ingredients as this VC analyst responded: 

“Key challenges to scale will also be the availability and pricing of inputs because sugar, for example, 

is one of the key inputs there for yeast fermentation where you'll know you'll be exposed to all the ups 

and downs of the market, which is very challenging” (VC2). 

Simply because most of the interviewed vehicles recognize scaling as a key criterion, not all of them 

have the capabilities to help the ventures it. As one expert put it: "When it's about scaling the 

company, there's definitely better partners in the market." (VC3). 

In summary, scalability of the business, mainly defined and led by the novelty of the technology and 

ingredients is a key assessment dimension to ensure the sustainable success of the venture or put in 

the words of a VC principal: “You haven't got a series A funding without having a reasonably clear 

business plan for how you're going to scale” ( VC1). 

4.3.5 Team Criteria 

Because innovation and especially success occurs through dispersed, individual efforts and ambition, 

the respondents viewed the venture team as an essential and crucial part of ensuring a venture worth 

investing in and working with. The early engagement of vehicles often leads to a focus on team and 

business model criteria, because “sometimes when it's at an early stage, or you're taking a bit of a 

punt, basically, but with a view of we trust this team, we believe in the business model” (VC2). This 

emphasized that uncertainty of the technology and business model can, in specific cases, be 

relativized by the team factor was also supported by one respondent saying that “It's not necessarily 

the best technology that wins! It is the best team and team is really, really important” (AC1). 

The overall team dimension is assessed by different criteria touching on areas such as capabilities, 

background, and fit as the vehicles “need to be really, really sure that the people we invest in are 

good people” (AC2). Team assessment through different criteria can be done in several areas. Most 

accentuated across the interviews was the vision alignment or ambition towards the ventures’ goal or 

to put in the words of a respondent: 

“So, it's really about are there enough sort of positive points, mitigating factors or belief in the team 

for that matter, that they can address some of these issues.” (VC2)  
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Besides that, personal dedication and working towards making an impact for the venture is one of the 

focus areas for the vehicles as they are “looking for highly ambitious entrepreneurs, and that's 

synonymous with two things. One that they are highly ambitious in their goals and that it is about 

creating systemic change” (VC1). When looking at the team as a whole, the ventures “spend a lot of 

time on profiling them, understanding their personality types, how the team interacts” (AC2) to 

ensure that they “invest in a highly ambitious, highly motivated, highly mission-aligned team” (VC2). 

In addition, the capabilities and expertise of the individual team members and also across the team 

belongs to the most critical team criteria to be assessed for the respondents. According to the 

interviewees, across the team “a very broad palette of skill” (AC2) is required, while for the 

individual members understanding and knowledge of the areas, they are not experts in, is critical for 

a functioning team:  

“So if you are technical founder, you should be able to also step back a little bit away from the 

technical stuff and be able to speak to investors and explain what you're actually doing in the lab. So, 

people, normal investors can understand it. If you're a commercial guy, as a founder, you need to 

understand the technology base and be able to communicate with your R&D team. And all those 

interlinks in the teams are extremely important to us. We use the word Coachability. So are people 

able to listen, take an advice and actually change and working practices” (AC2). 

Since many of the vehicles start to invest very early even partially "pre-team", the founder often has 

to exhibit many of these skills at best (VC3). One of the VCs described the best case in which the 

“CEO is a biotechnologist, but he's has a lot of charisma, and it's very well very strong on the business 

side as well.” (VC3). 

Moreover, team assessment on the capabilities and expertise also changes along the funding cycle, 

leading to a more “management”-focused team when the technology and product development are in 

place as a VC principal argued: 

“Later-stage becomes a bit of a different conversation, as you say, in the sense that oftentimes, you 

know, founding teams are changed. You end up with more of a managerial management team, who 

are now the ones who are able to bring in scale, and then you're looking for a slightly different talent 

set, depending on where the company is at” (VC1) 

The diversity of the team is not only defined by the stages but also the type of venture, and their 

business model, which touches again upon the brand- or technology focus of ventures within 

alternative protein as an described here: 
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“If you're a B2C business model, a whole different kind of organizational setup, you need much more 

of marketing competencies and branding competencies in the founding team. Whereas if it's more the 

core technical, you invest in, you need people with a background from a technical university or 

similar PhDs and so forth.” (AC2) 

This last statement also shows the adaptability of the team and touches again on the team dynamics, 

which are crucial for a team’s effectiveness and success.  

Summing up, the team assessment is often one of the most vital dimensions, as portfolio ventures 

tend to be in the very early stages where product development is often too immature yet. This mostly 

applies to the very early stages where the weighting of the team criteria can balance out the lack of 

other progress and data. Second, the background, expertise, ambition of the individual team members 

combined with the team dynamic and mission alignment are seen as the major criteria and success 

factors in the team assessment process.  

Table 12: Overview Assessment Process. Based on own representation 



 

 

Master Thesis | The Agony of Choice: The Assessment Process of New Ventures in the Alternative Protein Market  

 

Page 82 

 

5 Interpretative Analysis: Gaps between Theory and Practice 

After the presentation of the empirical data, it is possible to interpret and analyze them in the context 

of the derived preliminary framework while discussing the validity of the propositions. In the end, 

these insights will lead to several conclusions and implications which are illustrated through 

corresponding frameworks and additional finding. They form the answer to the research question by 

comprehensively describing the venture assessment process in the APM as well as the respective 

investor and investment recipient side. 

5.1 Discussion of Propositions 

To discuss the results outlined in chapter 4, each proposition is systematically examined in relation 

to the empirical findings to determine to what extent they are valid. At the end of each of these 

discussions, a brief conclusion is given, whether the respective proposition is applicable, partially 

with adjustments or not at all. Furthermore, the resulting implications are outlined, as they underline 

the call for action for the subsequent frameworks. 

5.1.1 Proposition 1 

 

 

 

 

The first proposition was centered around two observations relating to the vehicles, precisely a shift 

to earlier stages and the extension and change of their roles. The first observation stated in the 

proposition ties back to the classification of the vehicles within the funding stages and lifecycle. 

Whereas in these concepts, the considered vehicles were generally distributed along the pre-, seed, 

and early stages, the consolidated overview of the demographics of the vehicles and trends in the 

market indicated a different story. This was confirmed by the empirical findings, which highlighted 

that the interviewed Accelerators, VCs, and CVCs position themselves predominantly in the pre-seed 

and seed stage. Within these dimensions, a further breakdown could not be drawn as these vehicles 

are willing to engage with ventures at any juncture, depending on its potential and ticket size.  In this 

regard, the only cut could be made after Series A due to the lack of resources for follow-up 

Proposition 1 

Due to the increasing dynamics and speed of emerging sectors such as the APM, more and more 

vehicles are operating in earlier stages and take on the role of a mentor and investor. 
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investments. As a result, terms such as early and balanced investors apply to a much wider horizon, 

as they essentially cover investments from pre-seed to Series A within the APM. This not only 

confirms the first part of the proposition regarding the shift to earlier stages but also challenges the 

stages and their classification in general as they become too interwoven. Consequently, a 

chronological arrangement of the vehicles based on the funding stages in the APM appears to be 

insufficient to some extent. 

A similar picture emerged among the interviewed vehicles concerning the interpretation of their role 

within the venture development process. In the context of the presented EVC theory and its two 

stages, the shift to earlier stages implies that the due diligence modulator is not only located in the 

monetization stage but in some cases in the formulation stage. Moreover, the interviews revealed that 

this duality of roles applies to all vehicles and not predominantly to accelerators, as proposed in the 

preliminary framework. Hence, like the chronological classification, the clear distinction between the 

roles of investors and mentors or financial and growth vehicles is no longer fully applicable in the 

context of the APM. All of them can serve as a facilitator for the formulation and monetization stage. 

This is reflected by accelerators adopting the role of investors through their first own funds, and VCs 

stepping up their involvement with their ventures to act more as mentors. As before, this duality of 

roles is primarily restricted by how long the respective vehicles can continue follow-up investments. 

The last aspect of the first proposition, which needs to be validated, refers to the proposed driver of 

these trends, namely the increased dynamics and speed in the sector. In the preliminary framework, 

this was implied partly by the high number of investors compared to ventures as well as the increasing 

ticket sizes. During the interviews, however, this aspect was emphasized even further. The most 

notable determined signs for the apparent dynamic was the high uncertainty within the market, the 

higher funding, the increasing numbers of players both in terms of ventures and vehicles as well as 

the uncertain roles of large corporations within the market. The major signal that underlines the tempo 

of the market is the frequently mentioned fear of the vehicles to be too late for certain investments. 

This finding almost reverses the causal relationship of the proposition, as the suggested trends are 

partly responsible for the increased speed and vice versa. 

Consequently, both the cause and the two resulting trends that were outlined in the proposition and 

partly addressed in the preliminary framework could be confirmed by the interviews. Hereby, the 

most important implication became apparent in the deficiency of the conventional classification of 

the vehicles along the funding stages and the two fundamental roles.  
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At the same time, other features and patterns were discovered that can provide guidance for 

classifying the vehicles instead. This includes their collaboration activities, portfolio thesis, motives, 

and many others. Combined with the established dimensions, these classifications can be employed 

to describe the overall assessment process in the APM beyond the funding stages. 

5.1.2 Proposition 2 

The second proposition is the result of the perceived changes and shifts in the fundamental objectives 

of the respective vehicles. In general, the theoretical findings in the preliminary framework exhibited 

a clear picture of the primary investment objectives of both growth and financial vehicles, which are 

centered around strategic- and financial return-driven motives, respectively. The literature focuses on 

the idea that the success of financial vehicles is measured by their return on investment and must 

justify themselves to their LPs. In contrast growth vehicles are evaluated according to the strategic fit 

of the venture, which is their primary objective. The first exploratory interview revealed a discrepancy 

of literature from the current status quo, extending the common motives by additional ones. These do 

not stem from a purely financial or strategic background, as they seemed to be caused by the newly 

emerging sector, players, and shifts in perception and vision of customers. 

