
    T A L E N T . 
N A T U R E  O R  N U R T U R E ?

Capital #07
the world of NPM



2

If someone excels in a certain area and is clearly 
better than others, this often is attributed to an 

innate talent. But there is now broad consensus on 
the fact that catalysts are required for certain abilities 

'to turn' in talent. Intrapersonal catalysts such as 
curiosity, perseverance and motivation play an 

important role. But also contextual catalysts such as 
the presence of role models or growing up in a par-
ticular physical environment determine the coming 

to fruition of talent. And according to many also the 
happy coincidence cannot be overlooked.
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In this latest issue of Capital Magazine, we celebrate ‘Talent’ in all its manifestations – a subject that is close 

to NPM Capital’s heart. We take a closer look at the talent of people, but also at the talent of organisations 

to innovate, keep coming up with new ideas and approaches, and evolve to the next stage in their life cycle.

Talent needs to be developed to come to full fruition and we feel it is part of our role as investors to 

actively contribute to this process. That’s why we make targeted investments in developing leadership 

within our investee companies – a topic on which leadership expert Derk Egeler of consultancy firm De 

Transformatie Groep has some interesting thoughts to share in this issue.

As the lead article in this issue explains, it’s tricky to give a clear-cut definition of ‘talent’. While innate 

qualities certainly play a role, it is often the people around us who help to bring these qualities out into the 

light (or, in a less ideal scenario, keep them from coming to fruition). That’s also true in the workplace, 

where talent development depends on a host of different factors: just how large is the impact of the 

corporate culture, is a sense of enterprise ingrained in the organisation, to what extent is the Management 

Board on top of the latest trends, and how alert are the members of the Supervisory Board? Talent is the 

sum of many parts – the raw material is no guarantee in itself; it needs fertile soil to grow. And then there 

is the factor of ‘perspiration’: many accomplishments that tend to be attributed to talent are in fact the 

result of a lot of practice, a persistent focus and hard work. You will find several fascinating interviews in 

this issue that go to illustrate this.

Needless to say, talent also plays a significant role in our own company. We are fortunate to employ a team 

of highly talented specialists and dealmakers with extensive expertise in finance and economics. These 

dedicated men and women give the best of themselves every single day and encourage and inspire their 

colleagues to do the same. We even have a few multitalented people at our company, such as Vicky van 

den Broek, who manages to juggle her demanding role as an analyst at NPM with a career as a professional 

hockey player for one of the Netherlands’ top clubs. For this issue, she interviewed retired golf pro Alan 

Saddington of golf company Made in Scotland, who says that golf is ultimately about “playing by the rules 

and relying on your own confidence and instincts”. At the end of the day sporting success is also the sum 

of many parts – even just at a basic level, in terms of how many strikes it takes to get the ball into the hole. 

I hope this issue of Capital Magazine will bring you plenty of inspiration!

On behalf of NPM Capital's Investment Team,

Jeroen Drost

CEO NPM Capital

Talent is the sum of many parts
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As the inventor of the assembly line for the mass production 
of cars – ‘you can have any colour, as long as it’s black’ – 
Henry Ford is widely regarded as one of the most successful 
American entrepreneurs. It is less well known that he failed 
at his first attempts at career success. Henry Ford 
bankrupted himself no less than five times before 
building his huge automotive empire Ford Motor 
Company. For department store tycoon R.H. 
Macy the road to success was even less smooth. 
He started seven failed business before finally 
hitting it big with his first Macy’s store in 
New York City. 

HENRY FORD1

You may not have heard of Akio Morita but you’ve 
undoubtedly heard of his company, Sony. Sony’s first 
product was a rice cooker that unfortunately didn’t 
cook rice so much as burn it, selling less than 100 
units. Most people would give up at this point and 
settle for an office job, but not Morita. 
Undeterred by his first setback, he 
pushed forward to create a multi-billion 
dollar company. 

AKIO MORITA3

NOW YOU SEE IT
(NOW YOU DON’T)

Today Disney is one of the largest media 
conglomerates in the world, but founder 
Walt Disney himself had a bit of a rough 
start. The aspiring cartoonist was once 
fired by a newspaper editor because 
‘he lacked imagination and had no good 
ideas’. His first serious business, Laugh-O-Gram Studio, didn’t 
last long and ended in bankruptcy. Although Disney celebrated 
moderate success with the production of animation films through 
his next company, the Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio, he wasn’t 
able to get his first animated feature film, Snow White and the Seven 
Dwarfs, financed. And later, when production costs 

ballooned to USD 1.6 million – an enormous sum for a film budget in 1937 – he even had to 
take out a second mortgage on his home. But these costs were more than amply recovered 
as the film went on to become a massive hit worldwide, opening the door to 
Disney’s golden age of animation. Despite the stunning success of Snow White, 
Walt Disney still found himself on the verge of bankruptcy several times before 
reaching solid ground. 

WALT DISNEY

2
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Perhaps better known as ‘Colonel’ Sanders of Kentucky Fried 
Chicken, now one of the world’s largest fast food chains, Sanders 
had a hard time making even a modest living in his early career. 
He held down numerous jobs, including tram 
conductor, soldier, fireman and insurance 
salesman. It was only at the age of 40, when 
Sanders was running a petrol station with 
snack bar in Kentucky, that his 
famous chicken recipe caught on 
and he was able to open his first 
proper restaurant. 

HARLAND DAVID SANDERS6

4 Today, Honda is one of the largest companies of 
Japan, but Soichiro Honda’s career began with a 
series of failures. Honda was turned down by Toyota 
Motor Corporation after interviewing for a job as an 
engineer, leaving him jobless for quite some time. He 
started making scooters of his own in a 
shed in his back garden, and spurred on 
by his neighbours, finally started his own 
business. 

