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About myself and META Group



About myself and my biases

• 2016 – ‘17: Connecting angel investors with university spin-outs

• 2018 – ’22: Fostering co-investments between angel networks 

• 2023: Investor relations for Silicon Valley VC fund

• 2024 – ’25: Investing in software companies with equity and debt

• 2024 – now: transform HEC alumni into early-stage startups investors

• Now.. partnering with researchers for their full innovation journey



About META Group: a leading Research 
Accelerator in Europe since 1993

We partner up with research teams in the innovation
journey, translating research into real-world application. We
provide a hands-on experience in accessing market and
financial opportunities.

META Group builds the trust and strategy needed to
prepare research results for use and to achieve impact, all
the while boosting EU competitiveness.

Source: envato.com

30 Years of Expertise | 3,500+ Results Accelerated



• Investing expertise
We embed startup-oriented experts directly within 
research teams starting from low TRLs (TRL 1–6).

• Sweat Equity
We invest competence, time and eventually capital, 
sharing the risk with the researchers.

• Long-Term Commitment
Transitioning from "Research Angel" (competence 
and time) to "Business Angel" (financial capital).

The Research Angel model: a long term
commitment

Source: envato.com



Through our Acceleration Programme to take innovations to the market,
every research project becomes an Innovation Journey.

How?



TRL 1-3
Concept & Feasibility

TRL 4-5
Validation

TRL 6-7
Prototyping &
Demonstration

EIC Pathfinder
Grants up to €4m

EIC Transition
Grants up to €2,5m

ERC POC
Grants € 150k

Horizon Pillar II RIA and IA

How?
By partnering in European projects (EIC, Horizon Pillar II, ERC POC) as expert 
dissemination and exploitation partners, with a focus on TRL 1-6. 



2005 2026

Our portfolio and exits are valued close to €1b



Beyond our own fund, we have direct access 
to 3 spin-off funds and 30+ angel networks

• Multiple spin-off funds
Our partners are part of the management of numerous 
spin-off funds in Italy and Poland. 

• Business angel networks
We are founders and members of angel investor groups
(i.e. Italian Angels 4 Growth and Business Angels Europe)

• European platforms
Through European projects like ESIL, we building a platform 
where deep tech innovators meet angel investors. 



Today: part 1 of 3



Key takeways
• Access to (equity) finance is crucial to bridge the valley(s) of death

• Understanding investors and speaking their language, will increase your chance of success

• Venture capital is a subset of private equity, and has similar long illiquidity periods

• Venture capitalists are a “product” to LPs, who are in the market for many options

• Because VCs invest early stage into loss making startups, their “fund math” follows the Power Law 

• Although European VC follows the same language and assumptions as US VC, it has a different 
make-up - with corresponding consequences

• Although both minority equity investors, business angels and venture capital fund professionals 
differ because they have different incentives



Biobased ventures



The challenge for bio-based industries (1):
two valleys of death

Source: “Financing the bio-based revolution: crossing 
the valleys of death”, Bio-based Consortium (2025)



The challenge for bio-based industries (2):
long investment periods

• High R&D costs mean long investment 
periods

• A mix of grants, equity and debt is 
required

• These challenges are not particular to 
bio-based industries only



Forestry innovation is getting (VC) funded

Source: Dealroom 2024



Startup examples

Using fermentation, Mogu transforms low-value matter
and residues from the agro-industry into functional,
low-environmental impact, high-value materials.

€11m raised
Lead investor: CDP VC (and 
European Circular 
Bioeconomy Fund (ECBF))

€10m raised
Lead investor: ECapital

Environmental IoT (Internet of Things) startup that
has developed an advanced, sensor-based system
designed for the ultra-early detection of wildfires.

Transforms low-grade, native wood into sustainable
"augmented" materials—capable of being translucent,
waterproof, and stronger than concrete.

€31m raised
Lead investor: LowerCarbon
Capital



Fund examples

Invests in deep tech startups within the following
fields: […] Sustainable Technologies, Internet of
Things, New Materials, Cybersecurity with an

Initial investment 
between 

€ 2m – € 6m.