Moreover, within the APM, the interviewed vehicles indicated that their primary objectives of the 

business are still either financial return- or strategic driven, but with alterations concerning the long-

term society and environmental impact of their investments. All vehicles showed a particularly strong 

alignment with their overarching vision of investing in disruptive innovations that address the 

challenge of population growth and rising resource scarcity. According to them, it needs such game-

changing new approaches to tackle the environmental and social challenges of our time. This 

alignment does not only confirm the second proposition on a meta-level, but demonstrates above all 

a unity and common goal throughout the growth and financial vehicle, which is due, among other 

things, caused by the novelty, specificity, and impact-driven vision of the market.  

Another motive, which applied to all vehicles and reinforces the proposition, follows the same 

argumentation, and relates to the sustainability and potential impact of the vehicle through 

Proposition 2 

The emergence of new players as well as the novelty and vision of the market leads to the 

upcoming of new motives besides financial and strategic driven. 
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investments within alternative proteins. The alternative protein sector holds the potential for impactful 

ventures supporting a more sustainable future, leading to a strong incorporation of the SDG goals in 

the vehicles’ portfolio theses. The scope of the SDG goals even incentivized the interviewed vehicles 

to establish their own more concrete goals and objectives in terms of sustainability, which they 

established as a prerequisite for their investments. Most of the time, their focus was being put on 

goals concerning the environment, food waste, but also health. The most prominent justification for 

the incorporation of impact-driven objectives was a global rethinking by consumers and, thus, also 

by ventures. According to most vehicles, this is not just based on pure goodwill or idealism, but the 

decisive factor and driver is that a venture portfolio that is geared towards sustainability will more 

likely lead to higher profitability in the long-term, especially in such vison-driven sectors. 

While the overall proposition can be confirmed by comparing the literature and the conducted 

interviews, the very first part of the proposition must be relativized. The signs of the impact of new 

players such as accelerators on the extension of motives could not be further substantiated by the 

findings. There was no evidence that vehicles, which were more aligned with the two established 

motives, adapted their objectives based on the interaction or competition with "new players" among 

such as Accelerators in the investor space. Despite this missing reason, there exists an apparent 

convergence in the interpretation of their roles as outlined in the discussion of the first proposal.  

In contrast, the novelty and vision of the market were recognized as a major driver for this expansion 

of motives. Even though none of the interview partners declared themselves as a real impact investor, 

they confirmed the increasing number of these in recent years and the increasing importance of 

sustainability and impact-driven objectives.  

Although enabling disruptive innovation and creating sustainable impact emerged as new and 

additional objectives within the different vehicles in the APM, these cannot be measured yet. For 

example, the environmental footprint of some alternative protein products is currently not more 

sustainable than that of conventional meat, due to its early stage and inefficiencies. The actual impact 

of achieving these goals, particularly in monetary terms, cannot yet be quantified. Therefore, the 

actions and investments taken now will only prove their worth in the long term. 

Nevertheless, the identification of these new objectives, which do not have a purely monetary or 

strategic background, call for a further extension of the traditional classification of vehicles to be able 

to describe the investor side within the APM in a comprehensive way. 
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5.1.3 Proposition 3 

As implied in the preliminary framework and conceptualized in the third proposition, the course of 

ventures in the APM appears to diverge considerably along the life cycle. Referring to this, the 

literature suggests clear stages for when a product is typically developed, and the first sales should be 

generated. For instance, according to the life cycle literature, in the early stage a proven business 

model should be in place, including profitable product sales. Accordingly, the technological and 

commercial risks would decrease significantly in later stages when the ventures validated their market 

and are planning to scale. 

Nevertheless, the enumerated particularities outlined by the experts exhibit a different course. In this 

context, the ascertained delayed progression of high-tech ventures in the APM is of particular 

importance. The prolonged product development time and regulative hurdles are changing the general 

sales progression and risk perception along the four defined stages. Besides these elements, the 

aforementioned funding levels have grown substantially, meaning that they can also no longer serve 

as a yardstick for the transition from one stage to the next. The same applies to the position of the 

various vehicles within the stages. As a result, the development and market validation phase can reach 

far beyond the conventional stages, while the ventures are still able to generate funding. This 

culminates in the example of certain lab-grown meat ventures that already had an exit without any 

sales, as this contradicts the conventional life cycle rationale.  

Consequently, this element of the proposition can be confirmed. However, the first part regarding the 

technological intensity within the market as the driver needs to be adjusted. After all, as often stressed 

in the interviews, the APM is already a very loaded term and should not be approached in such a 

generalized way. The mentioned peculiarities only apply to the technology-intensive verticals or 

ventures in the market and not to brand-driven ones. In this context, the tech-intensity seems to 

decrease from lab-grown to fermentation-, to insect-based, and ultimately plant-based. However, even 

in this respect, there can be multiple nuances within the verticals. Following this conclusion, the first 

Proposition 3 

In new and technology-intensive industries such as the APM, the established metrics and stages 

of the life cycle are not fully applicable and blurred. 
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part of the proposition is indeed accurate but not fundamentally applicable to the whole APM, as the 

metrics and stages differ only for specific ventures. 

As a result, the third proposition can also be confirmed, although the assertion about the technology-

intensive sector needs to be further refined. Based on the empirical findings, a more granular 

subdivision within the vertical in terms of their technological focus exists. At the same time, this level 

of focus determines the degree of deviation of the ventures from the life cycle and its metrics. For the 

literature, this implies that the chronological classification should be adjusted and complemented by 

further factors to illustrate the development of venture within the verticals in a less generalized way. 

5.1.4 Proposition 4 

While the first three propositions referred to the ventures and vehicles and thus only indirectly to the 

assessment process, the fourth proposition addresses explicitly the criteria dimensions and how they 

change and adjust along the life cycle. Although many criteria could be determined and harmonized 

from literature, the chronological course of their application or weighting was rarely examined in 

detail and only discovered during the first exploratory interview. 

This observation could be further substantiated in the empirical findings, as several criteria in the 

technological and commercial dimension could be verified and further elaborated, especially with 

regard to their chronological progression but not explicitly along the fixed funding stages. 

It was found that technological criteria such as IPs and technical uniqueness are the most relevant 

factors at the beginning. This is because these two factors verify whether the venture has a unique 

selling proposition that can be protected. This validation, in turn, determines whether the long journey 

to the entrepreneurial reward is even worthwhile. Despite a well-established branding strategy and 

early revenue, the lack of IP and uniqueness is often the reason why brand-driven ventures are not 

considered by many of the interviewed vehicles from the onset. The same reasoning applies to 

scalability, which, according to the consulted vehicles, is tackled too late by many ventures. Although 

this seems to be valid for any product or industry, it was repeatedly stated in the interviews that due 

Proposition 4 

Due to the capabilities and features of the respective vehicles and peculiarities of the verticals the 

ventures are operating in, the weighting and prioritization of technological and commercial 

criteria changes along the life cycle. 
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to the novelty of many input factors, this is much more crucial to ensure sustainable success in the 

APM than in many other sectors. As the experts noted, no one has ever really scaled an insect farm 

to the size needed to cover global consumer markets. Further problems arise in the value chain, which 

is often not sufficiently developed for most verticals, or the price volatility of ingredients such as 

sugar for fermentation processes. 

Lastly, it became also apparent that there is a distinct discrepancy in the fundamental importance of 

the technological criteria between the considered theory and the empirical findings. As illustrated by 

this analysis, according to the interviewed vehicles, these criteria are among the most important for 

the assessment of ventures in the APM. 

Due to the high uncertainty of the product at the beginning, most commercial criteria only play a 

greater role at a later stage, when the market entry becomes more concrete. As the APM and its 

commercial capability were not questioned by most vehicles, this dimension and its criteria were 

considered to be easily adaptable at a later stage in case commercial forecasts or sales plans of a 

venture were missing in the beginning. In this respect, it is not always a matter of the life cycle stage, 

as suggested in the proposition, but depends very much on the technology focus of the venture. 

Because in more technology-intensive ventures or verticals, these criteria are given much less weight 

since, as explained above, the first thing that matters for most vehicles is the uniqueness and 

protectability of the underlying technology. Moreover, due to their generally much longer 

development time, there is mostly a lack of sufficient data to be able to verify such criteria. 

Consequently, one of the causes listed in the proposition which centers around the influence of the 

peculiarities of the verticals on these dimensions can be supported. 

In contrast, the first-mentioned cause regarding the impact of the capabilities of the vehicles was not 

supported by the empirical findings. It turned out that limited capabilities, mostly in terms of technical 

expertise, were compensated through their networks and the high level of collaboration within them. 

However, alongside these two dimensions, similar findings were obtained for the team and financial 

criteria. Although they were not in the scope of this proposition, these should still be discussed at this 

point. Within the considered papers for the extraction and harmonization of criteria, the consensual 

view was that the team dimension incorporates arguably some of the most important assessment 

criteria. On the basis of the empirical findings, this cannot be entirely derived. They seem to lose 

importance in later stages, as teams can be replaced and adjusted if necessary. Furthermore, these 

criteria are often perceived at the beginning as a compensatory element for weaknesses in other 
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dimensions. Accordingly, these are one of the few criteria that can counterbalance the limitations in 

the technological dimension, such as missing IPs, to some degree. As for many of the other mentioned 

criteria, they are also heavily driven by the tech-focus of the venture, as it determines the required 

team composition in terms of technological and commercial expertise. Concerning these two, it must 

still be stressed that, as with the two dimensions, most vehicles consider commercial expertise to be 

less essential, as it can easily be sourced externally at a later stage. 

While financial criteria seemed to be more important for higher funding investments, this is no longer 

entirely viable due to their move to earlier stages. Due to that, they are partly shifted to even later 

stages and replaced by other criteria such as technological ones. Despite this trend, proof of concepts 

and a certain amount of financial data is still necessary and becomes more important with increasing 

information availability. 

Ultimately the fourth proposition can be confirmed yet while excluding the first suggested cause 

regarding the capabilities. Following these findings, the most important implication can be seen in 

the need for a more accurate depiction of the applied assessment criteria and their dynamic weighting 

along the maturity of the ventures and between the verticals. 

