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A WORD  
OF WELCOME
It was a sunny, unusually warm Novem-
ber day in bustling Sofia, and the ex-
citement in the room was palpable. We 
were just hours away from announcing 
the winners of the 2017 Central Euro-
pean Startup Awards, the culmination 
of a year-long process that saw a field 
of 1,600 startups narrowed down to 
100 national winners and, soon-to-be-
announced, the 13 regional winners, 
the best of the best according to the  
distinguished international jury and 
15,000 votes.

But before the Grand Finale and the frenet-
ic after-party, participants had some seri-
ous business to do. Some of the bright-
est minds, makers and future shapers 
of the region got together in the work-
shops of the CEE Ecosystem Summit to 
share knowledge and discuss the state 
of the startup ecosystem in Central and  
Eastern Europe.

Shared among the participants was 
a sense that even though Central and  

Eastern Europe is a region full of innova-
tion, talent and opportunity, its success 
stories—including its locally bred uni-
corns like Hungary’s LogMeIn or Czech 
Avast—aren’t widely known or associated 
with the region, and a lot remains to be 
done to articulate CEE’s competitive ad-
vantages in comparison to other startup 
hubs in the world.

So in this report, we set out to do just 
that. Building on the key takeaways from 
the workshop, survey data and various 
publicly available secondary sources,  
we hope once again to showcase the 
very best of the CEE startup ecosystem 
and its unique strengths, while—staying 
true to our no-bullsh*t Central European 
form—being frank about its challeng-
es and the hard work that still remains  
to be done.

We hope that you will enjoy reading the 
report, and that it will help you see this 
up-and-coming, resourceful region in a 
new light.
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A WORD OF WELCOME

Harnessing diversity: The CEE Ecosystem Summit at the Grand Finale of 
the Central European Startup Awards brought together the future shapers 
of the region to discuss the unique strengths and challenges of the re-
gion’s startup ecosystem
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ABOUT  
CENTRAL EUROPEAN  
STARTUP AWARDS

Central European Startup Awards, aka 
CESAwards, is the CEE circuit of Glob-
al Startup Awards, the biggest inde-
pendent startup ecosystem compe-
tition in the world. Launched in 2014,  
CESAwards has since grown to span 
ten countries (Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, 
the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, 
Romania, Serbia, Slovakia and Slovenia) 
to become the region’s biggest no-pitch, 
no-conference startup festival aiming to 
inspire, stimulate and recognize entrepre-
neurship throughout Central and Eastern 
Europe while connecting a community 
of startup enthusiasts to an entire eco-
system of collaborators and supporters  
at all levels.

In 2016, CESAwards received over 800 
nominations, growing to 1,600 nomi-
nations in 2017 and over 3,700 in 2018, 
showcasing the region’s incredible drive 
to create inspiring and socially conscious 
innovations that deserve all the attention 
and support we can give them. Our event 
is about celebrating and connecting the 
change-makers and industry-disruptors 
who dare to challenge the status-quo and 
endure bumpy roads and failures until fi-
nally realizing their dream. We call them 
the #futureshapers. We are here to ap-
plaud them and spread their open-mind-
ed attitude further.
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ABOUT  
THIS WHITEPAPER

This report is created based on the community voice of Central  
European Startup Awards, with the contribution of its 480 active  
contestants from its 10 participating countries, 132 Jury Members, 36 
Ambassadors, 34 Regional Partners, 16 Country Partners in the 2017 
edition, as well as its 16 Special Guests from outside the region. 
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IN A NUTSHELL

We know you are busy, so we have summarized the report’s key 
takeaways below. If you would like to dive deep into the details, just 
follow the links in the summary or feel free to contact us anytime  
at hello@globalstartupawards.com for more information.

DIVERSITY AND GROWTH: THE CEE REGION AT A GLANCE
�� Bigger than you might think

	 At 112 million people, CEE’s combined population is not far  
	 behind that of economic powerhouses like Russia or Japan

�� Powering European growth
	 In recent years, CEE has been one of Europe’s most important  
	 growth engines, with real GDP growth expected to surpass the  
	 EU average in the future, too

�� Doing business is getting easier
	 It might surprise you, but doing business in a number of CEE  
	 countries is easier than doing business in France, the  
	 Netherlands or Switzerland, according to the World Bank

�� A diverse region with shared values
	 We bet you won’t learn all the languages spoken in the region  
	 anytime soon, but navigating the culture might be easier than  
	 you think, even if it takes some getting used to
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GOING GLOBAL: THE STARTUP ECOSYSTEM IN CEE
�� Multiple funding sources, but small amounts

	 Startups in CEE benefit from a wide range of funding sources,  
	 but early-stage investment rounds are relatively small compared  
	 to other parts of the world

�� Reaching growth in 2-3 years
	 The leading startups in the region reach product-market fit and  
	 turn on their growth engines within 2-3 years of their launch

�� Global ambitions from day one
	 Given the small size of domestic markets, CEE startups must  
	 step on the world stage early on

CEE: A REGION OF TALENT
�� A safe haven in the war for talent (for now)

	 For the time being, access to digital talent is relatively painless  
	 in CEE compared to other parts of the world

�� Twice as much runway for the same amount
	 A more affordable talent pool means a lower burn rate and  
	 a 	longer runway for startups in the region

�� The talent game is a marathon, not a sprint
	 Startups must continuously up their talent game to prevent  
	 the growing pains that typically occur as an organization  
	 increases in size