Accelerates the growth of the Italian innovation
economy by providing capital and expertise to
startups and scaleups. They invest with Direct and
Indirect Investments.

Invests in companies focused on slashing CO2
emissions, removing carbon from the atmosphere
while generating significant market-driven returns.

Initial investment 
between 

€ 100k – €10m.

Series A
between 

€ 1m – €5m.



The theory: VCs, LPs and the Power 
Law



A simplification of finance: the interplay between 
those that have* and those that need capital

Pension funds are an example of an institution that is 
“shopping for returns” by creating a shopping basket

A pension fund
• Seeks to secure steady retirements for 

those who paid into the fund. 
• Loses 2% of value per year to inflation.

A business
To grow, a business can require an 

investment to acquire new people and 
hardware that will be repaid with future 

revenue. 

Those that have Those that need

The professional intermediary: 
the “investor” and/or the “investment manager”

“buy low, sell (“Exit”) high”



Most investors operate in tradeable securities, 
venture capital is a tiny subset of “alternatives”

Fixed Income (Bonds)

Total size: $134 trillion
Returns: i.e. S&P L10Y = approx. 
12% IRR
Risk profile: medium-high

Alternatives 
(a.o. Private Equity)

Equities (Stocks)

Total size: $145 trillion
Returns: i.e. T-Bills (“Risk free rate”) = ù
approx. 4% IRR
Risk profile: low

“Tradable securities” - highly regulated but relatively easy to convert to cash

Total size: $16 trillion
Returns: >12%?
Risk profile: very high
Very difficult to convert to cash

IRR is used to benchmark between these different asset classes: Internal Rate of Return



“Alternatives”: high risk, high reward – and lightly 
regulated

• “Light” regulation (i.e. no quarterly reporting)
• LP (pension fund) <> GP (investor) structure
• Long illiquidity period (7-12 years)

Similarities PE <> VC 

Private Equity (PE) Venture Capital (VC)

Company Mature (profitable)
Startup (loss-making) & 

scalable

Ownership

Majority:
>50% of shares. 
Full control of 
management.

Minority:
10%-25% per "round.“ 

Leaves founders in 
control.

Math

The "Multiplier" (2x–
4x of investment). Use 

debt (leverage) to 
amplify returns. 

The "Power Law" (0x or 
100x of investment).

Relies on a single 
"outlier" returning the 
entire fund 100x over.

Differences PE <> VC Venture Capital is a subset of Private Equity

Alternative 
($16t)

PE ($8t)

VC ($2t)



Why put the VC egg in your basket? The only 
asset class with a chance on “infinite returns”

• Never have been such a small amount of 
companies been responsible for such a big share of 
the stock market: the “Magnificent 7”

• All of these companies have been originally 
been funded by Venture Capitalists, who saw 
major “exits” when their shares were sold when
the company had it’s “public offering” (IPO)



The promise of being part of “big tech” has 
contributed to the ascent of Venture Capital 



VC: investing in loss-making innovation with 
enormous upside, in various “de-risking” rounds

Proof of concept
• Friends, family 
• Angel investors
• Grants
• Incubators 

Proof of market
• Bank (financing)
• Grants
• Accelerators
• Angel investors
• Venture Capital

Scale-up
• Bank (financing)
• Venture debt
• Venture Capital
• Growth Equity

Mature
• Bank (financing)
• Venture Debt
• Venture Capital
• Private Equity (Exit)
• Public markets 

(IPO)

Seed Capital Series A Later Stage IPO / exit

Risk Profitability





VCs are a “product” for Limited Partners…  

Limited Partner X 
(i.e. wealthy family)

Limited Partner Y 
(i.e. Pension Fund)

Limited Partner Y 
(i.e. Provincial Wealth 

Fund)

Invest

Venture Capital Fund

Startup X
Startup Y

Startup Z

General Partner 
+ Investment team

Invest

Manage



…but are partly paid on management fees 
(the famous 2/20)  

• Fund investors charge a yearly 2% of the fund 
total to their LPs, to pay their overhead

• The fund duration is normally 10 years, with 
the first 4-6 years the “investing period”

• LPs are only paid when positions are “exited”

• Fund managers are incentivized to work towards 
those exits, by taking 20% of its profits (or are they?)