5.1.5 Proposition 5 

The fifth proposition was formulated to investigate the influence of the respective portfolio focus and 

eco-system of the APM on the assessment process. Within the preliminary framework, this topic was 

mostly neglected by the considered theories but emerged in the depiction of the vehicle demographics 

and the exploratory interview. Although they illustrated a particular specification of the vehicles, the 

ensuing implication of such a focus on the assessment process and the reasoning behind have rarely 

been examined, particularly not within the novel APM.  

This observation has become more evident throughout the empirical findings, showing a significant 

influence of the vehicles’ sector, their portfolio as well as their investment theses on the assessment 

process. 

Proposition 5 

The environment and sector focus of the vehicles and therefore their respective portfolio impacts 

the spectrum and specificity of criteria used in the assessment process. 
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The findings have revealed that although the vehicles are positioned in a niche, the investment thesis 

does not necessarily have niche character as it is broadly based within Food & AgTech and acts 

according to a particular design principle. Within the interviewed vehicles, most portfolios are 

structured along the whole value chain of the APM, with no particular focus. Instead, they tend to 

invest from “soil to gut” to hedge their risk, maximize their potential and not entirely expose 

themselves to the uncertainty of ventures in the APM, which are facing only the end-customer. The 

strategy of building the portfolio along the value chain also enables the vehicles to assess the 

respective risk of a potential investment better. With the insights of other upstream companies in their 

portfolio, they can revise the selection and weighting of their assessment criteria because they have a 

more holistic perspective. Thus, this prevalent portfolio strategy strongly impacts the assessment of 

alternative protein ventures, as they are situated on the downstream end of the value chain. In the 

interviews, it was discovered that the high uncertainty regarding the success and feasibility of the 

various verticals in the APM was a vital reason for the increased emphasis on more upstream ventures, 

which are not directly exposed to the end-customers.  

Moreover, the strong focus on technology-intensive and innovation-driven ventures, which was 

clearly documented in the last sections, combined with the impact-driven motives to the financial and 

strategic objectives, has a significant impact on the scope and specificity of the assessment process. 

During the interviews, the unique nature of the Food & AgTech vehicles and the resulting 

implications for the availability, scope, and specificity of certain assessment factors were repeatedly 

discussed. The large differences between several dimensions of the verticals and related upstream 

suppliers, especially with regard to technologies, regulations, and input factors, enlarge the scope of 

the assessment process and alter the common practice. The empirical findings generated two different 

assessment results, which are currently prevalent among the interviewed vehicles. First, the 

uncertainty of which vertical will “make the race” pushed some vehicles to a “spray and pray” 

approach, hence investing in several ventures with different technologies at the same time. Other 

vehicles, however, are still holding back on any ventures in the alternative protein space as they do 

not have trust in the succeeding of the technology. This applies in particular to cell-based protein 

ventures. 

The respective portfolio focus on technology, innovation, and sustainable impact of the ventures 

provides inferences on the individual criteria and their weighting. Thus, criteria such as technology 

and commercial risk are assessed and weighted differently, or in some cases, even disregarded in 

certain phases. The high-tech focus of the portfolio strategy suggests a stronger emphasis on 
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technological risk criteria, including IP situation, the potential for scalability, and others. In addition, 

there are new criteria that deal with the sourcing and supply stability of new ingredients due to the 

product novelty.  

Conversely, this insight may also provide insights into changes in the assessment process due to the 

high uncertainty and lack of a transparent investment approach within alternative proteins. Therefore, 

it can be argued that the fifth proposition is confirmed due to the specific requirements and 

circumstances in the APM, which is characterized by new objectives, high technology emphasis, and 

substantial uncertainty. Consequently, the assessment process and its criteria need an adjustment 

according to the peculiarities of the vehicles’ portfolio strategy. The following table shows a summary 

of all propositions, including their acceptance status, their implications for the preliminary 

framework, and the resulting call for action: 

 
Table 13: Overview Propositions Discussion. Based on own representation 
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5.2 Venture Assessment in the Alternative Protein Market  

Finally, the succeeding sections center upon explaining the actual assessment process in the APM by 

describing the key aspects and peculiarities that have been identified through empirical research. In 

this process, the findings were further interpreted against the background of the final implications 

that arose during the discussion of the propositions. This process resulted in several frameworks, 

which are designed to fill the gap between the established theories and the actual reality in the market. 

Primarily they are structured around the scope of the propositions, but also complemented by 

additional findings that have been identified outside of this context. At the same time, it is necessary 

to note that these should not be seen as universally valid models, but as the aggregated consensus of 

this work in a visualized and codified form. 

Based on these frameworks and their respective description, it is possible to answer the research 

question by addressing both the perspective of the vehicles and ventures to ultimately describe the 

assessment process in the APM by means of the assessment criteria. 

5.2.1 Adjustable Vehicle Clustering in the Alternative Protein Market 

In order to describe the assessment process in the APM, it is necessary to outline the vehicles which 

conduct it. Consequently, on the basis of the empirical findings, a new way of classifying the vehicles 

will be introduced, which reflects the circumstances in the APM more specifically. As noted during 

the discussion of the propositions, the conventional classification within chronological stages, such 

as in the EVC or the funding stages, can be insufficient in some cases. Therefore, it will be extended 

and supplemented by the following. 

In this connection, the challenges of the first and second propositions will be addressed and tried to 

be incorporated. The framework should help to loosen the rigid classifications by extending it with 

informative and specialized characteristics (cf. Figure 9). This enables especially ventures to better 

grasp the various vehicles and make the selection and search for a suitable investor more targeted and 

tailored to their own needs and goals. It must be noted that vehicles can fit in more than one cluster 

per dimension, and therefore, they are not mutually exclusive. 
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Figure 9: Vehicle Classification Framework. Based on own representation 

Role 

Investor – Financial: This role is limited to providing capital through certain ticket sizes usually in 

exchange for shares and equity in the venture. The incentive of the vehicle lies in the belief of the 

growth potential of the portfolio venture and the resulting financial rewards in the long run. 

Mentor – Growth: The primary purpose of the role is supplying ventures with operational support 

relating to mentoring and coaching activities. Financial support is either not given at all or in restricted 

amounts. Consequently, the vehicle must invest a substantial amount of time, social capital, and 

knowledge in building such ventures while aiming for lasting value. This can be carried out in a 

cohort-like, structured framework or individually as required. 
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Dual Role: Investors in this class combine the two elements mentioned above but are typically more 

developed in one role than in the other, depending on their roots and overall structure. An example 

of this would be an accelerator, which additionally manages a fund to facilitate follow-up investments 

after or while providing with the mentoring activities. However, this can also constitute a VC, which 

provides not only considerable capital for the venture, but also operational support. 

Funding Stages 

Early Stages: The investment focus of this type lies on ventures that range from Pre-Seed over Seed 

to Series A. The high-ticket sizes force multiple vehicles to focus on the very early stages. 

Later stages: The investment focus of this type lies on ventures that range from Series A and beyond. 

Overlaps to earlier stages can occur and are common due to follow-up investments. 

Portfolio Scope 

Food & AgTech: Vehicles operate and invest along the whole food value chain or, in other words, 

from “soil to gut”. Investments are usually made in ventures which are involved in providing 

ingredients, farming, or processing equipment, and any other upstream or downstream activity related 

to food. This implies a broad, unspecialized portfolio. 

Alternative Protein: Vehicles invest and work solely on the downstream end of the value chain with 

end-customer facing ventures mostly positioned across the four verticals but not exclusively. 

Extensive knowledge and network opportunities can be provided due to the particular portfolio focus. 

Niches: Drilling down further, the third category emerges, which are niche specialized vehicles that 

either concentrate on a single technology among the verticals or specialize on ventures that want to 

cover a very specific product group. An example of this typology would be vehicles that scout 

exclusively for ventures that work with vegan products. This type can be extremely beneficial for the 

venture in case it fits in the vehicles’ portfolio thesis, as it is highly specialized in this field. 

Investment Approach 

Spray & Pray Approach: Common investment strategy in the field of alternative proteins, which is 

intended to achieve a high degree of diversification on various verticals due to the uncertainty about 

sales and success development. A typical approach of a vehicles, which follows this strategy, would 

be to invest in fermentation and cell-based meat ventures in the expectation that one venture will 

eventually take off while offsetting the losses incurred by the other investments. 
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Betting on one horse: According to the current portfolio, internal focus or positioning and the belief 

in a certain vertical, all efforts are concentrated on one technology if this strategy is pursued. This 

can be particularly interesting for tech-heavy ventures, as industry leaders, such as larger biotech 

corporates, are often operating this way. 

Wait & Watch: Vehicles in this category pursue a defensive strategy and have currently only an 

observing role in monitoring market and technology trends. These vehicles often apply to later 

funding stages when some form of validation has already been obtained. 

Venture Focus 

Tech-/IP driven: Exclusively investments in high-tech ventures are made, with either given IP or very 

high IP potential. In this context, technology or more concretely, the IP potential serves as a cut-off 

criterion and is primarily preferred by CVCs or specialized investors, often due to their own 

technology affinity. 

Commercial driven: The vehicles aim at ventures with a strong branding and advanced marketing 

strategy. Vehicles in this class often have a broader portfolio to create synergy effects in terms of 

marketing and sales channels. The venture ought to have an early MVP and generate first sales, which 

offers the vehicles a solid foundation to work with. 

Asset-driven: Vehicles in this category tend to consider ventures that have tested their scalability and 

cost structure and can look for a partner with substantial assets to verify their thesis. Vehicles in this 

class often invest along the value chain and, therefore, often in upstream producers of alternative 

protein ventures to gain a stronger linkage and lower the uncertainties. 

Underlying Objective 

Strategic: The goal of the vehicle is to find a fit for their own business model, to either improve or 

expand it or simply to use external innovation as a driving force. Often carried out by CVCs who 

want to get a trend overview of the market or a new technology through investments or by accelerators 

to create extensive due diligence for their follow-up fund. 

Financial: The main objective is the increase of the long-term value of the venture and, therefore, the 

potential financial returns for the vehicles due to the pressure of justifications towards the vehicles’ 

investors. 
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Impact: Vehicles that have impact-driven objectives strongly follow either the SDGs or often 

extended this to aim for a higher purpose. This class is often paired with the latter two with a varying 

degree of genuine impact dedication. 