IN A NUTSHELL



PAGE    9 © CESAwards 2018

STARTUPS AND CORPORATES: STRONGER TOGETHER
�� Startup-corporate collaboration is seen  

	 as a win-win by both sides
	 Startups and corporates overwhelmingly agree that col- 
	 laboration would enhance their global competitiveness and  
	 give them access to new markets

�� Third parties can facilitate fruitful connections
	 Startup-corporate collaboration is fraught with challenges, and  
	 both types of players indicate strong interest in getting help  
	 from third parties to facilitate the connection

�� It all starts with trust and clarity
	 Startups and corporates need to get clearer on the goals and  
	 frameworks that will ensure mutually beneficial collaboration

�� Accelerators can play a key role
	 The region’s accelerators, many of which are funded by  
	 corporates, can connect startups to networks and resources  
	 on an international scale

IN A NUTSHELL
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DIVERSITY AND 
GROWTH:  
THE CEE REGION  
AT A GLANCE

Home to 112 million people, the ten 
countries examined in this report—
Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania,  
Serbia, Slovakia and Slovenia—have a to-
tal population not far behind that of coun-
tries like Russia and Japan, and roughly 
equal to the combined population of 
France and Spain. These 10 countries 
together represent a diverse, heteroge-
neous region, yet have a lot of things in 
common.

Not Yet a Gold Rush, but Also Not the 
“Wild East” Anymore
With the exception of Serbia, which is 
also slated to join the EU by 2025, the re-
gion’s countries are all EU member states, 
benefiting from being part of the largest 
single market in the world. No wonder 
that, together with other EU countries, 
eight of the ten countries rank a joint first 
on the World Bank’s ease of doing busi-

ness index on the trading across borders  
dimension.

Other aspects of business that are easi-
er to do in at least some parts of Central 
and Eastern Europe than in most other  
regions of the world include getting 
credit (especially in Romania, Poland 
and Hungary, which all occupy Top 30 
spots on this dimension of the index),  
enforcing contracts (with Austria, Hun-
gary, Romania and Croatia all within the 
Top 30 of the rankings), and resolving  
insolvency (with Slovenia, Poland, 
Austria and the Czech Republic in  
Top 30 spots).

In the overall ease of doing business 
ranking, three CEE countries (Austria, 
Poland and the Czech Republic) are 
within the Top 30 in the world, ahead of 
countries like France, the Netherlands 
or Switzerland, six others (Slovenia,  
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Slovakia, Serbia, Romania, Hungary and  
Bulgaria) have top 50 spots, and Croatia, 
too, just outside of the Top 50 at 51st 
place, scores better than countries like 
Belgium or Israel.

In recent years, the region has been one of 
Europe’s most important growth engines, 
with eight out of ten CEE countries regis-
tering real GDP growth of 3% or more in 
2017, well above the EU average.

DIVERSITY AND GROWTH:  
THE CEE REGION AT A GLANCE SHELL

A Diverse Region 
with Shared Values at Heart
Despite the growth, the integration of the 
markets that comes with the countries’ 
EU membership, and the relative ease of 
doing business, however, participants at 
the CEE Ecosystem Summit also high-
lighted the fact that a lot remains to be 
done to position Central and Eastern  
Europe as a coherent regional entity in 
the eyes of investors and other players in 

“Europe’s eastern tigers roar ahead,” reported Politico in January 2018, citing the  
European Commission’s expectation that high growth in the CEE region is set to continue 
(Map source: Eurostat)

https://www.politico.eu/article/central-and-eastern-eu-gdp-growth-economies/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2014/528775/IPOL_ATA(2014)528775_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/mapToolClosed.do?tab=map&init=1&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tec00115&toolbox=data
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the startup ecosystem, including the re-
gion’s startups themselves.

With a diversity of local languages, cus-
toms, and a complicated regional his-
tory to share, the local market players 
themselves are sometimes unaware of 
the opportunities that lie in cross-border 
cooperation, networking and information 
sharing. 

As one participant suggested, part of the 
answer may lie in identifying the values 
that unite us. And indeed, according to 
the esteemed Dutch psychologist, Geert 
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions model, 
such shared values exist.

The first such value that is perhaps most 
apparent to people outside the region 
is that most CEE countries are what  
Hofstede calls “restrained” societies. 
Hence the somewhat pessimistic and 
in some cases downright cynical atti-
tude that can take some getting used 
to for those who are new to the region. 
But such restraint has upsides, too, man-

ifested in people’s strong work ethic, their 
preference for order, low crime rates, and 
in being comfortable with delayed gratifi-
cation, according to the research.

Perhaps more appealing is the fact that 
most countries in the region also score 
high or moderately high on Hofstede’s 
long-term orientation dimension, mean-
ing the peoples of CEE tend to be prag-
matic, thrifty, and always keeping an eye 
on the future.

Aren’t these wonderful characteristics for 
startups to have?