As the timespan to exit is long, the exit value of 
any invested company must be extremely high

• The path to exit is longer than ever 

(10-15 years), impacting the 

internal rate of return for the 

Limited Partners 

• To compete with other asset 

classes, the exit must therefore be 

extremely high



The long illiquidity periods have other 
consequences

• VC fund exits are between 10 and 15 years, while the 

investable period of a fund sits between 4 and 6. This 

means that the VCs must raise new funds to keep 

investing, based of “paper value” of the startups in 

their portfolio

• VCs must look far into the future and imagine a world

where the technology is in use 10-15 years later 

"I tell all my LPs: I cannot promise you 
returns. I can promise you it's insane.“

Photo: EUVC

Venture Capitalists talk of unicorns to 
indicate the value of their portfolio



"The biggest secret in venture capital is that 
the best investment in a successful fund 

equals or outperforms the entire rest of the 
fund combined." 

- Pieter Thiel, “Zero to One” (2014)



The unusual model distinguishing VC: 
the Power Law…

“[AirBnB’s] top four companies

—Airbnb, DoorDash, 

Coinbase, and Instacart—

account for more than 84% of 

the market value created”

Palle Broe, “Pulling back the curtain 

on the magic of Y Combinator” (2025)



…Also counts for funds

• Median 1,31x on a 10-year 
duration is an IRR of ≈ 2,8%



Compare these numbers to the S&P 500… Being 
above average is not good enough!



To summarize: VCs offer a product to LPs, in a very 

competitive environment
Cause Effect

VCs are regulated professionals whose aim is 
providing a return on investment for its 
limited partners (LPs)

To have the allocation make an impact on the 
bottom line of their assets, LP’s need to provide 
sizeable tickets to VCs, meaning VCs prefer to 
invest in large rounds

They are competing with other asset classes 
to provide good returns, with benchmark 
being the S&P 500 (L10Y = 12%!)

As exits take a long time (10+ years), VCs look to 
at least triple the value when they exit to achieve 
a competitive IRR

Earn money through management fees (2% 
of the fund per year) and carried interest (% 
of profit)

The management fee means that most investors 
can only eat when their fund is sizable (+€50m), 
which impacts their investment ticket size

Operating in a difficult environment, most 
startups fail to produce a return on 
investment (“90% of startups fail”)

Each startup must be able to return the fund! 
Only re-financing winners…



“90% of startups fail”

EIF, “The Big Five” 

(2019)



“90% of startups fail” to make returns for investors 

EIF, “The Big Five” 

(2019)



With the above in mind: investors are extremely 
selective…*

* Topic of webinars 2

1000

100

10

5

2

Startups seen

Discussed by Investment committee

Term sheets offered

Startups in due diligence

Investments



…and strongly defend their downside*

Because of the high risk that a venture will not 

reach the exit value large enough to return a 

fund, venture capitalist will ensure their 

downside risk is minimized with (participating) 

liquidation preferences – in expense of the 

founders.

* Topic of webinar 3



The European exception and 
patient capital alternatives



The European reality: government LPs and the 
importance of mandates 
• In the US, VC consists of 90% private LPs. 
• In Europe, 30-40% of VC capital comes from 

Government LPs (EIF, National Banks).
• Paradoxically, the largest pension funds do not invest in 

European VC, however.  
• These investors are not only driven by returns: they 

have “Policy Mandates”.
• In deeptech, “direct investments” by government VCs 

make them the biggest in Europe. 

• Pro: opportunities for regional, national players, 
government “buys your impact”

• Con: often needs co-investors, bureaucracy and less 
risk taking (re-enforcing the valley of death)

Source: “State of European Tech”, Atomico 2025



Source: “State of European Tech”, Atomico 2025



Other alternatives: Corporate Venture Capital

• CVC only have one LP: the parent corporation. 
Still: crucial to understand their leeway and 
independence. 