Degree of Openness 

Network/Collaboration oriented: During the assessment but also the subsequent partnership, the 

vehicles access external stakeholders to obtain additional expertise, assessments, and potential market 

entry channels. These stakeholders can be trusted industry experts, former C-levels, but also venture 

founders from their own portfolio. This open kind of partnership allows the venture and vehicle to 

balance out any lack of expertise and drive innovation through external inputs and different angles. 

Self-Contained: Vehicle work in close collaboration with the ventures and keep all information and 

expertise confidential. This often applies to CVCs, which can provide a vast amount of knowledge 

and other assets due to experience and best practice cases. The degree of openness and external 

stakeholders is hence low, which decreases the risk of “copy-cats”. This fits ventures that are looking 

for a partner which is at the top of their class in their respective weak spot and can protect their IP. 

Type of Support 

Development support: This kind of support usually requires a very close partnership in product and 

business development. It can be characterized by intensive technical support and expertise and steady 

contact and a longer timeframe of support. Practically, it can be seen as a joint venture without the 

legal bindings. 

Sales and distribution: This is common for vehicles with established sales & distribution channels. 

Therefore, it refers mostly to CVCs, which can offer ventures their own channels and even salesforce. 

One example would be using a white-label approach, selling the venture's product under a corporates 

name through its distribution channel. 

Strategic Advice: The vehicle takes on more of a support role but can be consulted when needed in 

an unscheduled way. Thus, experts from different fields and with different expertise are provided on 

an ad-hoc level.  

Although the findings predominantly pointed to moving away from the typical funding stages and 

more to a vehicle-focused classification, this does not imply that it is representative of all vehicles 

and the overall market, as existing literature clearly suggests otherwise. Instead, this framework must 

be understood as a contribution to the prevailing understanding of financial and growth vehicles. In 
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comparison to the prevalent clustering into VCs, CVCs, Accelerators, and BAs, the suggested model 

might seem more complex and in-depth. A clear advantage would be the opportunity for the ventures 

to find a tailored vehicle in a more transparent way. The actual application, although, would highly 

depend on the level of information and insight sharing of the vehicle. Some of the included clusters 

can be seen as rather unique for alternative protein, as for example, portfolio scope, but the majority 

of clusters could eventually be applied on other areas and sectors besides from alternative protein. 

5.2.2 Life Cycle of Ventures in the APM 

Apart from the investors, the investment receivers, concretely the ventures, must also be incorporated 

in the description of the assessment process. As outlined in the discussion of the third proposition, 

most of the former metrics, as well as funding sizes, cannot serve as a reliable orientation since the 

progression of the ventures can vary heavily. To address this issue, the life cycle model from 3.2 has 

been adjusted by illustrating different courses for each identified venture type, namely the Recipe-, 

the Hybrid, and the Moon-shot ventures. In this way, the most relevant findings concerning ventures 

along the verticals in the APM can be illustrated to describe the investment recipient side in the APM 

as seen in Figure 10. 

 

Figure 10: Adjusted Venture-Life Cycle in the APM. Based on own representation 

Venture Types Pre-Seed Stage Seed-Stage Early Stage Later Stage Main Risk Drivers Competition

Recipe Ventures Idea Generation
Product Development 

+ Market Validation
Business Establishment Business Growth Missing Protectability

High competition with many 

similar players

Hybrid Ventures Idea Generation Product Development + Market Validation
Business 

Establishment

Mix of the

other two types

Moderate competition with 

different types of players

Moonshot Ventures Idea Generation Product Development + Market Validation

Uncertain  Development 

Time + Customer 

Acceptance

Uncertain competition with 

other research players

Risk

Sales

Pre-Seed Stage Seed-Stage Early-Stage Late Stage

Sales Sales
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In comparison to the vehicle classification, however, this framework does not omit the chronological 

description of the former concept entirely. Instead, the different courses of the three ascertained types 

of ventures are described according to the conventional funding stages. In this regard, the emphasis 

is placed on the varying course of business and sales development between the venture types. 

However, risks are not further aligned to that as they tend to decline over time even though these have 

different main drivers and were not sufficiently covered through the empirical findings. Furthermore, 

the adjusted life cycle model is supplemented by the dual role concept, which was introduced in the 

EVC theory. In this way, a brief verdict on the investment attractiveness of the venture types can be 

given from the perspectives of both the investor and mentor role. 

Recipe Ventures 

Within the four considered verticals, particularly but not exclusively, plant-based ventures can be 

labeled as a recipe or brand-driven venture. Due to the low level of technology of their products, they 

are able to develop and validate these in a reasonable amount of time. The reason behind this is that 

their R&D mainly consists of assembling common ingredients until they meet certain taste criteria 

similar to a real meat experience. This relatively fast development cycle enables them to generate 

their first sales as early as within the seed phase and subsequently allows them to concentrate on the 

growth of their business. Accordingly, this kind of venture is characterized by a typical progression 

along the funding stages. However, to compensate for the lack of technical uniqueness, a considerable 

amount of effort must be invested in branding and marketing to stand out from the large competition. 

Besides the challenge to gain a sufficient share in this competitive market, the lack of real 

technological innovation or IP presents a further risk that these types of ventures are facing, 

concretely, the lack of protectable assets. To a certain extent, this risk can only be offset by a well-

established brand or a particular market reach. 

From the perspective of the vehicles, these ventures offer a certain degree of planning security, but 

eventually with little prospect of sustaining great commercial returns in the long run. In addition, the 

investment in these Recipe Ventures cannot be protected sufficiently due to limited IPs. As stated 

before, they typically depend on their marketing and branding activities in order to prevail in this 

competitive market. As long as these latter factors are not extremely unique, the general investment 

attractiveness is rather low from an investor side of view for most vehicles. Likewise, in the context 

of mentoring, these ventures are primarily suitable for vehicles that have an affinity and expertise in 

commercial aspects. 



 

 

Master Thesis | The Agony of Choice: The Assessment Process of New Ventures in the Alternative Protein Market  

 

Page 99 

 

Hybrid Ventures 

Given that not all ventures are strictly brand or tech-driven, the second type of ventures comprises 

precisely those that fall in this space as they are hybrid of both. Insect and fermentation-based 

ventures are most prominent in this category. In both of these verticals, ventures exist that employ 

either novel and protectable technologies or others that rely on more common methods and redeploy 

these, for example though increased branding activities. Unlike Recipe Ventures, these are not only 

characterized by longer development cycles and more regulatory requirements but also by a more 

thorough market validation. Regardless of the technological focus, Hybrid Ventures must still 

penetrate a rather scarcely explored market and test the product on its potential customers. As a result, 

the first profits and the establishment of the business can be deferred until the end of the early stage. 

On the other hand, this also discloses one of the most significant leverages. As compared to most 

Recipe Ventures, there is less competition to be expected. In case that enough consumers are willing 

to accept the relatively novel product, these ventures provide a higher potential for the future growth 

of the business as it is easier to gain market shares. At the same time, it is possible to miss the target 

market easily or to fail to convince the consumer of the new and unusual ingredients. 

From both a mentor and investor perspective, this broad-spectrum and mix of characteristics offers 

the most leeway and thus leverage potential for vehicles. After all, they can fine-tune either the 

branding or IPs, if necessary, to build a venture that can be successful in the long term. Moreover, 

this more or less untapped market potential yields highly attractive financial returns. Thus, the 

investment attractiveness of these ventures can be regarded as high, since they tend to possess a 

sufficient number of IPs, are further in the technology development process and at the same time 

leave room for further enhancement. 

Moon-shot Ventures 

The last type encompasses all ventures that have a strong focus on the creation of a novel and 

disruptive technology within the APM, which is why they can be labeled Moon-shot Ventures. While 

ventures from the plant-based vertical can be located at the other end of the spectrum, lab-grown meat 

ventures are typically placed at this end. As this technology has only been around for less than a 

decade within the APM, the development of a market-ready product has not yet been completed, nor 

has the infrastructure been created to offer it at a competitive price. On top of that, they have to face 

numerous regulatory hurdles in this already lengthy process, since it involves such completely new 

processes and substances. However, judging by the funding stages, many of these tech-focused 
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ventures can be positioned in the early or late stages without having sold even a single piece of meat. 

These high and early funding rounds are mostly driven by the high expected impact and resulting 

financial reward of the product. In contrast to Hybrid Ventures, the level of uncertainty is quite 

different, as the effects on the market, the feasibility of production, customer acceptance, and 

competitiveness cannot yet be measured accurately at this stage. Other players in this space are 

likewise still in the development stage, making a comparison not feasible. 

Despite this lack of future perspective, these tech-driven ventures require enormous amounts of 

upfront investment just to reach a point where they can initiate to estimate these factors. As a result, 

these Moon-shot Ventures tend to be less interesting from an investor perspective for a variety of 

vehicles, as they entail high risk and high stakes at this point in time. The reasoning behind the 

perceived current unattractiveness is mainly time-driven, as the long development time of Moonshot 

Ventures does not fit their respective investment cycle of many vehicles but not all of them. Looking 

at it from a mentoring standpoint, many vehicles simply lack the capabilities to really contribute to 

these ventures and thus pave their way. Consequently, it can be said that for most vehicles operating 

in the APM, this type of venture is out of reach and, therefore, less attractive as an investment case. 

As in the case of the vehicle classification, this framework does not intend to replace the established 

models but rather provides a complementary perspective for understanding the entrepreneurial 

landscape and consequently helps to describe the assessment process in the context of the APM in a 

more detailed way. 

5.2.1 Relevance and Progression of Assessment Criteria  

As the discussion of the fourth proposition has already shown, not only the criteria dimension of the 

assessment process must be evaluated in detail, but above all, the incorporation and dynamics of the 

individual dimensions at different points in time. A venture life cycle is used as guidance, showing 

the traditional cash flow development over time of the respective venture categories (cf. Figure 11). 