SOICHIRO HONDA

5 Bill Gates is a man 
who doesn’t need 
introduction. But he 
didn’t seem like a shoe-
in for success after 
dropping out of Harvard 
halfway through and 
starting a failed first 
business with Microsoft 
co-founder Paul Allen 
called Traf-O-Data. 

BILL GATESNOW YOU SEE IT
(NOW YOU DON’T)

It is generally thought that 
successful entrepreneurs possess 
special talents. How else could 
they have managed to come so 
far? The reality is, nevertheless, 
that many entrepreneurs who are 
at the top of their game today 
encountered numerous setbacks 
in the beginning of their career. 
6 examples of talents that didn’t 
stay down in the dumps.
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Scottish-born Alan Saddington, golf pro who immigrated to the Netherlands back in the 
1980s, currently devotes his time and energy to promoting golf in his adopted home 
country. Vicky van den Broek is a Dutch professional field hockey player at a club in the 
town of Laren, which she combines with a career at NPM Capital. The two athletes sat 
down for a chat about talent, upbringing and the Dutch penchant for structure and 
organisation. “Talent is only one of maybe 50 qualities you need to be successful.”

If they start moaning about 
the weather, you know they’re 
never going to get anywhere

Alan and Vicky are meeting at ‘The 
Dutch’, a golf club in Spijk. Vicky 
has hurried here straight from this 
morning’s training session. This is a 
crucial week for the centre forward: 
the season’s about to wrap up and her 
team still has a shot at winning the 
champion ship in the play-offs, but they 
must first face Den Bosch in a two-
match showdown. Like many of her 
fellow hockey pros, Vicky juggles two 
careers. She joined NPM Capital after 
earning her undergraduate degree in 
Economics and a Master’s in Finance, 
all the while competing at the highest 
level of the national league. “I’ll take 
a day off from work if necessary, since 
I feel I should be there at this stage of 
the competition.”

When Alan Saddington first arrived in 
the Netherlands 30 years ago he didn’t 
quite experience a culture shock, but, 
as he explains, he did find the two 
countries had completely different golf 
cultures. “At the time, the contrast was 
remarkable. The Netherlands had may-
be 30 golf courses at a push, whereas 
in Scotland golf is very much part of 

the national fabric; it’s deeply ingrained 
in the culture. Scottish kids grow up 
playing street golf the same way Dutch 
kids play street football.  

Vicky: “So, Alan, did you start playing 
at a young age?”

Alan: “Yes – I was five years old. It was 
instilled in me as a young boy that you 
need to take personal responsibility 
on the golf course. I recall my father 
sending me home on several occasions 
because I was complaining about the 
weather or the equipment. One lesson 
you quickly learn in golf is that you 
can’t blame others for a bad day on 
the course: when you’re off your game, 
it’s nobody’s fault but your own. Luck 
simply doesn’t play into it. If I shoot 
67 today and my opponent shoots 68, 
that means I’m the superior player. 
What about you? Did you always play 
field hockey?”

Vicky: “When I was around seven 
years old, my parents decided to sign 
me up for the local hockey league. 
They told me playing a team sport 

would be a good experience for me.” 

Alan: “To what extent were your 
family, friends, school and so on an 
influence when you were younger? 
When I first moved to the Netherlands, 
I noticed that academic performance 
is generally prized over athletic achieve-
ment. In Scotland it tends to be the 
other way around: if you’ve got a gift 
for sport, you owe it to yourself to put 
all your energy into developing your 
talent. Your education definitely takes 
a backseat.”

Vicky: “In my case, I knew my  
education would always come first.  
But you’re right that academic perform-
ance counts for a lot here. Some of 
my teammates weren’t even allowed to 
go to practice when their grades were 
slipping... What was your experience 
like? Did you simply realise at some 
point that you were good enough to 
turn pro?”

Alan: “Well, no, since the competition 
out there was fierce – Scotland has no 
shortage of good players. I think it’s 
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really down to willpower more than 
anything else. When I think about 
my boyhood heroes now, I realise in 
hindsight that they were the ones who 
ended up falling short of the mark, 
whereas those who were considered 
underachievers at the time defied 
people’s expectations and went on 
to have solid careers. For the longest 
time, I really couldn’t wrap my head 
around that. How could someone with 
such modest talents end up doing so 
well? Like I said, it’s all about will-
power. Perseverance. Also, you need to 
understand that in Scotland, sport isn’t 
organised nearly to the same degree 
as it is over here in the Netherlands. 
When I first arrived in this country 
I was surprised at seeing so many 
sporting facilities everywhere. All 
sports had their own fields and their 
own clubhouses. Since you’re so used 
to that system you don’t even give it a 
second thought, but I find that order 
and structure are really ingrained in the 
Dutch psyche. As for my own career, 
I was largely left to my own devices. 
Like in the game itself, I had to play by 
the rules and rely on my own confi-
dence and instincts.”

Vicky: “Did you always feel you had 
talent? Because, speaking for myself, 
for a long time I didn’t feel I was better 
than anyone else. You really only get 
a chance to show what you’re worth 
when you’re around 12 or so:
that’s when you might be selected for 
the upper leagues or regional teams, so 
you can get extra training hours. And 
when you’re a little older, you can start 
playing for the Dutch national team.” 

Alan: “I kind of struggle with the whole  
concept of talent. I mean, there are 
about 50 qualities you need to succeed 
in golf, and talent is one of them. If 
you want to be successful, you need to  
score at least a 7, 8 or 9 in all those areas.  