• The corporation does not only just want a 
return; they want access to your technology to 
future-proof their own business.

• Pros: can be a first customer or supplier, can act 
as authorative validation signal to the market

• Cons: might limit who else you can sell to 
(exclusivity), or might be after your IP only



Impact investors

• Many Impact VCs use Evergreen structures 
(open-ended funds) or extended 12–15 year 
timelines.

• Sometimes use SFDR Article 8 or 9 (EU 
regulations) to prove they are "Green."

• They need your LCA (Life Cycle Analysis) data 
as much as your financial data.

• If you can’t prove the carbon/biodiversity 
impact, you aren’t a fit for them.

• Still: scalable business models are still crucial 
– the power law is still in place. 



Family Office: patient capital?

• Private wealth of industrial families
• Can be “single” and “multi” 
• Depending on the above, can act both as 

an enormous LP and as a direct investor
• As a direct investor, acts in similar ways 

like a business angel

• Pros: normally think in the very long term, 
are less dependent on returns

• Cons: can be very hard to find (where do 
you get a warm introduction?), and could 
be less “value-add”



Angel investors are informal investors 
- not professionals… 

Business Angel

Startup X

Invest



VCs are a “product” for Limited Partners…  

Limited Partner X 
(i.e. wealthy family)

Limited Partner Y 
(i.e. Pension Fund)

Limited Partner Y 
(i.e. Provincial Wealth 

Fund)

Invest

Venture Capital Fund

Startup X
Startup Y

Startup Z

General Partner 
+ Investment team

Invest

Manage



Which changes their investment behavior in 
subtle but important ways 

Cause Effect

Individuals invest their own wealth –
maximum 10% is advised 

Professional reputation not 
dependent on investment success 

Angel investors are only paid with 
profits (proceeds) after an exit

They do not charge management fees

Can have motivations beyond return 
on investment 

Can invest in less ‘scalable’ startups 
(SMEs) or focus on impact

Are generally older, experienced 
individuals

Have time to add value as mentors 
without taking fees 

Have (relative to VC) ‘limited’ 
investment capability 

Median ticket of €25k, invest in very 
early stages (pre-revenue) and pool 
capital for larger rounds



Angel networks are a great entry point for you 
to get in front of investors

Angels can join networks to learn, 
network, access curated deal-flow and 
pool capital (share risk)

For entrepreneurs, networks provide 
visible entry points to access early-stage 
capital

Business Angels Europe groups together 
the strongest angel networks from a 
dozen countries, which have on median:

• 200 members

• 31 investment rounds per year

• Investing €4,1m in total per year 

• Average €132k per round



VC: investing in loss-making innovation with 
enormous upside, in various “de-risking” rounds

Proof of concept
• Friends, family 
• Angel investors
• Grants
• Incubators 

Proof of market
• Bank (financing)
• Grants
• Accelerators
• Angel investors
• Venture Capital

Scale-up
• Bank (financing)
• Venture debt
• Venture Capital
• Growth Equity

Mature
• Bank (financing)
• Venture Debt
• Venture Capital
• Private Equity (Exit)
• Public markets 

(IPO)

Seed Capital Series A Later Stage IPO / exit

Risk Profitability



Key takeways
• Access to (equity) finance is crucial to bridge the valley(s) of death

• Understanding investors and speaking their language, will increase your chance of success

• Venture capital is a subset of private equity, and has similar long illiquidity periods

• Venture capitalists are a “product” to LPs, who are in the market for many options

• Because VCs invest early stage into loss making startups, their “fund math” follows the Power Law 

• Although European VC follows the same language and assumptions as US VC, it has a different 
make-up - with corresponding consequences

• Although both minority equity investors, business angels and venture capital fund professionals 
differ because they have different incentives



The images used in this presentation are for illustrative purposes only and may not represent the actual product or service. All images 
are either publicly available or used with permission from their respective owners. Sources: Canva, Shutterstock, META Group

meta-group.com

Thank you !

j.debets@meta-group.com

META Group @metagroup.bsky.social

https://www.meta-group.com/
https://www.meta-group.com/
https://www.meta-group.com/
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