Although the research question refers to the funding cycle, there is a lack of empirical evidence to 

assign the dimensions according to its stages. Moreover, as with the vehicles, it may not even be 

reasonable to use the funding cycle as a benchmark. 

In contrast to the framework presented in 5.2.1, the following does not focus on the venture categories. 

Emphasis is put on the different dimensions and how their importance progresses over time. From a 

logical perspective, it is to be read along the x-axis, where the gateways impose a prerequisite for the 

assessment process. The model is supposed to demonstrate the progression of weighting on the 



 

 

Master Thesis | The Agony of Choice: The Assessment Process of New Ventures in the Alternative Protein Market  

 

Page 101 

 

different criteria dimensions along the maturity process of the ventures.  As a result, it gives the 

respective venture an indication of the vehicles’ focus areas when carrying out their due diligence 

process for the respective criteria dimensions.  

 

Figure 11: Dynamic Assessment Progression. Based on own representation 

Gateways 

The following two are commonly seen as cut-off criteria for ventures in the APM as they are either 

embedded in the vehicles’ investment thesis or corporate strategy and are hence being evaluated first. 

Sustainability: The vision of driving systematic change and supporting innovations that contribute to 

the achievement of the SDGs is translated into the first prerequisites by the vehicles. This condition 

must be met by all ventures to be considered for further assessment. The vehicles often define their 

own requirements on this dimension guided by a sustainable development goal or their own variation 

from it. This gateway does account for all vehicles across the landscape within the APM.  

Intellectual Property: Since the technology is seen as a starting point for a competitive advantage and 

a well-founded business model in the APM, the uniqueness and protectability is the top priority in 

the assessment process for most vehicles. The presence of IP or the potential serves as an exclusion 

criterion for most vehicles, as the absence is a cut-off reason. Similar to the sustainability gateway 
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this partly influenced by the vehicle’s respective investment thesis. On the other hand, it is also often 

considered to be a safeguard or insurance, as it indicates a certain degree of protectability of the 

business. 

Dimensions 

The five shown criteria dimensions progress, change and vary in their importance over time, 

depending on the period the vehicle looks into the venture and conducts its assessment process. The 

peculiarities of these dimensions and the drivers for their progression are being elaborated in in the 

following.  

Team Quality: In the early development stages, vehicles assess ventures heavily based on their team 

due to the following reasons. The shift to earlier stages often leads to due diligence in which only the 

team and principles of the underlying technology are in place. Therefore, the vehicles invest more in 

the team than anything else, as it can balance out the lack of, for instance, a sound business model or 

missing prototype. The founding team and their expertise give an indication about the venture's future 

business model and course and have, therefore, to be aligned with the vehicle’s strategy. The initial 

team composition and quality are seen as essential to sustain success and drive innovation in tech-

heavy ventures in the alternative protein space, while the team composition can later be adjusted to 

fulfill more managerial and branding-driven roles. 

Technology: One of the gateways already represents the upstream IP of the technology and therefore 

shows the importance of the technological criteria at the beginning. Most vehicles tend focus on the 

technology at the first step due to the competitive advantage that can be obtained, but also on the 

actual type of technology and whether it matches with their own capabilities and strategy. An example 

of this would be CVCs that focus on a specific technology such as fermentation. This technology 

focus is usually strongly linked with their portfolio focus described in 5.2.1 

Scalability: To avoid investments that do seem lucrative in the beginning due to, for example, cutting-

edge technology or superior prototypes and sound business models, but in turn lacking an actual 

implementation strategy, criteria within the scalability dimension are thoroughly assessed in the very 

early stages. The main attention is put on the input factors and the underlying market of producers 

and suppliers, as well as the availability of raw material inputs. Due to the novelty of most 

technologies, even the upstream companies in the value chain are only just being established and can 

therefore, also be challenging to evaluate. The importance of this dimension tends to decrease over 

time after a batch production has been carried out, and scalability has been proven. However, if there 
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is a hype about the products, as is the case with the example of Beyond Meat, the relevance of this 

dimension must be reconsidered as a primary dimension also in later stages of the funding cycle. 

Financial: Data on sales and general financials is simply not of great importance in the beginning as 

it is often non-existent, especially regarding verticals which are still far from commercialization. At 

later stages, the ventures’ financials become more relevant in the assessment process when first sales 

have been generated, and the cost structure of the production with their input factors have been 

calculated and proven. 

Commercial: As the product development is highly prolonged in many ventures in the APM s, an 

MVP can only be launched later in the market, and therefore commercialization and market criteria 

are not as critical and available in the assessment in the early stages. The commercialization strategy 

will partly be developed throughout the overall product development, and therefore also the market 

will be defined at later stages. Furthermore, due the fact that the APM is rapidly growing it is not seen 

as a critical criterion in the beginning, but at later stages when the MVP is closer to market. 

5.2.2 Findings Beyond the Scope: Status Quo of the Alternative Protein Market 

As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, many findings were obtained, which could not be 

reflected in the underlying theories or propositions. Specifically, three major trends or phenomena 

were observed that are indispensable for understanding the entrepreneurial landscape of the APM. 

Given that all three of these circumstances also directly affect the assessment process, they provide a 

further contribution to its explanation.  

The Wait for the Trendsetting Exits 

Despite its relatively short existence, the APM is already populated with numerous and diverse 

ventures. In general, it can be said that the different verticals from plant-, insect- and fermentation-

based to finally lab-grown are represented in it in descending order. Within these verticals, this high 

number can be attributed in particular to low-tech ventures, which face only minor entry barriers to 

the market. Despite the continuous growth of the overall space, most of these ventures are still quite 

small, and in the early stages of their life cycle. On top of this, however, the number of actual lucrative 

exits, mostly in the form of M&As or IPOs, is still very limited in the market. Therefore, it is 

characterized by the presence of a crowded pool of small players located in the earlier stages of the 

life cycle, while their future outcome is still uncertain, as a sufficient number of successful cases are 

still awaited.  
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Even though the booming market provides ample reasons for an optimistic exit or reward forecast, it 

is difficult for many ventures and vehicles in the APM to link this to concrete examples. Due to the 

fact that in some of the verticals, there is not even one prominent exit story that can be compared to 

Beyond Meat in the plant-based space, this phenomenon is even more pronounced in these. 

Considering that these success stories have a considerable impact on investors, this represents a 

further valuable insight within the context of the assessment process. Despite this uncertainty 

regarding the future success of most of these ventures, the APM is still marked by extremely high 

funding and ticket sizes throughout all stages. This combination of high available capital with only a 

few exits can be interpreted both as a great opportunity or a dangerous bubble. 

As regards to the question of the predominant exit transactions, the findings suggest that the market 

is likely to show a similar dynamic to that of traditional technology companies. Different exit options 

will be seen, but the primary liquidation forms are still driven by M&A. The exact role and influence 

of large corporations such as Cargill or Tyson in such transactions are still to be determined, as they 

have exhibited very different behavior in the market so far. In principle, three behavioral patterns can 

be observed by these types of companies, namely that of the facilitator, the explorer, and the acquirer. 

The former tries to ride on the success of the ventures by helping them in the process, such as with 

distribution, to cash in. This can even go so far that they act as equal partners and share the revenues. 

The other two types of larger corporations are also directly engaged with the ventures. While the 

explorer is more interested in investigating the technology and its commercial potential in this 

context, the acquirer is clearly aiming for the takeover. 

Collaboration as the Key to Find and Assess new Ventures 

Syndicate investments are one of the most common forms of interaction between vehicles and 

throughout different industries. Alongside this type of collaboration, there are a number of others 

present in the APM, most notably in relation to the scouting and assessment process of new ventures. 

Due to the fragmented nature of the market with its great variety of verticals, it is essential for vehicles 

to maintain a broad network in order to discover and attract promising ventures. Although most of 

them operate in similar investment cycles, there seems to be a high degree of cooperation and open 

exchange. For example, the level of competition appears to be less pronounced, which may be 

partially attributable to the impact or ideology-driven motives of the involved vehicles. In this 

context, the maxim seems to prevail that it is more beneficial to be “early together rather than late 

alone”. Consequently, this type of indirect screening by means of intermediaries and the subsequent, 
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direct approach is a common way of locating new ventures in the APM apart from the usual 

application rounds or pitches. 

A similar trend can be discerned within the assessment process. One of the key drivers in this regard 

is the limited internal capabilities of the vehicles to assess ventures in depth along all dimensions. In 

the APM, the greatest constraint for vehicles lies in verifying the technical feasibility of the ventures. 

On the other hand, collaborations may frequently occur between different vehicles but also with 

ventures, especially within the own portfolio. In this way, external capabilities can counterbalance 

the vehicles’ own deficiencies and enable comprehensive due diligence even in such a tech-oriented 

sector. It must be noted that the depth of internal capabilities and recognition of technical features 

naturally varies between the vehicles. Therefore, given that due diligence in the APM is typically not 

a bilateral process between one vehicle and venture, this finding adds another piece to the puzzle of 

understanding the assessment process. 

The Question of True Sustainable Impact of the Industry 

The sustainable impact can be considered imperative for vehicles when looking for new ventures to 

invest in. In this respect, the SDGs generally serve as guidelines for estimating this impact. However, 

considering their rather broad scope and interpretative leeway, they can be adopted to almost all 

ventures in one way or another. Within the APM, most of the time, there are references to the goals 

labeled as zero hunger, good health, and well-being as well as responsible consumption and 

production. Yet. the last two, in particular, can be questioned for some ventures and their products. 

In general, not every alternative protein product can be recognized as nutritious or healthier than 

meat. Since many of these products attempt to recreate a meat-like experience, a variety of artificial 

additives must be added. Moreover, many ingredients in plant-based ventures' products are GMOs, 

which is another drawback. As a result, some of these products turn into highly processed products 

and are therefore unable to meet the actual objective of providing a healthy alternative to meat in 

many cases. Another aspect that is relevant not only for the assessment of the sustainable impact but 

also for the general assessment of these ventures is the manufacturing of the products and their 

scaling. Due to the novel production processes and complex ingredients, the ecological footprint of 

these products is often no smaller than that of already highly advanced and large-scale meat products. 