Vicky  
van den Broek

Place of birth
Voorburg, the Netherlands

First picked up a hockey stick 
in 2000

Sports career
2000

Cartouche, Voorburg

2003
Larensche Mixed Hockey Club

2010
Second highest national level at 

Schaerweijde hockey club

2011
Returned to Laren Ladies 1,  

Premier League

Prizes
2010

National champion, indoor hockey 
(Youth team A)

2012
Second place, Rabobank Premier 

League 

2012
European Club Champion (Euro 
Hockey Club Champions Cup) 

2013
Second place, Euro Hockey Club 

Champions Cup

Interview

And at the end of the day it mainly 
boils down to perseverance, willpower 
and mental toughness.”

Vicky: “You make it sound like the 
whole physical aspect doesn’t even 
come into it…”

Alan: “Well, the physical aspect is a 
given, something that’s essential. But 
it’s ultimately mental strength and 
other psychological factors that deter-
mine your success. I was once asked to 
hit a few balls with Joost Luiten. This 
was before he became the well-known 
golf pro. We’d walked maybe 200 
metres together and I’d watched him 
hit one ball, but I knew instantly: this 
is it; this guy is the genuine article. It 
was that look in his eye and the mental 
strength he revealed in the way he 
talked. But if you see someone who’s 
moaning about the weather or the 
conditions on the course, you know 
you can pretty much write them off. 
They’re never going to be one of the 
greats.”

Vicky: “What about you? Do you have 
a mental weak spot?”

Alan: “The fact that, in golf, you can’t 
blame anyone for your poor perform-
ance but yourself is something of a 
hazard. If things aren’t going your way 
you can take it very personally, and 
that can really end up working against 
you. When I was a full-time pro, my 
happiness was actually contingent on 
how well I did in golf. My identity 
was so bound up with golf that I could 
only think of myself as ‘Alan the Golf 
Pro.’ I think that’s why I had to quit 
when I did: it started to consume my 
life. Now, when I play a tournament, 
I get much more enjoyment out of the 
game than I did back then. When I hit 
a bunker shot, I know I’ll be back at 
my day job the next day. Golf was my 
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“The more you focus, the 
more it starts affecting 
your performance and 

the tenser you become. 
There’s something inherently 

contrary in that process”

be-all and end-all, and that’s simply not 
healthy – it wasn’t for me, in any case.”

Vicky: “When you’re part of a team, 
there are two possible scenarios. 
Either you and your teammates have 
that winning dynamic where you 
draw strength from each other, or 
the team dynamic is all wrong and 
everyone ends up blaming everyone 
else. It’s hard to pull yourself up by 
your bootstraps in such a situation. 
Of course, you can discuss everything 
with your teammates afterwards and 
get on with the game, but making that 
mental switch during the match is one 
of the hardest things for a team to do. 
How did you deal with the inevitable 
frustration of playing a weak game? 
Did you usually manage to turn things 
around and be back on top the next 
time you played?”

Alan: “I would sometimes take a long 
time to get over it, because I took it 
all so personally. Didn’t I train hard 
enough? Am I not good enough? I 
would analyse myself and my perceived 
weaknesses to death. There’s something 
inherently contrary in that, because 
the more you focus, the more it starts 
affecting your performance and the 
tenser you become. But if you start 
relaxing and decide to go with the flow, 
you’ll find your game improving 
instantly. It’s an odd dynamic, and 
although you’re aware of that it’s always 
hard to get into what they call ‘the 
zone’. That might happen once or 
twice a year, if you’re lucky.” 

Vicky: “I definitely hear what you’re 
saying. It seems to me the mental com-
ponent is even more important in golf 
than in hockey; my sport is more about 
using your instincts in that sense. But 
other aspects, like the perseverance 
you mentioned and the ability to deal 
with setbacks or injuries are every bit as 

important in my game. So you need to 
have the right kind of personality, to be 
willing to go for it and not give up. I’m 
also aware that I do have individual 
talents – I’m a good scorer and can be 
dominant on the field – but hockey is 
a quintessential team sport. And team 
dynamic is something very elusive 
that’s created by the interaction bet-
ween you and your teammates.”

Alan: “I see where you’re coming from. 
All players have their own individual 
strengths, but they are no guarantee for 
success. And if you’re very confident 
about your abilities, you risk getting 
complacent. You should never take 
anything for granted.”

Vicky: “Would you say the sports 
infrastructure we have in place in 
the Netherlands can benefit you in 
that respect? I mean, there’s so much 
pressure on teams, coaches and players 
that you can never really get away with 
errors or laziness.”

Alan: “Well, the system works; it’s as 
simple as that. Dutch hockey players 
have been among the best in the world 
for many years. How is that possible? 
Their success is disproportionate to the 
size of the population, after all, espe-
cially when you compare Holland with 
the likes of India and Pakistan. The 
structure we mentioned is one factor, 
but I would say culture definitely plays 
a big part as well. The environment 
in which you develop as an athlete is 
simply very important.”