Now Is the Time
“Europe is home to the largest single 
market in the world. New EU initiatives 
are set to boost VC fund sizes and attract 
larger private investors. Now is the time 
for global investors to look to Europe and 
harness the opportunities on offer.”
Nenad Marovac, Invest Europe 
Vice-Chair, Founder & Managing Partner 
of DN Capital 
Source: Invest Europe 2017

DIVERSITY AND GROWTH:  
THE CEE REGION AT A GLANCE SHELL

https://www.hofstede-insights.com/country-comparison/
https://www.investeurope.eu/about-private-equity/for-investors/
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GOING GLOBAL:  
THE STARTUP 
ECOSYSTEM IN CEE

Can a startup from a small CEE country 
conquer the whole wide world? Are glob-
al success stories like that of Hungary’s 
Prezi or Romania’s UiPath the exceptions 
or likely to be followed by others? To get 
a data-driven perspective, we have ana-
lyzed data from over 300 of the region’s 
startups to find out.

Money, Money, Money: 
Partly Sunny?
When asked about access to capital, 
most of the participating startups at the 
CEE Ecosystem Summit were neither 
over the moon, nor down in the dumps, 
but overall cautiously optimistic that ac-
cess to funding would improve.

smile 28%

smile 50% meh 50%

meh 44% Frown 28%

EXCELLENT / GOOD

IMPROVING NO CHANGE

POOR / VERY POORSATISFACTORY

Access to Capital:
Current Situation

Access to Capital:
Future Outlook
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Our data analysis also paints a mixed 
picture. While a relatively high share, just 
over 60% of the 300+ CEE startups we 
analyzed have received funding to date, 
only a quarter of them have received 
more than $250K in total. Compared to 
the multimillion-dollar seed rounds that 
are increasingly becoming the norm in 
the US and elsewhere, funding amounts 
in CEE seem modest even if adjusted for 
the lower cost base that startups enjoy 

in the region. In addition, only 22% of the 
startups with less than $250K in funding 
are VC-backed, with the majority financed 
by the founders’ own investment, busi-
ness angels, and grants.

Out of the 42 startups with over $750K 
in total funding in our research, 80% 
come from five countries—Austria (8),  
Hungary (7), Poland (7), the Czech  
Republic (6) and Romania (6)— 

Not a rich man’s world yet: The majority of the startups in our research were able to secure 
funding, but the amounts tend to be modest in comparison to other regions in the world, 
and founders often need to rely on their own investment, grants or even loans to get their 
business off the ground.

40%

14%

18%

14%

3%

9%

Funding Received

No Funding

<$100K

$100K-250K

$250K-$750K

$1M+

$750K-$1M

Undisclosed Amount

GOING GLOBAL: 
THE STARTUP ECOSYSTEM IN CEE
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indicating that the startup ecosystems 
in these countries may be more mature 
compared to the other countries in the 
region.

From 0 to 100 km/h in 2-3 Years
With such relatively limited resourc-
es, how fast can the region’s startups 
find product-market fit and turn on their 
growth engines? Our research indicates 
that a fair share of CEE startups can 
match the speed of their global compet-
itors, with one-third entering the growth 
phase in their second year of operation 
and almost half in their third year. 

Somewhat surprising is the fact that a rel-

atively large percentage of startups sur-
vive into their fourth and fifth year without 
validating their value proposition. These 
are predominantly financed by grants or 
the founders’ own investment or have re-
ceived no funding at all. Even so, most of 
them are likely to falter if they cannot find 
product-market fit within five years.

All the World’s the Stage
When you come from a small place, you 
have no choice but to aim big. An inter-
esting feature of the CEE startup eco-
system is that the region’s local markets, 
with the possible exception of Poland, 
aren’t quite big enough to be worth 
the trouble and the risk of launching  

0%

30%

50%

60%

84%

100%

70%

40%

16%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Growth Phase By Age

Growth Phase Validation Phase

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Years 4-5 Years 5+

GOING GLOBAL: 
THE STARTUP ECOSYSTEM IN CEE
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a venture that is merely local. In con-
trast to a startup in the US, UK, Japan or 
Germany, a CEE startup must garner ap-
plause on the world stage, from day one.

This is reflected in the finding that even 
among the startups with no funding to 
date, as many as half have some sort of 
presence—clients, partners or even offic-
es—outside their home turf. Of course, 
money helps, too: the more funding a 
startup has, the more likely it is to have a 
presence abroad.

But a myopic, provincial attitude is defi-
nitely not characteristic of the region’s 
startup ecosystem. If anything, CEE start-
ups’ admirable ambition to go against the 
odds and be part of the global scene is 
worthy of attention and support.

Standing Together 
for Fair Market Access
What else does a healthy and vibrant 
startup ecosystem need besides excep-
tional talent and financial resources?  
In the aftermath of the EU’s data regula-

50% 57%
65%

74%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

No Funding $0-250K $250K-750K $750K+

Has Presence Outside Home Country

GOING GLOBAL: 
THE STARTUP ECOSYSTEM IN CEE
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tion (or GDPR) many entrepreneurs who 
have reached some traction have realized 
that laws and regulations can become a 
problem for them and not only for corpo-
rates. Their business models and market 
access can be enhanced or curtailed by 
the decisions of policy-makers just the 
same way. And even with the best inten-
tions, governments can hardly calibrate 
these decisions without hearing the voice 

of the affected small but innovative play-
ers of the economy.

That is why startups have joined forces 
and formed alliances in some CEE coun-
tries (such as Startup Poland) to speak 
up and represent their interests. As the 
ecosystem matures across the region, 
more such organizations should see  
the light of day.