Depending on the technology and product within the verticals, their actual contribution to responsible 

production must, therefore, be monitored and incorporated into the assessment process. 
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6 Conclusion 

This exploratory work has set out to provide new insights into the rather uncharted topic of venture 

assessment and ecosystem in the APM. In a first step to prepare the necessary groundwork and to 

gain a clear understanding of the most important players and factors in this process, established 

theories and concepts were employed. The focus was placed on the development progress and life 

cycle of the ventures, the role and funding stages of the vehicles within it as well as the criteria 

dimensions in the assessment process.  

The emphasis of the empirical analysis was to shed light on the identified peculiarities in the APM to 

verify them further and finally to incorporate the results into the existing concepts. In the end, this 

resulted in several frameworks and further findings that simultaneously provide the answer to the 

research question. The following chapter recapitulates the results of this process, presents an outlook, 

and discusses the limitations that have occurred along the way. 

6.1 Consolidated Results 

The overall investment space and assessment process around alternative proteins are relatively novel, 

high in its complexity, and scarcely explored in academic or practical literature. In this context, the 

present work investigated how the assessment process in the APM works and to what extent it alters 

along the funding cycle. To achieve more descriptive clarity for its constituent parts, both vehicles 

and ventures were investigated. 

The analysis of the investor side showed that there is a common trend of the vehicles to shift to earlier 

funding stages, that they extend their primary objectives by more impact and sustainable-driven 

motives and expand their roles and activities towards the ventures. It has been exhibited that the 

established classifications of the vehicles must be loosened and instead completed with informative 

and specialized characteristics, which better specify the particular vehicles and their features. This 

enables the ventures to find a suitable investor more targeted and tailored to their own needs and 

goals, depending on their technology-depth and team capabilities. Eight different classification 

dimensions have been identified with underlying cluster to address this need. The dimensions are 

namely: Role, Funding Stages, Portfolio Scope, Investment Approach, Venture Focus, Underlying 

Objective, Degree of Openness, Type of Support. The clusters within the dimensions are not mutually 
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exclusive. Furthermore, a description of this framework along the funding stages was mostly avoided 

and only addressed by one of the clusters, as it proved to be unreasonable based on the results. 

The analysis of the investment recipient side across the four considered verticals resulted in a new 

and more transparent form of categorizing them in the APM. This classification helps to better 

organize the ventures according to their specific situation instead of following the conventional 

funding or life cycle. By this means, technology-depth, the maturity of product development, degree 

of market validation, and the competitive environment situation led to a new grouping of the ventures 

in so-called Recipe-, Hybrid-, and Moon-shot Ventures.  

Recipe Ventures show a rather fast development cycle and short go-to-market time, focus highly on 

their branding, but often lack a high level of technology or IP. Hybrid Ventures either redirect existing 

highly technological processes and ingredients towards alternative proteins or apply novel 

technologies to some extent. Their slower development and go-to-market times stem from high 

regulatory hurdles and to-be validated customer acceptance. Yet, the resulting technology protection 

through these processes and ingredients endow them with a competitive advantage. Lastly, Moonshot 

Ventures focus on the creation of novel and disruptive technologies with extensive development 

times. Of all ventures that would fall under the latter classification, none currently offers a market-

ready product. Numerous regulatory hurdles and low yields in terms of cost structures drive high 

uncertainty, although the final product could impose the greatest similarity to traditional meat and 

thus does impose high levels of attractiveness.  

Moreover, the individual consideration of the ventures and vehicles has led to a more precise 

depiction of the assessment process and especially the criteria dimensions. The assessment process 

has been shown to be extensively influenced by the peculiarities the APM imposes on both verticals 

and vehicles. While the criterion extracted from the literature were evaluated in the interviews, it 

became apparent that the importance and dynamics of the individual dimensions at different points 

in times vary greatly. It was less determined by the funding stages but more by the general maturity 

of the ventures, represented by the cash flow development in the framework. The two dimensions of 

sustainability and Intellectual Property serve as gateways for the assessment process. For all three 

venture classes, the vehicles concentrate their due diligence and evaluation mostly on Team Quality, 

Technology, and Scalability criteria at the beginning of the ventures’ lifecycle. When a certain degree 

of maturity is reached, the assessment focus shifts to Financial and Commercial criteria, which have 

been lacking on data and information to be evaluated on in earlier stages. 
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To conclude, this paper presented several cases in which the APM differs from the traditional funding 

or development stages, classifications, and assessment procedures, which called for adjustments on 

both sides. By subsequently answering this call with the provision of new adjusted frameworks and 

further insights, this work offered both sides a better understanding of the counterparts’ requirements 

and objectives and, ultimately, the overall assessment process in the APM along the funding stages. 

6.2 Managerial Implications  

On top of the theoretical implications that were already reflected upon in the discussion of the 

propositions and adapted frameworks, the results of this work also produced overarching 

recommendations and unexpected implications for practitioners, which are not directly covered in the 

frameworks. These managerial implications for both ventures and vehicles will be elaborated in the 

following. In concrete terms, they are particularly valuable for new ventures that are still in their 

infancy as well as for investors who are either new or unfamiliar with the topic and could, therefore, 

use this work as guidance either as a founder or a new investor. 

6.2.1 For Vehicles  

It seems that many investors believe that the APM will undergo a similar development as the software 

industry. This analogy or comparison might apply to their general course, but apart from that, they 

cannot really be treated in the same way. The findings of this work substantiate this demarcation, 

since these sectors are extremely dissimilar, in particular in their life cycle progression. In this respect, 

the misconception and generalization of technology ventures that prevails among many investors 

must be dispelled. Most of the corresponding ventures in the APM are clearly in the deep-tech realm, 

which is not comparable to straightforward high-tech and software development products, as these 

can progress much faster and are continuously adjustable in the process. In light of the recent surge 

in funding and the astronomical ticket sizes, in particular, outside vehicles that hope for fast profits 

and sales similar as in other tech-markets they invested in should revise their expectations to match 

them to the reality of the APM. 

At this point, the general classification and fixation of the APM should also be thoroughly reviewed 

by the vehicles when formulating their investment thesis. Encouraged by the high growth rates of the 

market and the media hype of success stories like Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods, many 

emerging vehicles are seeking their fortune in the APM and its consumer-oriented products that are 

positioned at the end of the value chain. However, the upstream ventures in the chain should not be 
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neglected that easily as they certainly present a lot of potential as well. Because these ventures tend 

to offer similar growth rates, while the wide range of possible applications for their products prevents 

them from being too exposed to the fickle consumer market, which reduces the risks. Furthermore, 

the integration of upstream ventures, for example, suppliers for novel ingredients, can create synergy 

effects between the ventures in their portfolio. Another implication for the vehicles that should be 

considered, is not to perceive these ventures solely as alternative protein ventures, but to delve one 

level deeper and evaluate their technologies more as starting technologies or platforms. The majority 

of the underlying technologies have other areas of application that may have a large potential in the 

future. One example in the entrepreneurial landscape outside of APM could be the uprising of e-

mobility scooters, which can be viewed as only the starting point and entry strategy for a whole 

mobility concept. Similar strategies should be taken into consideration by the vehicles while scouting 

and assessing ventures within the APM. 

Besides, the results of this work also suggest that the sustainability angle of the ventures should be 

challenged more firmly. Although most of them claim to be a healthy and sustainable alternative, this 

is often not the case, especially for larger quantities. These shortcomings often only become apparent 

during the scaling process or its planning and should, therefore, be monitored from the outset. 

6.2.2 For Ventures 

Arguably one of the most important overarching themes of this work is that the common emphasis 

on fixed chronological stages is not sufficient in many cases. This has further implications for 

ventures and their ability to find investors. Since most vehicles in the APM can and want to be eligible 

partners right from the start, the variety of options for nascent ventures is much greater and not limited 

to bootstrapping, FFFs, or BAs. In combination with the current founder-friendly environment, 

ventures should use this opportunity to identify a genuinely suitable partner or combination of 

partners and should not be guided purely by financial or timing constraints. The conventional 

financing path from BAs to VCs to a lucrative exit can, therefore, be considered outdated in some 

cases. Instead, it should be determined right from the beginning which kind of partners to cooperate 

with and what consequences this entails both positive and negative. 

Another valuable piece of advice that emerged from the interviews is the earlier exploration of the 

scaling of the business. Indeed, most ventures have this in some way on their radar, but the empirical 

results have demonstrated that this is not only one of the primary assessment criteria, but also often 
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an obstacle to later growth. The earlier this is considered, the better it can be mitigated, which is 

beneficial both for potential investments and for the long-term success of the venture.  

In the same vein as for the vehicles, it is advisable for the ventures to consider whether APM is really 

their destination. In many cases, the technologies they have developed can serve many other 

applications with a potentially better market fit or can be extended to a technology platform, which 

can easily be adjusted and adapted to market trends. 

6.3 Outlook 

While writing this paper, a global pandemic, caused by the COVID-19 virus, broke out, causing a 

global lockdown and a still increasing death toll. Even though there is no way to tell exactly what the 

economic damage from the global COVID-19 pandemic will be, there is widespread agreement 

among economists that it will have severe negative impacts on the global economy and, consequently, 

on the APM. 

Before the onset of the pandemic, the global VC deal activity was very blooming, with aggregated 

deal value reaching record heights. The deal flow into the APM has been picking up significantly, 

which has even been seen critical due to skyrocketing valuations and rising ticket prices.  As a result 

of this current situation, the APM was labelled as “founder friendly” by the interview partners. (VC2).  

The economic downturn is already evident in the fact that vehicles are trying to liquidate their 

investments and withdraw or pause their activities. This translates into less resources for risky 

investments, which means that the current "crowded space" of the APM is shrinking and natural 

selection is likely to take place (VC2). Consequently, most vehicles are spending increased resources 

on managing their portfolios as many business models have been impacted severely (AC 2), resulting 

in fewer resources for managing the deal flow and follow-up investments. It will become even more 

important to allocate the existing funds carefully and to have a thorough overview of the specifics of 

the different verticals and guidance within the assessment and due diligence process. 