Alan Saddington

Place of birth
Sanquhar, Scotland

First picked up a golf club 
at age 5 (he is now almost 50)

Sports career
1986

Immigrated to the Netherlands/
Professional at De Hilversumsche 

and De Haar golf clubs

1988 - 1997
Tour Player; golf pro competing in 

tournaments worldwide

1998
Established golf association Made 

in Scotland (along with partners 
Mauk de Booy, David Burnside 

and Jonas Saxton)

2010
Made in Scotland opened ‘The 

Dutch’ golf course 

2012
European Senior Tour

Prizes
1992

European PGA Team Champions 
(representing PGA Holland)

Various Dutch tournament victories

Two-time Dutch champion  
of senior tournament
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The fine line between  
nature and nurture 

One question that has been debated by psychologists for 

decades is whether exceptional performance in, for example, 

 sports, the arts, science or entrepreneur ship is a learned skill 

or an innate talent. If it is an innate ability, what are the traits 

that define the best and drive success? The idea of innate talent 

as the defining factor for success has been losing ground in 

recent years in particular. It has become increasingly clear that 

outstanding achievement always goes hand in hand with hard 

work and steady practice. It can also be the result of fortuitous 

circumstances. Sometimes the key to success is being at the 

right place at the right time with the right idea, in which case 

talent is a matter of sheer luck.

1313
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the age of 15, Stan Smith was 

rejected from being a tennis 

ball boy because he was “far too 

clumsy” according to his train-

er. He would go on to achieve the 

ranking of number 1 tennis play-

er in the world. The famous opera 

singer Enrico Caruso’s teacher said 

he couldn’t sing. “Great band, but I 

would replace the lead singer” was 

said about rock legend Mick Jagger 

by his impresario. As a young boy, 

Thomas Edison’s teachers told him 

he was “too stupid to learn any-

thing”. Dutch football coach Guus 

Hiddink claimed football player 

Klaas-Jan Huntelaar didn’t have 

“what it takes to reach the top”. 

Beethoven’s music teacher once 

told him that he was “a hopeless 

composer”. Albert Einstein did not 

speak until he was four and did not  

read until he was seven, causing 

his teachers and parents to think 

he was mentally disabled. The 

first conqueror of Mount Everest, 

Edmund Hilary, was at first a shy 

figure who provoked the despair 

of the gym instructor: “What will 

they send me next?” After his first 

audition, Sidney Poitier was told 

by the casting director, “Why don’t 

you stop wasting people’s time and 

go out and become a dishwasher or 

something?” Instead, he went on to 

break new ground by becoming the 

first black actor to win an Oscar for 

best actor in 1963.

These are just a few quotes from  

the list ‘50 Famously Successful 

People Who Failed At First’ on www.

onlinecollege.org. But you can find 

numerous anecdotes on the internet 

of world-famous people whose tal-

ents were not recognised initially or 

for a long period of time. What these 

interesting stories tell us is that talent 

is an elusive phenomenon, some-

thing that is not always tangible and 

often isn’t observed in advance but in 

retrospect. 

So it is not surprising that the con-

cept of talent is a controversial one 

from a scientific perspective. Ameri-

can psychologist Benjamin Bloom 

published a study in 1985 entitled 

Developing Talents in Young People in 

which he studied what contributed 

to the greatness of talented individ-

uals. He came to the conclusion that 

none of the studied individuals had 

a proven talent in some area during 

their school years. He suggested that 

high achievement is largely the result 

environmental factors. Bloom: “We 

were looking for exceptional kids, 

and what we found were exceptional 

conditions.”

Rare bird
Bestseller author and management 

guru Malcolm Gladwell claims that 

it is not so much talent that deter-

mines how far a person will rise but 

a combination of factors, such as the 

environment a person grows up in, 

the mentors they have, and some-

thing best described as ‘fortuitous 

circumstances’. In his book Outliners, 

Gladwell examines the factors that 

contribute to high levels of success 

of various individuals. He looks at, 

for instance, Bill Gates. As a child, 

Gates was exceptionally competitive 

The talent debate
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– a trait which runs in the family. 

But what mainly contributed to him 

becoming a fabulously successful 

entrepreneur was the fact that he was 

able to attend an elite private school 

where he had unlimited access to a 

computer terminal. As Gates himself 

says, this was one in ‘a series of for-

tunate events’ that led him to be that 

rare bird in the world having access 

to the technology he used to develop 

his programming skills during the 

computer revolution. 

Add to that the fact that he worked 

until the wee hours of the morning 

on numerous occasions, because this 

was the only time the terminal was 

available. This is where another aspect 

that is often mentioned in relation 

to talent comes around the corner: 

‘deliberate practice’, a concept intro-

duced by Anders Ericsson, a Swedish 

born psychologist and psychology 

professor at Florida State University. 

In 1993, Ericsson published a paper 

in the Psychological Review that would 

later become famous, in which he 

showed on the basis of biographic 

data that the most celebrated violin-

ists in history also had spent the most 

time practising.

He concluded: “It’s complicated 

explaining how genius or expertise 

is created and why it’s so rare. But 

it isn’t magic, and it isn’t born. It 

happens because some critical things 

line up so that a person of good 

intelligence can put in the sustained, 

focused effort it takes to achieve 

extraordinary mastery. These people 

don’t necessarily have an especial-

ly high IQ, but they almost always 

have very supportive environments, 

and they almost always have impor-

tant mentors. And the one thing they 

always have is this incredible invest-

ment of effort.”

Practice, practice, practice
In short, what Ericsson’s paper boils 

down to is ‘practice makes perfect’. 

The same conclusion was drawn sev-

eral years later by British psycholo-

gists Michael Howe, Jane Davidson 

and John Sloboda. In their article 

Innate talents: reality or myth? they 

claim that believing in (innate) talent 

is not necessarily irrational. However, 

there is no evidence to support that 

talent is more important than train-

ing and practice. According to Howe, 

the special musical expressivity that 

music teachers often refer to as ‘tal-

ent’ is not innate. It emerges spon-

taneously as a result of early musical 

learning experiences, encouragement 

from family and teachers, and above 

all, extended deliberate practice.