GOING GLOBAL: 
THE STARTUP ECOSYSTEM IN CEE

http://startuppoland.org/en/
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CEE: A REGION  
OF TALENT

Enough Talent to Power Tech
With over 800,000 developers, the re-
gion has as much tech talent as Germany 
or the UK, more than France and Spain 
combined, and over twice as much as 
Russia. According to London-based in-
vestment firm Atomico’s The State of  
European Tech report, four of the region’s 

capitals—Warsaw, Budapest, Vienna and  
Bucharest—are among Europe’s top 20 
tech hubs when it comes to the number 
of professional developers.
No wonder, then, that availability of tal-
ent is one of the bright spots for start-
ups in CEE according to participants 
of the 2016-2017 CESAwards survey,  

Worried about Brexit? Berlin no longer as cheap as it once was? 
CEE has a number of tech hubs, too, with easier access to more affordable talent. 
(Source: Atomico, The State of European Tech 2017)

Top 20 cities by number of professional developers

https://2017.stateofeuropeantech.com/
https://2017.stateofeuropeantech.com/
https://2017.stateofeuropeantech.com/
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with 85% of startuppers rating access to 
talent in the region as satisfactory, good 
or excellent, with a generally positive out-
look for the future.

More Affordable Talent = 
Longer Runway
With software startups spending as 
much as 70-80% of their budget on pay-
roll, CEE’s comparative advantage when it 
comes to living costs and salaries can go 
a long way in extending the region’s start-
ups’ runway.

Even in Austria, the region’s economi-
cally most developed country, software 
engineer salaries are, on average, 20% 
lower than in neighboring Germany, ac-
cording to Glassdoor. In Poland, another 
one of Germany’s CEE neighbors and the 
region’s largest hub for developers, soft-
ware engineering talent is 2.5 times more 
affordable than in Germany.

Even if salaries in the region continue to 
slowly converge with those in Western 
Europe, for the time being, this means 

CEE: A REGION OF TALENT

smile 55%

smile 49%

meh 29%

meh 32%

Frown16%

Frown19%

EXCELLENT / GOOD

IMPROVING

POOR / 
VERY POOR

DECLINING

SATISFACTORY

NO CHANGE

Access to Talent:
Current Situation

Access to Talent:
Future Outlook

https://www.inc.com/magazine/201602/victoria-finkle/buffer-startup-spending-analysis.html
http://tomtunguz.com/how-much-should-spend-on-payroll/
https://www.glassdoor.com/Salaries/austria-software-engineer-salary-SRCH_IL.0,7_IN18_KO8,25.htm
https://www.glassdoor.com/Salaries/germany-software-engineer-salary-SRCH_IL.0,7_IN96_KO8,25.htm
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that a Polish startup has roughly half the 
burn rate and, given similar funding, twice 
the runway of a startup in Germany—a 
difference that can make or break a busi-
ness especially in the crucial early stage 
of looking for product-market fit.

Management Competencies 
Not up to Par Yet
While access to high-quality, affordable 
talent is generally not a challenge for 
startups in the region, many struggle 
when it comes to managing, motivating 
and retaining their talent, according to 

The People Book for Founders, an upcom-
ing book whose author contributed as an 
editor to this report.

Once a startup reaches around 15 people 
in size, people management competen-
cies emerge as a crucial prerequisite for 
sustained growth. Around this stage, and 
definitely by the time a startup is ready 
for a Series A, a number of competen-
cies, processes and systems need to be 
in place for startups to successfully tack-
le the next stage of their growth.

CEE: A REGION OF TALENT

Focus Area Key Question To Answer What Can Go Wrong

Professional HR What mechanisms do we put  
in place to attract, develop  
and retain great talent?

•	 Not hiring a professional  
	 HR person
•	 Hiring an HR person to do  
	 HR admin / office management  
	 as opposed to professional  
	 talent management

Culture What are the values that  
guide how we work?

•	 Defining culture in vague,  
	 general terms rather than in  
	 terms of specific values
•	 Not translating cultural values  
	 into specific day-to-day  
	 behaviors
•	 Leaders failing to model  
	 the culture

https://www.facebook.com/ThePeopleBookForFounders/


PAGE    21 © CESAwards 2018

CEE: A REGION OF TALENT

Focus Area Key Question To Answer What Can Go Wrong

Hiring How do we make sure we  
hire the right people?

•	 Ad hoc hiring processes,  
	 resulting in mis-hires
•	 Impressionistic evaluations,  
	 leading to bias in hiring
•	 No training for interviewers
•	 Poor candidate experience

Onboarding How do we set up new hires  
to succeed?

•	 Subpar performance
•	 Poor employee experience
•	 High first-year employee  
	 turnover

Communication How do we communicate,  
especially across teams?

•	 Silos begin to develop even  
	 at a small size
•	 Strategy is not or only  
	 poorly understood
•	 Projects are delayed
•	 Poor customer experience

Feedback How do we continuously  
improve performance and  
the work environment?

•	 Performance standards  
	 go down
•	 Trust in management declines
•	 Tensions don’t get addressed,  
	 leading to politics and toxicity

Middle Management How do we build out a strong  
second layer of management?

•	 Ineffective middle managers  
	 who cannot drive results
•	 Founders get bogged down  
	 in details rather than focusing  
	 on the big picture
•	 Increasing micromanagement  
	 and stress levels

Compensation How do we set salaries to  
be able to attract and retain  
top talent?