Ventures will try to extend their cash-runway by firing employees and driving down costs. Valuations 

and round sizes might be lowered to still attract funding. In this connection, rounds can be cut into 

trances to decrease up-front investments for investors or raising bridge rounds using convertible loans 

to increase their cash position. Decreased valuations, although, can also state an opportunity for 

previously risk-averse, cash-heavy corporates, which now get the chance to acquire stakes and invest 

in funds to a lower price (CVC2). 
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Especially, but not exclusively, Moon-shot, - and Hybrid Ventures, which are still in their 

development phase and not yet commercialized, might be impacted severely by the lack of investment 

activity due to their long development cycles and high R&D capital expenditures. From the authors’ 

perspective, the number of ventures still existing in 8-12 months’ time will heavily depend on their 

last funding rounds and the investment activity of vehicles. However, it seems certain that a decrease 

in the amount of ventures within APM will be seen, especially in the seed and early stages. 

On the other hand, the global pandemic can also have positive implications on the APM. As the 

trigger of COVID-19 and also previous global viruses, such as swine flu or SARS, have their origin 

in meat consumption, consumer interest towards alternative proteins might significantly increase, 

supporting growth and sales and, in consequence, investments in this space. 

However, the long-term impacts of the global pandemic cannot be predicted yet, and a re-evaluation 

needs to be conducted in the future. 

6.4 Limitations & Resulting Opportunities for Future Research 

While this exploratory work was conducted rigorously in order to yield trustworthy findings, they are 

subject to certain limitations. In the following, these limitations or shortcomings will be discussed in 

detail so that new subjects for future research can be derived from them. These limitations refer both 

to the applied theories, the defined scope, and the methodology in this work. 

Challenging the Choice and Focus of Theories 

First, the mentioned theories and their application within the work must be addressed in this context. 

As only a synthesis of many overlapping concepts was presented, it cannot be guaranteed they are 

free of contextual distortions. Furthermore, a detailed review of their strengths and weaknesses from 

a theoretical point of view was deliberately avoided, as the focus was on their practical applicability. 

Such critical examination might have altered the applied theories and, thus, the direction of the overall 

work. However, this was partly mitigated by the structured literature search and selection of peer-

reviewed theories to ensure their quality from the outset. 

When discussing the applied theories, it is also necessary to reflect on the chosen direction of the 

research question on the funding cycle and the overall strong emphasis on the chronological 

perspective in this work. Due to the different positions of the ventures in the APM in terms of their 

progress and technology, together with the widely accepted classification of the vehicles based on the 

funding stage, this seemed to be a reasonable starting point to investigate them. For instance, if instead 



 

 

Master Thesis | The Agony of Choice: The Assessment Process of New Ventures in the Alternative Protein Market  

 

Page 112 

 

the business model canvas had been applied, which describes the value proposition, infrastructure, 

customers, and finances of the venture, this might have yielded more insight into the actual business 

models and hence the differences between the verticals (Osterwalder, Pigneur, Clark, & Smith, 2010). 

In this work, however, conclusions about their properties were drawn retrospectively, according to 

the outcome, namely their course along the life cycle or funding stages. If this logic were reversed 

and then explored with concepts like the Business Model Canvas, the verticals could be elaborated 

much further on how they operate and what value they provide for customers but also to the overall 

food market in comparison to each other. After all, regardless of whether the life cycle and EVC 

theory or the funding stages, their depiction of ventures is rather superficial and would require more 

depth review by an approach that entails more proximity to the market and end-customer.  

Neglected Relationships and Matchmaking  

Another point that needs to be touched upon is the broad scope of this work. Due to the rather practical 

and complex nature of the topic, concretely the market, an explorative approach was intentionally 

chosen to identify relevant research items during the process. Therefore, many different perspectives 

and involved parties were considered but without addressing all possible connections or dependencies 

between them. One of these, which has been highlighted already in some research, relates to the 

relationship between the vehicles and their up- and downstream effects on future investment by other 

investors (Kim and Wagman 2012; Radojevich-Kelley and Hoffman 2012). The aim of this work was 

not to completely clarify the assessment process within the market but to develop a first conceptual 

model that can be explored and tested in further research, including these relationships and 

moderating effects. 

Thus, the findings for the vehicles and ventures were also mostly regarded separately, just like the 

derived frameworks. Hence, the addressed needs that resulted from the proposal discussion and 

focused on the influence of vehicles on the assessment criteria were not further considered in the 

frameworks. This would have gone beyond the scope of this work, but also the available data of the 

empirical findings would not have been sufficient to allow it. In the next step, it would be noteworthy 

to investigate these identified implications and how they relate or even fit to each other. Besides the 

assessment process, another question worth researching would be how specific dimensions of the 

vehicles, such as the portfolio scope and investment approach, fit to the identified venture types such 

as hybrid ventures or vice versa. The empirical validation of this different matchmaking of the 
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vehicles and ventures through further research would significantly enhance the relevance and 

usefulness of the frameworks for practitioners. 

Consequences of the Self-Imposed Scope  

Going back to the delimitations, the self-imposed scope, including the separate consideration of the 

APM, must also be critically reflected. During the interviews, it became apparent that both the 

positioning of the considered verticals and the narrow specification of the APM can be questioned. 

The former was rather dictated by the market itself, but it should be reconsidered not to group these 

together due to their varying application possibilities and underlying technologies. Hereby, it could 

be examined whether this market should be approached from a broader perspective, for example, 

from the perspective of the overall Food & AgTech market. This classification was pursued by many 

of the interviewed vehicles, which is reflected in one of the frameworks. This change of perspective 

might have resulted in entirely different solutions or might have proved to be unsuitable later on. 

Nevertheless, it certainly appears to be an interesting area that should be given more attention in the 

research as well as in the market. 

In the course of this work, a further issue emerged, concerning the sense of combining the considered 

verticals under the overall umbrella of the APM. The derived need for a new classification in the form 

of a new framework alone demonstrated that the ventures might be too dissimilar after all. If this issue 

would have been approached from a purely technology-driven perspective, this work might have 

considered a comparison between Moon-shot ventures and other deep technology companies, such 

as those in other more biotech-focused sectors. In this way, it could be explored how other sectors 

and also vehicles cope with the observed uncertainty and similar delayed life cycle progressions. The 

same could be applied to Recipe Ventures, which might be more comparable to regular food ventures. 

This could contribute to greater recognition of the actual sustainability and health aspects of the 

products and how they really relate to conventional products. Both examples reveal that the self-

imposed scope and the corresponding selection of verticals within the APM have already partially 

constricted the possible outcomes and the direction of the work to some extent. Although it was 

possible to determine the specific characteristics of APM in the context of the assessment process, 

they may not be unique and hence do not only apply to APM but also other deep-tech or food sectors. 

Therefore, further research and benchmarking of the identified venture types, detached from APM, 

could be a promising avenue to discover the extent to which the frameworks are transferable to other 

sectors and to determine which features are really unique in the market. 
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Selection of Interview Partners  

The restricted amount of interview partner and empirical data also strains the possibilities of acquiring 

strong implications. All conducted interviews only involved experts within the vehicles and not 

within the ventures. Besides, these vehicles were all unintentionally engaged in the early funding 

stages. Therefore, it cannot be guaranteed that the derived findings are unrestricted by contextual 

peculiarities, or that the representative selection of respondents reflects the entire organizational 

reality. Likewise, the geographic scope of the selected interview partners should also be reconsidered, 

as they are all employed in European-focused companies. Two interview partners even elaborated on 

the increased deal activity and risk acceptance in the US compared to Europe (AC2, VC3). This could 

have severe implications on the venture classifications and criteria development, presented in Figure 

10 and 11. 

In future empirical research, the founders of alternative protein ventures should be explicitly included 

in the selection of the discussion partners. This could possibly paint a completely different picture of 

the venture landscape and dynamics. For example, such conversations could reveal from which type 

of investors the ventures would benefit from and what type of resources they actually lack. It could 

also disclose how the ventures perceive themselves in terms of their underlying technology and brand 

focus and whether there is a broad platform strategy behind their product that could be extended to 

other areas. In general, closer interaction with the ventures would be helpful for a more practical 

approach to comprehend and analyze the market fully.  

Review of the Applied Methods 

A further promising research approach for subsequent papers might be a case study, in which either 

one or multiple ventures within the APM are accompanied and monitored during early funding 

rounds. This research approach could deliver an even better picture of what investors demand from 

companies in the assessment and due diligence process and how the balance of power between the 

two sides is distributed, as these results suggest a founder-friendly environment currently. 

A multiple case study approach from the investors' side instead, could shed light on the dissimilarities 

between the different verticals and elaborate even more on the importance of the different weightings 

along the different stages. Their activities and roles could be closely shadowed and similarities 

between vehicles detected and analyzed in an attempt to increase its transparency. However, any case 

study approach, would not have been feasible within the scope of this thesis due to the extensive 

process and general length of funding rounds. 
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Following this work, it would be particularly interesting to review the findings of the interviews 

through different forms of quantitative studies. One approach could be using dedicated databases like 

Crunchbase and perform a regression analysis between vehicles, ventures, and their funding or 

lifecycle stages. This could, for example, verify the focus on certain funding stages and venture types 

or could generate insights on whether vehicles should be positioned differently to overcome the 

competition and increase their deal flow. In the context of quantitative research, a further 

improvement of the present frameworks would be a validation of the criteria in the form of large-

scale surveys. This would allow to substantiate the importance of the determined assessment criteria 

and to explore further differences between the vehicles but also along the stages. 
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Appendix 

Appendix A – Interview Guide 

Goal of the interviews: To get insights and better understanding of assessment process of new 

ventures in the alternative protein market along the funding cycle. 

The interview begins with the researchers introducing themselves and their purpose of doing this 

research. Based on the preliminary study including the initial interviews, four general topics were 

derived: 

• Differences between the funding stages and respective vehicles 

• Peculiarities of ventures within the different verticals 

• The influence of the upper two on the assessment process 

• Weighting and/or application of the criteria along the cycle and within the different verticals 

 

Main Questions Specification & Check List Validation Questions 

A. Introduction 

1. Introduction 

Please briefly introduce yourself? 

1.1. What is your role in the 

organization?  