Having said that, the psychologists 

don’t deny that musical talent could 

have an innate basis. But no struc-

tural differences between people 

were observed. It was also Howe 

who coined the ‘10,000 hour rule’, 

which states that practising a task 

for 10,000 hours creates expertise 

in that task. By age 21, top violinists 

have had more than 10,000 hours of 

practice each, while less able con-

servatory students have had only 

4,000 to 5,000 hours of practice. 

And the number practice hours put 

in by amateur violinists pales by 

comparison. 

Author Malcolm Gladwell also talks 

about the 10,000 hour rule as a key 

factor in achieving mastery. Gladwell 

argues that even with top athletes it 

isn’t clear whether their superior  

physical ability makes it easier to 

cope with their training regime, or 

whether their training regime  

contributes to their superior physical 

ability. 

This leads to the question if anyone 

can achieve greatness in a certain 

field if they practice long enough. Is 

practice all it takes to be able to play 

the piano as well as Arthur Rubinstein 

or skate as fast as Sven Kramer? This 

feels counterintuitive and indeed gives 

the wrong impression of deliberate 

practice, says Ericsson in his latest 

book Peak: Secrets from the New Science 

of Expertise, in which he tries to set 

straight misconceptions about the 

10,000 hour rule. 

Mental representations

First, Ericsson claims, the ‘10,000 

hour rule’ is not a rule and it’s not 

an exact number. You should see it 

as a metaphor for many hours of 

deliberate practice and the fact that 

10.000 hour
Each top violinist has 
had at least 10,000 
hours of violin practice 
by the age of 21
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practice always leads to a higher level 

of expertise.  

Ericsson continues to say that it’s a 

misconception that the 10,000 hour 

rule means that natural or innate 

talent comes to the surface by many 

hours of practising by yourself. 

There’s little point in deliberate prac-

tice without guidance from a good 

mentor, coach or teacher willing to 

give immediate feedback on your 

performance. Structural practice 

without a clear, predefined goal or 

level is also pointless. This is where 

the concept of mental representa-

tions is introduced. According to 

the author, high achievers are better 

able to visualise the desired level of 

performance in a domain and work 

towards that goal, step by step. They 

also have an above-average focus on 

abilities they don’t (yet) master and 

tend to focus less on abilities they 

already master. 

The power of practice lies not in the 

repetition itself, but in the relent-

less desire to try out new things. 

According to Ericsson, experience is 

overrated. For example, he states that 

a surgeon with 30 years’ experience 

isn’t necessarily better, but worse 

at his job than a surgeon who left 

medical school three years ago. If 30 

years’ experience equals 30 years of 

16

“If you, as a manager, believe 

in your heart of hearts that 

genetics is the defining factor 

for success, you may not be 

inclined to invest time and 

energy in certain people, 

whereas if you believe that 

practice and training does make 

a difference, you will probably 

send the same employees on 

a training course or arrange 

coaching for them. I’m not 

saying that one approach is 

better than the other but it is 

important to be aware of these 

kinds of mechanisms.”

Prof. Nico van Yperen, 

University of Groningen

More practice always 
leads to a higher level 
of expertise

More

The talent debate
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working inside your comfort zone, 

then this will decrease rather than 

increase your performance capabil-

ities. Last but not least, it’s the flight 

hours that count. Watching foot-

ball for 10,000 hours doesn’t make 

anyone an excellent left winger. 

Although knowing exactly how to 

do something is a prerequisite for 

expertise, it’s the doing that makes 

the difference. 

Ericsson’s insights seem to be con-

firmed by the results of a recent 

study carried out at Michigan State 

University, in which 14 studies of 

chess players and musicians were 

analysed, looking specifically at how 

practice was related to differences in 

performance. The researchers found 

that practice accounted for only part 

of the level of performance people 

achieve in learning complex skills. 

The rest of the skill difference could 

be explained by factors such as intel-

ligence or innate ability, and the age 

at which people start the particular 

activity. Head researcher Zach  

Hambrick believes that this explains 

why some people do reach an elite 

level of performance without copious 

practice, while other people fail to do 

so despite copious practice.

Talent is a mindset

Nico van Yperen, psychology professor 

at the University of Groningen (RUG), 

says there are numerous studies that 

show that the predictor for perform-

ance and/or talent development is 

a sum of different factors, including 

domain-specific skills (e.g. superior 

musical memory or above-average 

eye-hand coordination), practice, and 

opportunity or fortuitous circum-

stances. All these factors are more or 

less equally important for exceptional 

performance and the degree to which 

they are presented will vary depending 

on the individual. 

In this context, Van Yperen refers to 

the work of the American psychologist 

Carol Dweck, who has been gather-

ing insights into student motivation 

and performance for three decades. 

He says: “Dweck’s research shows that 

whether or not you are ‘talented’ is in 

fact a mindset. Mindsets are beliefs – 

beliefs about yourself and your most 

basic qualities. For example, if you 

strongly believe that you don’t have 

the right genes to accomplish a certain 

task, you might as well give up trying. 

On the other hand, if you strong-

ly believe in your ability to improve 

through practice and training, you 

have the mindset that will take you far. 

But how far exactly often depends on 

innate factors.”

Especially in the sports world it is true 

that athletic potential has become 

part of our double helix, according to 

Van Yperen. Various studies have been 

conducted into the role of genetic 

variation in the adaptation to regular 

physical activity, including by the US 

National Institute of Health Heritage 

and geneticist Dr Claude Bouchard. 

These studies showed that people who 

were subjected to identical exercise 

programmes for a long period of time 

showed a wide range of responses that 

could only be explained genetically. 