•	 Not giving employees a  
	 financial stake in the success  
	 of the startup
•	 Failing to create liquidity  
	 opportunities
•	 Personnel budgets spiral out  
	 of control as the startup grows
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STARTUPS AND 
CORPORATES: 
STRONGER TOGETHER

“The growth capacity of a startup is 
strongly correlated to its ecosystem, that 
is to say the network of players and struc-
tures with which it interacts. Corporates 
are a fundamental piece of the puzzle—
they can serve as a startup’s customers, 
investors, buyers, partners, and distribu-
tors,” as the The French Tech Barometer 
of Startup-Corporate Collaborations aptly 
pointed out.

Great Expectations
Participants of the CEE Ecosystem Sum-
mit—the exclusive, invite-only daytime 
activity of the Grand Finale Day that 
gathered most of the finalists, partners, 
jury members, corporates, investors and 
special guests—agreed, with over 75% of 
startups and 80% of corporates saying 
that their regional collaboration would 
enhance their global competitiveness. 
Participants also identified a number of 
areas where stronger collaboration would 
lead to mutual benefits.

Access to new markets was listed as a 
strong driver on both sides: for startups, 
working with corporates can be key in 
gaining credibility, while corporates ex-
pect collaboration to speed up innova-
tion. Corporates also indicated strong 
interest in working with startups to solve 
specific business challenges, while start-
ups were optimistic that cooperation 
could help them access additional finan-
cial resources.

Crossing the Chasm
However, it is clear that a lot remains 
to be done according to both sides to 
make a marriage of true minds a reality  
between startups and corporates. Only 
20% of corporate participants and less 
than 30% of startups rated the level 
of cooperation between startups and  
corporates in their country as good  
or excellent.

http://startups-grandsgroupes.lafrenchtech.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/171113_FT_WhitePaper_EN_vFinal.pdf
http://startups-grandsgroupes.lafrenchtech.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/171113_FT_WhitePaper_EN_vFinal.pdf
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“Startup-corporate collaboration would enhance 
our global competitiveness”

“Startup-corporate collaboration in my country is 
good or excellent”

STARTUPS AND CORPORATES: 
STRONGER TOGETHER

smile 77%

smile 28%

smile 80%

smile 20%

Startups

Startups

Corporates

Corporates
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Part of the difficulty stems from the fact 
that the two types of players operate 
on different time scales. Corporate de-
cision-making processes can last any-
where from a few months up to a year, 
which can literally be a lifetime for a 
startup. Other ways of doing business, 
such as contracting, can be markedly dif-
ferent as well, with security and privacy 
concerns prompting corporates to draft 
lengthy, elaborate terms that would put a 
Tolstoy to shame even for a limited free 
pilot, while startups’ understanding of 
what it takes to navigate processes and 
deliver value to a corporate partner is 
often limited. Overall, both the startups 
and the corporates at the CEE Ecosystem 
Summit overwhelmingly agreed that third 
parties were needed to facilitate collabo-
ration between them.

Trust and Clarity Are Key
When it comes to improving startup-cor-
porate collaboration, improving trust and 
clarity emerged as key themes.
On their side, corporates can do more to 
clearly communicate the specific busi-
ness problems they are looking to solve 
by working with startups. As Michael Of-
fredi, Total’s Digital Ecosystem & Innova-
tion Officer put it to La French Tech: “As 
a former startup team member, I try to 

avoid the ‘innovation tourism’ that is ram-
pant in corporates. I make it a point to ed-
ucate peers and colleagues about the dif-
ference between working with partners 
with big pre-sales budgets and working 
with startups. It’s better to invite startups 
to pitch when you have a pretty clear idea 
of your potential collaboration.”

Participants at the CEE Ecosystem  
Summit also highlighted the need for 
a convergence of legal frameworks to 
make cooperation easier, such as by cre-
ating standardized cross-industry best 
practices for startup-corporate collabo-
ration and startup selection processes. 
Startups could also benefit from more 
targeted corporate mentorship programs 
and bootcamps, potentially facilitated by 
third parties, to develop an in-depth un-
derstanding of corporate challenges and 
processes.

Foot on the Gas: 
The Role of Accelerators
With close to 40% in the CESAwards sur-
vey funded by corporates, accelerators 
can play a key role in boosting start-
up-corporate collaboration. In addition 
to support with product and go-to-mar-
ket strategy, networking opportunities 
and initial funding—on average, around  

STARTUPS AND CORPORATES: 
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http://startups-grandsgroupes.lafrenchtech.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/171113_FT_WhitePaper_EN_vFinal.pdf


PAGE    25

EUR 20K, but some in our survey  
offering as much as EUR 100K, typically 
in exchange for a 5-15% stake—corpo-
rate-funded accelerators like Hungary’s 
MKB Fintechlab or Telenor Accelerate 
can also offer startups access to their 
global partner and customer bases as 
well as corporate sandbox environments 
in which to test their solutions.
With the relative lack of successful seri-
al entrepreneurs in most CEE countries, 
startups in the region can benefit from 
the network and know-how provided by 
accelerators to create products that can 

scale successfully on the international 
market. As the quotes below also illus-
trate, many accelerators in the region see 
that as a key part of their mission.

Hackers at Heart, but Maturing: 
The View from CEE Accelerators
“Our experience has been that it can be 
challenging to turn models into practice, 
especially in our emerging ecosystem 
where entrepreneurs are pioneers. So 
we draw on our own practices and those 
of local and international entrepreneurs, 
and we ‘hack’ these examples to support 
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startups in adapting them to their situ-
ation. To do so, we work with founders 
individually and match them with peers, 
mentors and potential partners, both lo-
cally and internationally.”