1.2. What are the objectives and 

motives in your organization?  

1.3. What are the objectives and 

motives in your organization?  

 

B. Classification to other Vehicles and Funding Stages 

2. Differences between Vehicles 

How do you distinguish yourself 

from other growth and financial 

vehicles? 

2.1. What is your role in the 

venture creation process – funding, 

coaching or both?  

2.2. Do you collaborate with other 

vehicles?  

2.V.1 Besides financial and 

strategic motives, do 

sustainability or other 

philanthropic reasons matter to 

you? 

2.V.2 Which factors do you use 

to distinguish yourself from 

other vehicles? 

3. Position in the Funding Cycle 

In which funding phase do you 

invest in? 

3.1. How do you divide the funding 

cycle for yourself?  

3.2 Do you see a change in the 

recent yours, lines being blurrier 

e.g.?  

3.3 Can you give us an overview of 

past vs. present while you worked 

in this industry?  

3.V.1 Is it still feasible to 

classify the vehicle along the 

funding cycle? 
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C. Classification of the APM and Ventures within the Considered Verticals 

4. Venture Creation/Assessment 

Process 

Where do you see the most 

important particularities in the 

alternative protein market within 

the venture creation process? 

4.1. Are there any distinctive 

characteristics within the venture 

development process which differs 

to other sectors?  

4.V.1 What do you think about 

the shift in terms of sales, 

technological development, 

scalability? 

5. Funding Cycle in the APM 

Is the funding/life cycle of 

ventures in APM typical or are 

there special characteristics? 

5.1. Which specific verticals 

proceed differently?  

5.2. What are the factors 

contributing to this atypical cycle? 
 
 

5.V.1 Is the extensive 

development time and/or the 

large market potential of 

verticals such as lab grown 

meat the reason for the atypical 

process? 

6. Portfolio 

Do you have a specific portfolio 

focus or do you keep it quite 

broad? 

6.1 Do you have some kind of 

theme/topic for your portfolio 

(e.g.AG-Biotech versus Food, 

Verticals)?  

6.2 Are there any additional 

requirements given by your 

investors/executives?  

6.3 Sustainability seen es 

prerequisite or criteria?  

6.V.1 Are you rather asset, 

commercial, investment cycle 

or IP driven? 

7. Verticals 

What are the main differences 

between the ventures within the 

different verticals? 

7.1. Do you see any challenges or 

downsides of alternative protein 

start-ups?  

7.2. Is there a vertical in which you 

see more potential in future 

ventures or does it depend on the 

individual case?  

7.V.1 Do the differences 

between technology and 

commercial aspects within the 

verticals affect your assessment 

– and if yes, how? 

 

7.V.2 What are the biggest 

differences between the 

verticals for you (e.g. Asset 

versus IP importance, 

Scalability)? 
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D. General Assessment Process 

8. Overall process 

How does the assessment process 

of new ventures look like in your 

organization? 

8.1. How does the venture scouting 

process look like – are they coming 

to you?  

8.1. What criteria/dimensions do 

you apply to assess new ventures? 
 
8.2. Which criteria have the highest 

weighting, or how do you adjust 

weighting and on what ground?  

8.3 Is there anything which “kills” 

a portfolio company in screening? 

8.3. How does the due diligence 

look like and how do you adjust it 

depending on the stage (case)?  

8.4. How you think they differ in 

comparison to other vehicles in 

earlier/stages of the funding cycle? 
 

 

9. Differences between Industries 

Are there differences in terms of 

the assessment depending on the 

industry the venture is operating 

in? 

9.1. Do you use other criteria when 

assessing ventures from the 

alternative protein market, for 

instance?  

9.2. Do they have a different 

weighting due to the particularities 

of the respective market?  

 

E. Specific Questions regarding the Assessment Criteria 

10. Development Stage & 

Technology 

How important are technological 

criteria concerning the 

development stage and maturity 

of technology in the assessment? 

10.1. Do you think these play a 

more important role in later or 

earlier phases of the funding cycle? 
 
10.2. If yes, what could be the 

reasons for that?  

10.3. Are you even able to 

comprehensively assess these 

criteria?  

10.4. If tech not assessed, how do 

you treat technical risk then?  

10.4. Do you actively work on 

creating more capabilities in tech? 

Hiring people with heavy tech 

background e.g.  

10.5. Do you assess the IP 

situation?  

10.V.1 Are technological 

related criteria not that much 

considered in earlier stages of 

the venture or is it the same 

throughout the cycle? 

10.V.2 Are technological 

criteria considered more in 

ventures within verticals such 

as lab grown meat rather than 

in ventures from the plant-

based sector? 
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11. Product and Market 

How important are commercial 

criteria concerning the product 

and market in the assessment? 

11.1. Do you think these play a 

more important role in later or 

earlier phases of the funding cycle? 
 
11.2. If yes, what could be the 

reasons for that?  

11.3. Are you even able to 

comprehensively assess these 

criteria?   

11.4. For which verticals are these 

criteria possibly more important?  
 

10.V.1 Are commercial criteria 

more considered and assessed 

in earlier stages of the venture 

or is it the same throughout the 

cycle? 

12. Other Criteria 

How important are the venture 

team and financial outcomes in 

the assessment? 

12.1. Where should the venture 

team demonstrate the most 

experience (market, technology, 

management, etc.)?   

12.2. Does the importance of the 

type of experience depend on the 

vertical and its respective 

characteristics? If so, which ones?  
 
12.3. In the end is the issue of the 

stage of development only a 

financial assessment for you?  

 

13. Venture Comparison 

How would you classify and 

assess Venture X compared to 

Venture Y? 

13.1. Which factors have 

influenced your decision most?  

13.2. Is it too early or too late for 

you to get involved in Venture 

X/Y?  

13.3. Does the respective vertical 

have an impact or only the venture-

related factors?  

 

14. Future & Outlook 

14.1 Can you paint a picture how 

the vehicle landscape will look like 

in the future?  

14.2 Biggest trends upcoming in 

the food-tech space?  

14.3 Is there any 

technology/method you think will 

drive the growth of the APM?  

14.4 How will Corona impact the 

overall situation (bargaining 

power, survival of ventures, dumb 

money)?  
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F. Further Questions 

15. Further Comments 

Do you want to add something or 

is there any point that we haven’t 

discussed in this interview and 

you want to discuss it? 

15.1. Where do you think is the 

biggest knowledge gap that should 

be investigated?  

15.2. What content of this work 

would be most useful to you?  

15.3. Do you have any 

philanthropic or “higher” 

investment motives/vision (e.g. 

sustainability)? 

 

 

Incorporation of the Case Ventures 

In order to maintain the semi-structured design of the interview, the case studies are only mentioned 

orally and not presented in the form of physical or digital document. This allows the interview to 

unfold on topics that are considered important by the respondent and not by the two interviewers. 

 Novel Vegan Meat Replacements 

- Plant-based meat substitutes with viable product and low tech (still development stage), 

tested and validated in small-scale market  

- 20% sales growth mainly with few partners and one designated sales channel, although 

coming from a small base and low volumes (strong partnerships and sales channel already 

established) 

- Seed stage funding received through Business Angels and FFF 

- High growth market with multiple competitors entering/being established in the market 

already (high uncertainty of market/no customer validation done) 

- Profound business plan with strong capabilities in business and experienced entrepreneurs, 

but venture non-corporate backed or funded (science driven team with corporate background) 

 

Cultured Meat 

- Lab-grown meat start-up which, allocates majority of funding to R&D and tech-focus in 

early/advanced development stage, planning to launch first product in 1-2 years (or put 

MVP, low tech product early on the market) 

- No sales yet, very high costs due to R&D but acquired first patents for their technology 

- High uncertainty of operations, supply chain, commercial and sales strategy and also 

regulatory affairs  

- High commercial potential in the long term 

- Received Series A funding, in need for more capital due to R&D 

- Founder team consisting of tech/science people with longstanding experience in the food 

sector, (but no sales/commercial planning to be detected) 
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Insect-based meat replacement 

- Company in later maturity stage producing insect-based livestock feed, in seed/early stage 

of developing insect-based meat replacement 

- Extensive amount of experience in R&D, commercial, operations due to previous business 

- No sales in human food yet, but very much established in feed 

- No experience in commercialization and also no customer/market validation, moreover 

high uncertainty due to regulations and patent protection 

- Extensive network of founders to different players in the food sector (founders, experts, 

investors) 
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Appendix C – Codebook from Empirical Chapter 

 

Codes and Nodes Vehicles References

Vehicle-related 7 157

Classification of Vehicles 7 33

Duality of Roles 7 12

Investment Horizon 4 7

Shifts to earlier stages 6 14

Collaboration 7 46

Collaboration through Networking 7 22

Collaboration through Partnerships 4 6

Limited Capabilities 2 5

Motives and Portfolio 7 78

Ag Food-Tech 6 12

Impact as Prerequisite 6 14

Investment Strategy 5 8

Portfolio Resembles Value Chain 4 7

Portfolio Scope 4 6

The Difference in Investment Objectives 7 31

Venture-related 7 245

Addressed Causes for Uncertainty 7 51

Crowded Space 5 7

Lack of Exits to Establish a Benchmark 5 5

Missing Market and Commercial Scale 7 12

Potential Winners 5 14

The Intentions and Roles of Large Corporations 5 13

Differences between the Verticals 7 82

Consumer Acceptance throughout the Verticals 5 12

Different Levels of Technology Intensity 7 57

Maturity of the Value Chain 4 9

The Question of Sustainable Impact 3 4

Peculiarities in Venture Development 7 112

Delayed Progression of High-Tech Ventures 7 27

Division of Tech-Driven and Branded Ventures 7 72

Assessment 7 78

Commercial Criteria 5 8

Financial Criteria 5 8

Scalability Criteria 7 26

Team Criteria 6 18

Technology Criteria 5 18

Corona 2 7
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Appendix D Overview of Separate Attachments 

1. NVivo Databases – Final & Previous Codebooks 

2. Transcription of Interviews 

3. Audio Files of Interviews 

4. Excel-File for Extracted and Harmonized Assessment Criteria 