Van Yperen: “These studies focused 

on the effect of exercise on cardiovas-

cular and metabolic variables such as 

oxygen intake, heart rate and stroke 

volume. The study reported a spec-

tacular rise in oxygen consumption 

of 50% or more in a small part of the 

respondents. However, the same num-

ber of respondents showed little or no 

gain in maximal oxygen intake despite 

intensive exercise training. In short, 

everyone can benefit from exercise 

but some people get fitter than others, 

depending on their genetic predis-

position.”

Perseverance and resilience

According to Van Yperen, motivation 

is another factor that plays a signifi-

cant role. Most people strive for a level 

of effortlessness in carrying out daily 

activities, and then switch to a process 

called ‘thoughtless automation’. High 

performers appear to be much more 

focused on improvement through 

planning, controlling and analysing 

their actions. In other words, the drive 

to keep improving performance is 

linked to the development of talent. 

“Paradoxically, sometimes a lack of 

talent can trigger great achievements,” 

the Groningen professor continues. 

“One of my favourite examples is of 

Falko Zandstra and Rintje Ritsma. Both 

contemporaries with a long and  

successful career as speed skaters.  

Zandstra was a natural talent, who 

trained relatively little, had a life 

Drive
The drive to keep im-
proving performance is 
linked to the develop-
ment of ‘talent’
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same people on a training course or 

arrange coaching for them. I’m not 

saying that one approach is better than 

the other but it is important to be 

aware of these kinds of mechanisms.”

There are plenty of examples in the 

sports world as well that demonstrate 

that believing in talent can have disas-

trous effects. Children who are born 

in the first three months of the year 

are more likely to be labelled as talent-

ed than their younger classmates and 

therefore receive more encouragement 

and support to develop their ‘talent’. A 

young football player whose birthday 

is in January is more likely be re - 

cruited and professionally trained, 

whereas a child whose birthday is 

in December is not selected and will 

continue to be trained at his amateur 

club by his enthusiastic father. This 

mechanism causes the January child 

to get more feedback, practice and 

games to play which, in a few years’ 

time, will translate into better  

perform ance compared to the  

December child. Researchers have 

looked at football in England and 

ice hockey in Canada and found that 

more athletes are born in the first half 

versus the second half of the year. In 

the scientific world this phenomenon 

is known as the ‘relative age effect’. 

An over-representation of early-born 

participation is also evident in educa-

tion. Belgian research has shown that 

the youngest pupils are 15% less likely 

to pursue post-secondary studies and 

gain acceptance into universities than 

their relatively older peers. Van Yperen: 

“And this has nothing to do with lack 

of talent.”

outside the skating rink and still won 

practically every match. Ritsma had 

to work very hard, couldn’t afford to 

take his focus off skating, yet never-

theless lost many matches. But despite 

these setbacks, he kept pushing for-

ward. When at a certain point in his 

career Zandstra was faced with serious 

competition, he didn’t know what to 

do and his speed skating career ended 

abruptly. Ritsma, on the other hand, 

knew how to cope with competition. 

He continued to refine his technique 

and material, just like he had always 

done. So the question is: Are perse-

verance and resilience more important 

than talent to achieve success? And: To 

what extent are perseverance and resil-

ience down to nature or nurture?” 

One thing is certain, the debate on 

the importance of talent is still open. 

“But this doesn’t make it less  

relevant,” says Van Yperen, who is 

currently recruiting RUG students for 

a new internationally-oriented Mas-

ter’s programme Talent Development 

& Creativity (stairwaytotalent.nl). Van 

Yperen: “Of course, you can say that 

it doesn’t matter whether or not you 

believe in the concept of innate talent. 

However, the practical implications 

can be complex. If you, as a manager,  

believe in your heart of hearts that 

genetics is the defining factor for  

success, you may not be inclined to 

invest time and energy in certain  

people, whereas if you believe that 

practice and training does make a 

difference, you will probably send the 

Debate
One thing is certain: 
the debate on the 
importance of talent is 
still open

The talent debate
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In a 2014 article published in The Harvard Business 

Review, Netflix’ former Chief Talent Officer Patty 

McCord presented a number of key talent man-

agement tenets she adopted during her time at 

the company, which coincided with its whirl-

wind growth. Having started out as a DVD-by-

mail rental service, Netflix is currently one of the 

market’s leading providers of streaming content. 

Alongside such American-style truisms as “Hire, 

Reward, and Tolerate Only Fully Formed Adults” 

and “Tell the Truth About Performance” McCord 

shares a number of genuinely worthwhile insights. 

Case in point: the issue of employees whose skills 

are extremely valuable to the company in a cer-

tain development phase but which lose their 

relevance as the company transitions to the next 

level. In that case, she argues, it’s better for both 

the company and the employee in question to let 

them go.

Many Dutch companies invest heavily in re- 

cruiting and attracting new talent and there is a 

growing body of literature on how to retain and 

motivate talented employees. However, in practice 

this priority often ends up falling by the wayside. 

Once the talent is on board, they are assigned 

to a specific department and the responsibility 

for their further development then lies with the 

department manager. Not surprisingly, this leads 

to a restrictive approach whereby their skill set 

is developed to best serve that specific setting, 

when in fact effective talent development extends 

beyond departmental boundaries and must 

be directed from the top. During my tenure at  

General Electric in the US, the company’s then 

CEO Jack Welch was personally involved in the 

development of high potentials and decided when 

it was time for them to be transferred to another 

business unit.