&& Pavle Krivokuća,  
Portfolio Manager & Mentor at Impact 
Hub Belgrade, Serbia

“Innovators need to be linked to a 
well-connected international network and 
have access to real-time market informa-
tion, know-how and capital. Otherwise 
they risk coming up with great research 
and technologies that never pass the 
threshold to the market or fail to reach 
their potential users.”

&& Cristina Toncu, Program Director at 
Techcelerator.Ro and x-Program Manager 
at RICAP, Romania

“Our ten-week program is specifically de-
signed to support founders with business 
essentials that help them kickstart their 
companies. Each week, experts from dif-
ferent industries share their knowledge 
and support founders in developing their 
businesses. Our workshops provide a 
mix of hard and soft skills, combined with 
unique experiences and a peer group of 

highly motivated founders, helping par-
ticipants to reach the next step in their 
entrepreneurial journey while enjoying an 
unforgettable summer together.”

&& Tanja Sternbauer,  
Co-Founder and Board Member at Female 
Founders Club, Austria

“The PwC Startup Collider acceleration 
program, realized under the wings of 
PwC, one of the most recognizable com-
panies in the world,  is a great opportunity 
for CEE startups focused on improving 
their business model and entering new 
markets. We are one of the strongest 
global brands, present in 157 countries 
worldwide. In Central and Eastern Europe 
alone, PwC has several thousand clients. 
Potentially, there are several thousand re-
cipients of the technologies developed by 
CEE startups undergoing acceleration at 
Startup Collider. Our customers eagerly 
await startups that are recommended by 
us and their technologies. Solutions de-
veloped by the participants of the Start-
up Collider program will be implemented 
as part of PwC services in Central and  
Eastern Europe, and thanks to PwC’s 
global position, they will gain new clients 
from all over the world.”

STARTUPS AND CORPORATES: 
STRONGER TOGETHER
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&& Magda Kwoska,  
Startup Collider Accelerator Project  
Manager at PwC Polska, Poland

“Innovation in industry requires more 
than just the creation of technology. It re-
quires accelerated commercialization or  
aptly called go-to-market processes. 
Many companies are searching new ways 
to rapidly validate the match between the 
market and their innovative ICT-intensive 
technology. The aim of the Accelerate 
project is to address head-on the ‘Euro-
pean Paradox’—great science, poor mar-
ketable innovations—and to create and 
accelerate services based on techno-
logical innovation, advanced processes, 
and new software technologies that will 
enable massive adoption of acceleration 
know-how in the European technological  
industry.”

&& George Suciu,  
R&D and Innovation Manager at BEIA 
Consult, Romania

“Things Have Changed” – 
Interview with Andrea Kozma, 
Director at CEU InnovationsLab

Andrea Kozma, the director of the 
CEU (Central European University) 

InnovationsLab and herself an alumna 
of CEU’s MBA and LLM programs, has 
worked in various senior legal and 
business roles at global companies in 
the CEE region and the UK. We asked 
her about the accelerator and incubator 
program at the CEU InnovationsLab, as 
well as the opportunities and challenges 
of startups in the CEE region.

In your opinion, what is the single best 
thing and the single worst thing running 
a startup in Central and Eastern Europe?
The best thing is the pool of talent we 
have here. There is something uniquely 
genuine about the people, who have the 
guts to go against all odds. The worst 
thing is the corrupt institutional ecosys-
tem and government managed funds.

What do you see as opportunities and 
challenges for the startups based in  
this region?
The concept of innovation and the con-
stant search for new technologies began 
to blossom fairly recently in this region, 
especially when compared with the rest 
of the world. But things have changed. 
The CEE region is now making a mark 
and moving into a new age of doing busi-
ness, with thriving local startup ecosys-
tems. More and more companies and 
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organizations are opening up to cooper-
ation with young tech companies and nu-
merous acceleration programs are being 
developed to offer support for new entre-
preneurs.
Yet the challenges startups face are 
many. They include those faced by all en-
trepreneurs, like the need for rapid growth, 
human resources and of course money. 
There is undoubtedly still a number of so-
cial and market differences compared to 
the rest of the world that startups from 
CEE need to overcome. But they do so 
successfully.

When establishing a startup with an in-
novative product or solution, you need to 
have experience in managing a business. 
New entrepreneurs typically lack the ex-
perience and knowledge necessary to ef-
fectively build a company and capitalize 
on their technologies.

It often turns out that the local market 
where the startup operates is still only in 
its infancy or is too small for the business 
to survive and grow successfully. Such a 
threat exists, particularly when there isn’t 
enough demand for a highly innovative 
product. In such cases, it is worth consid-
ering an expansion of business activity, 
including into foreign markets.

As for opportunities, a lot was said at CE-
SAwards. First and foremost, CEE coun-
tries are already famous for their human 
capital and innovation. Investors are 
increasingly eager to look this way, too. 
The development of new technologies, 
superbly progressive innovation and sup-
port from foreign investors are also con-
ducive to pioneering undertakings. This 
has become one of the best places to 
start up a startup, pun intended.

How do you see the role of accelerators in 
the development of the CEE startup eco-
system?
First and foremost, we are partners in 
creating an environment where startup 
teams can flourish. It is a mutual learning 
process, in which we learn from startups 
as much as they learn from us. Involve-
ment is key: we need to show that we are 
there for them, we want them to succeed, 
and we do everything we can. There has 
to be an ongoing conversation.