Granted, GE is a massive corporation with the 

kind of resources at its disposal that allow for such 

an approach. For smaller businesses, an effect-

ive approach to talent development must reflect 

McCord’s findings: you need to let the talent go 

after a certain amount of time, since they have 

learned as much as they could at your organisa-

tion and would do well to continue the growth 

curve elsewhere. However, virtually all HR direct-

ors have a hard time accepting this – which is why 

I keep telling them that identifying, attracting and 

developing talent in the current constellation is 

the responsibility of the board. Another Harvard 

Business Review article titled ‘People Before Strat-

egy’ suggests that HR directors should be equal to 

CEOs and CFOs in the boardroom. This new-style 

HR director would focus on ‘casting’ the organ-

isation, while the other responsibilities of current 

HR directors (including a growing focus on HR 

analytics) should fall within the remit of the CFO.

We are currently seeing the effects of recent work-

place trends. Many talented people end up getting 

stuck mid-career. Sure, they may be ‘motivated and 

retained’ by their employer through bonuses and all 

manner of fringe benefits, but they’re not given the 

opportunity to further develop their talents. Even if, 

in many cases, they will still be 20-odd years away 

from retirement. The Dutch corporate world wastes 

a lot of talent this way, but there is an alternative: 

developing a new perspective on employment  

relationships and ceasing to offer managers perma-

nent contracts. Reid Hoffman, founder and CEO of 

LinkedIn, proposes this very idea in his book The 

Alliance: Managing Talent in the Networked Age. Reid 

and his co-authors Ben Casnocha and Chris Yeh 

argue the merits of short-term contracts (with a 

term of 3 to 5 years) under which the company 

and its employees regard each other as allies in a 

‘tour of duty’ toward achieving a specific project 

result. On expiry of the contract they then review 

the alliance and decide whether or not to renew. 

Employees are responsible for managing their own 

careers. This helps create multi-company, multi- 

industry and multi-position careers, ensuring that 

talented workers remain employable throughout 

their working lives. Companies will then also be 

able to offer short-term contracts to employees 

in the later stages of their career. After all, talent is 

bound by neither time nor age.

Jan Schaap 
has over  
30 years of  
experience in 
executive search 
in a variety of 
industries and 
in numerous 
executive and 
non-executive 
roles

Opinion

Talent: not bound by time or age

‘Cease offering permanent contracts to managers’
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Born 
leader
Derk Egeler (54) is a partner in De Transformatiegroep. 

They developed a special leadership programme for the 

CEOs and CFOs of the NPM Capital companies, partly in 

association with TIAS Business School. Capital Magazine 

asks them if there is such a thing as talent for leadership 

and, if so, how is it developed?
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It’s common to say that someone is a 

‘born leader’. This would imply that 

leadership is an innate quality rather 

than a learned way of acting and 

communicating. What is your own take 

on this?

“I think leadership is certainly a 

quality that’s intrinsic to some 

degree, but also that we can learn 

throughout our careers about what 

is and isn’t effective in that regard. 

Since talking about ‘leadership’ in 

a general sense isn’t particularly 

helpful, I’ll first tell you how I 

personally define leadership, which 

is ‘making connections’. I would 

describe a leader as someone 

who can connect the old and new 

generations, the old with the new 

economy, and different cultures 

and religions… I would say that 

the ability to make connections is 

the most important quality the type 

of leader our society needs today 

should possess.”

Many people think that leadership 

primarily involves having a vision, being 

in control, and guiding others… 

“There used to be this belief when it 

came to leadership that you always 

had to defer to your superiors: 

‘The boss knows best,’ and all that. 

In a business culture with a deeply 

Leadership

entrenched hierarchical structure, 

people will look to the leader as 

the person who tells them what 

needs to be done. And sure, they 

would expect that person to have 

a certain vision and to always lead 

by example. But I don’t think that 

particular definition of leadership 

really holds up today. Our society 

has simply changed too much, 

and while Dutch society used to 

be neatly compartmentalised along 

religious, social and political lines, 

those lines have become completely 

blurred today. With that social 

stratification now gone, what makes 

the difference in our society is the 

ability to bring people together.”

You have written that ‘you can only lead 

others if you know how to lead yourself’. 

What exactly do you mean by that?

“It means you can be a true leader 

only if you’re able to address your 

own questions and doubts and are 

not afraid to pursue your dreams 

and ambitions. If you’re grounded 

and stay connected with yourself, 

it becomes a lot easier to connect 

as a leader with others members of 

your team, for example. Leadership 

means you don’t present yourself as 

someone who has all the answers, 

but as someone who is also flawed – 

yet who is not afraid to explore the 

strength of our differences.” 

You are the chairman of the Foundation 

for Natural Leadership. The name of this 

organisation would also suggest that 

leader ship is inborn... Can you enlighten 

us?

“If we define leadership as the 

ability to connect, that would 

suggest that we are all potential 

leaders, since we all have that 

ability, the gift of connecting 

with those around us. But like I 

said, that requires that you lead 

yourself first. And that’s what 

our Foundation aspires to do: 

encouraging businesspeople to 

connect with themselves, so as to 

enable them to connect with others. 

Our philosophy is that the key to 

this is nature, since in the natural 

world everything is connected with 

each other by definition. That’s why 

we organise trails for our members, 

where we spend several days in 

the African wilderness or in the 

mountains, without mobile phones, 

laptops and broadband connections 

but with plenty of light, air and 

wide-open space. This allows the 

participants to slowly reconnect 

with themselves over the course of 

the trip. At the airport before taking 

off, you’ll still see them making calls 

and wheeling and dealing, but after 
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two or three days they undergo a 

transformation. That’s when they 

finally have time for reflection. How 

do I handle my responsibilities? To 

what extent have I internalised my 

parents’ behavioural patterns? Is the 

type of behaviour that was effective 

20 years ago to mobilise others still 

effective today? And finally, do I still 

dare to have dreams – both personal 

aspirations and business goals?”