STARTUPS AND CORPORATES: 
STRONGER TOGETHER
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METHODOLOGY  
AND SOURCES

CESAwards has covered the CEE start-
up landscape working with various types 
of ecosystem players for a number of 
years. To prepare this report, we have 
used data from several online surveys of  
CESAwards partners and contestants, 
transcripts from the Grand Finale Day, 
a number of interviews, and various  
secondary sources.

While not all of our findings may pass a 
strict threshold for statistical relevance, 

we nevertheless feel they are very much 
in line with the perceptions gathered over 
a number of years and can therefore give 
you a useful picture of how players in the 
CEE startup ecosystem see themselves 
and their current challenges and oppor-
tunities.

For more information on startup life in 
CEE and beyond, we recommend the fol-
lowing publications, which we have also 
relied on in preparing this report:

This white paper has been compiled by CESAwards based on proprietary research and analysis, as well as 
the above-listed publicly available secondary sources. If you would like to quote our findings, you are wel-
come to do so by indicating CESAwards as the source, with a link to this white paper.

The Visegrad Start-
up Report by Mag-

dalena Beauchamp 
and Agnieszka 

Skala

The Acceleration 
Point: Why Now 
is the Time for 

European Venture 
Capital by Invest 

Europe

The State of Eu-
ropean Tech by 

Atomico

Startup  
Corporate by La 

French Tech

https://s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/uploads.mangoweb.org/shared-prod/aspeninstitutece.org/uploads/2017/06/Visegrad-Startup-Report-5.pdf
https://s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/uploads.mangoweb.org/shared-prod/aspeninstitutece.org/uploads/2017/06/Visegrad-Startup-Report-5.pdf
https://www.investeurope.eu/media/664430/InvestEurope_Acceleration-Point_VCReport_05072017.pdf
https://www.investeurope.eu/media/664430/InvestEurope_Acceleration-Point_VCReport_05072017.pdf
https://www.investeurope.eu/media/664430/InvestEurope_Acceleration-Point_VCReport_05072017.pdf
https://www.investeurope.eu/media/664430/InvestEurope_Acceleration-Point_VCReport_05072017.pdf
https://www.investeurope.eu/media/664430/InvestEurope_Acceleration-Point_VCReport_05072017.pdf
https://2017.stateofeuropeantech.com/
https://2017.stateofeuropeantech.com/
http://startups-grandsgroupes.lafrenchtech.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/171113_FT_WhitePaper_EN_vFinal.pdf
http://startups-grandsgroupes.lafrenchtech.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/171113_FT_WhitePaper_EN_vFinal.pdf
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EDITORS

JÓZSEF LAKINGER
Józsi has a long track record of working in different CEE regional roles 
and at some of the highly successful startups in the region, having 
also helped a number startups in growing their business. His stubborn 
diligence in digging deeper and deeper while editing parts of the report, 
together with his analysis of the data and insights on the various coun-
tries in the region, were immensely valuable.
 
CSABA KUCSERA
Csaba has held various academic roles and has worked at EU organi-
zations focusing on innovation. As a research methodology master-
mind, his strict adherence to rigorous standards was a great help in 
making the report more accurate.

DANIEL BODONYI
As the author of The People Book for Founders, an upcoming book 
based on interviews with 100+ startup founders and HR leaders on the 
organizational and people-related challenges startups face at the dif-
ferent stages of their growth, Daniel has contributed some of his own 
research to the report, and helped give it its final form applying a bit of 
stylistic polish.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jozsef-lakinger-9aa37230/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/csaba-kucsera-1b0281/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/danielbodonyi/
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SPECIAL THANKS

We would like to say special thanks to all the participants of the Grand 
Finale Day in Sofia, Bulgaria on November 23, 2017, and the other con-
tributors who helped make this report possible.

Special-special thanks are due to ABLE Bulgaria, and namely to Denitsa 
Simeonova and Kremena Despinova, our amazing regional Grand Finale 
Day partners in 2017.

Our Exclusive Regional Partners. In alphabetical order:

Bisnode

BlackBelt

Bridge to MassChallenge  
Warsaw

Codecool

DIGITAL|K

EO ClimLab

European Space Agency

GE

Google

Grafacity

Hungarian Intellectual  
Property Office

IBM

Omnilogy

PwC

SAP

Sparklab by NN

Startup Campus Berlin

Telenor Hungary

https://www.ablebulgaria.org/en
https://www.linkedin.com/in/denitsa-simeonova/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/denitsa-simeonova/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kremena-dervenkova/
https://www.bisnode.hu/
http://blackbelt.hu/
http://b2mcwarsaw.fpt.org.pl/
http://b2mcwarsaw.fpt.org.pl/
https://codecool.com/
http://digitalk.bg/2017/
http://eoclimlab.eu/
http://www.esa.int/ESA
http://www.ge.com/
http://www.google.com/
http://www.grafacity.eu/
http://www.sztnh.gov.hu/en
http://www.sztnh.gov.hu/en
https://www.ibm.com/hu-hu/
http://omnilogy.pl/
https://www.pwc.pl/en/startupcollider.html
https://www.sap.com/index.html
http://www.sparklab.cc/
http://startupcampusberlin.com/
https://www.telenor.hu/


PAGE    32

SPECIAL THANKS

All attendees of CESAwards 2017 CEE Ecosystem Summit.  
In alphabetical order:

Boriana Alexandrova, Daniel Alexiev, Kostadin Angelov, Angel 
Angelov, Tsvetan Asenov, Leona Aslanova, Silviya Atanasova, Krustina 
Atanassova, Ján Baláž, Zlatina Baleva, Maria Baruh, Radu Batori, 
Boyan Benev, Stan Beremski, Boyko Blagoev, Angel Blagoev, Ilian 
Bonev, Stephanie Bosseva, Inna Boyadzhieva, Ognyan Bozhilov, Judit 
Bozsanovics, Stela Chokoeva, Joanna Cichowska, Martin Ciz, Georgi 
Dangalov, Martin Danovsky, Marta Debska, Karina Delcheva, Deyan 
Denchev, Slav Denyakin, Ned Dervenkov, Kremena Despinova, Dimitar 
Dimitrov, Blagovesta Dlagatseva, Stefan Donchev, Karim El-Fil, Alex 
Feseto, Jovana Filipovic, Kristina Fischerova, Silvina Furnadzhieva, 
Nikolay G, Alexandar Galabov, Zoltan Galla, Sophie Geiblinger, Vladimir 
Genchev, Nikolay Georgiev, Ognyan Georgiev, Boris Georgiev, Nikol 
Georgieva, Yavor Gochev, Ana Gospodinova, Slavomir Hruska, Lyudmil 
Hubanov, Boyan I., Angel Ignatov, Hristian Ignev, Irina Ilieva, Velislav 
Ivanov, Stanislava Ivanova, Alexandra Ivanova, Jordan Jambazov, 
Momchil Jambazov, Georgi Kadrev, Mihal Kambarev, Krum Karadakov, 
Anton Kirkov, Dominika Kleinova, Patrik Kolek, Kosta Kolev, Eleonora 
Koleva, Kostas Kormentzas, Konstantin Kotsev, Andrea Kozma, Ivan 
Krouss, Konrad Kuzebski, Milos Lajtman, Jenia Lazarova, Petya Lipeva, 
Bartosz Lipnicki, Guillaume Lonchamp, Daniel Lorer, Peter Lozanov, 
Lukasz Lukaszewski, Miroslav Mandov, Belizar Marinov, Ferruccio 
Martinelli, Dani Mavrodieva, Piotr Mazur, Edina Megygyesi, Alexandru 
Mihailciuc, Vladislav Mihaylov, Diyan Mihaylov, Veliko Minkov, Stefan 
Mintov, Joanna Misiewicz, Matej Misik, Dimitar Mitkov, Tatyana 
Mitkova, Michał Mysiak, Vlad Neculai, Stoyan Nedin, Peter Neftelimov, 
Till Ohrmann, Waldemar Oldenburger, Jakub Paczuski, Theodora 
Palikarska, Zsofia Pataky, Martin Patsov, Viktor Petrov, Veselin Petrov, 
Sergey Petrov, Hristian Petrov, Peter Petrov, Viktor Petrov, Viktor Pulis, 
Dragoslav Radoicic, Todor Sarakchiev, Maximilian Schausberger, Teofil 
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Shikov, Nikolay Shopov, Sissi Simeonova, Julian Sofroniev, Tanya 
Soman, Filip Stanev, Aleksandra Starowicz, Borislav Stefanov, Rusalia 
Stefanova, Tanja Sternbauer, Krasimir Stoimenov, Ekaterina Stoyanova, 
Steven Sudy, Alex Sumin, David Szedely, Nikoletta Szirmay, Ramadan 
Tairov, Thibaut Taittinger, Miroslava Takacova, Nikola Tanev, Tibor 
Tarabek, Izabela Taskova, Atanas Terziev, Denitsa Tileva, Svetlana 
Todorova, Tom Tomov, Vladimir Tomov, Iva Tsenkova, Alex Tsvetkov, 
Gerald U., Savina Urdeva, Lora Vaseva, Svetoslav Vasilev, Liudmil 
Vassev, Momchil Vassilev, Sevdalina Vassileva, Vera Vezneva, Samuel 
Vilcek, Daniel Vu, Nikolina Vutova, Mirko Whitfield, Yannick Willemin, 
Nikola Yanev, Ivan Yankov, Daniel Yordanov, Bozhidar Yovchev, 
Zdravko Zdravkov, Kristina Zimmerova, Цветан Василев, Виктория 
Владимирова, Асен-Велислав Кирилов, Георги Сотиров, Ангел 
Станчев, ГРАЖИНА ХОРОНЖИКЕВИЧ, Иван Шарланджиев

And the team who made it happen, in alphabetical order:

Mark Downey, Business Development
András Fischer, All Rounder
Mátyás Halmos, Website & Content
Péter Kovács, CEO, Co-Founder
Erika Krisztián, Head of Operations
Ricardo Maia, Head of Relationships
Ábel Pocsai, Social Media Communications
Zsófi Tóth, Project Manager

Design by:

Gergely Ferencz, Art director

SPECIAL THANKS

https://www.linkedin.com/in/markdowney1975/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/andrasfischer/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/m%C3%A1ty%C3%A1s-halmos-75b409145/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kovacspeterjr/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/erikakrisztian/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/ricardo-maia-b7254964/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/%C3%A1bel-b-pocsai-4ab57b150/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/zsofiatoth/
http://greg.hu
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