Experience has shown that shareholders 

in particular tend to take a dim view of 

CEOs whose leadership is based on a long-

term vision of the bigger picture. In their 

view, a leader is only as good as his last 

quarterly results.

“Yes, and that’s something that 

puts many CEOs in a bit of a 

bind. They have to find a balance 

between strong short-term stock 

performance on the AEX index to 

keep the shareholders happy and 

pursuing that long-term vision or 

dream, if you will, they have in 

mind for their company. I’m not 

going to pretend that it’s always 

smooth sailing – that’s why you 

also get successful leaders who have 

less of a gift for connecting people 

but who are more domineering 

or have a very strong vision – like 

Steve Jobs. There are many ways that 

lead to Rome. But in cases like that 

Value creation model

According to Derk Egeler, a unique perspective on value 
creation and building high-performance teams are essential 
to unleashing people’s full potential.

1.   Developing a perspective on value creation      
 The foundation is having a unique perspective on creating 
value for customers, shareholders and other stakeholders. 

 
2.  Create high-performance teams
       High-performance teams are essential to creating value  

based on this shared perspective. 
 
3.   Use the organisation’s full potential
       Organisations harbour massive potential in terms of 

knowledge, creativity and intrinsic motivation. Successful 
organisations focus on discovering this potential together 
with all their employees and to exploit it through inspiring 
leadership. This ensures that everyone feels responsible for 
creating an impact and producing results together.
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you’ll at least need to hire a liaison 

officer of some sort, someone who 

can communicate with the rest of 

the organisation so as to bridge 

whatever gap may exist.”

Your own leadership credentials are pretty 

impressive. How do you see yourself? 

“I’ve spent my entire life bringing 

people together and finding people 

in my team who were better than 

I at certain aspects of my job. I 

also made a point of seeking out 

industries – first unconsciously 

and later consciously – that had 

corporate cultures where my talent 

to connect people would serve 

me well. The beverage industry, 

for example, is heavy on fun and 

entertainment: it’s an industry 

where you’ll often find yourself 

chatting with customers about the 

finer things in life. I eventually made 

it to CEO of Remy Cointreau in 

the Netherlands, and that’s when I 

noticed certain changes and the fact 

that I was mainly concerned with 

creating shareholder value. It’s not 

that I didn’t know how to do that, 

but it wasn’t what made me happy. 

So I ended up doing what I enjoyed 

more than anything: working with 

top executives and using team 

mediation as a resource. Looking 

back now, I would say that I’m good 

in some areas of leadership and 

weaker in others. I also freely admit 

that there are other industries in 

which I wouldn’t have got nearly as 

far as I did, simply because I would 

have had to meet a different set of 

demands.”

You were commissioned by NPM Capital 

to develop a leadership programme for 

the CEOs and CFOs of our investee 

companies, partly in association with TIAS 

Business School. Can you tell us a little 

more about that?

“I would like to say first of all that 

I appreciate the fact that a company 

like NPM recognises the importance 

of connective leadership and is 

willing to invest in it without 

demanding any sort of influence 

or control over the programme. To 

me, that shows great confidence and 

trust in the managers participating 

in the programme. The programme 

is divided into four modules. The 

first module centres on personal 

leadership, which we define as 

effectively knowing, influencing and 

motivating yourself and others. 

In the next module, we focus on 

the strategy and the relationships 

with stakeholders, shareholders 

and the government. The module 

after that will examine innovation 

as a condition for survival and we 

conclude the programme with an 

Alpine trail where these aspects 

all come together. So we’re only 

at the halfway point right now, 

but we have already essentially 

created a strong support and 

feedback group, with a really special 

dynamic between younger and 

older participants and people with 

various levels of experience bonding 

together and contributing to each 

other’s development.”

Final question: wouldn’t you say the 

‘perfect’ form of leadership depends on the 

situational context first and foremost?

“If you mean to say that 

organisations might need different 

types of leaders at different stages 

of their life cycle, I would say: 

yes. But that’s why it’s so good for 

managers to take time out to reflect 

on all that at regular intervals: am I 

still the right guy for this job? Am 

I getting to use my talents to their 

full potential at this stage of the 

company’s development? Those are 

not the types of questions you ask 

yourself when you’re spending 70 

hours a week running the business, 

but all the more so in the type of 

‘safe space’ we provide. That’s part 

of what makes our approach so 

valuable.”

Leadership
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material. Since they have built this 

real bond of trust, they learn a lot 

from each other, not just in the 

context of the modules but outside 

the programme as well. They’ll 

phone someone in the group to 

ask how they solved a particular 

problem in the past or to get them 

to help out with a current situation. 

In the past I would have thought 

twice before doing that, but I’ve no 

qualms about it at all now and I feel 

it’s been a tremendous asset in so 

many ways.”

Personal leadership

“The first module focused mainly on 

ways to define personal leadership. 

This may seem obvious, but virtually 

all CEOs struggle with work-life 

balance issues. There’s always the 

danger that you’ll pour most of your 

energy into your work, when in 

fact it’s the satisfaction you get from 

your personal life that contributes to 

your overall wellbeing – which  

is exactly what you need to be a 

good leader. 

In the second module, we looked 

at the strategy and relationships 

with stakeholders. The CEOs were 

challenged to really put on their 

thinking caps and reflect on where 

they intended to take the company 

– how persuasive are you when 

you’re making your point to a group 

of seasoned peers? I personally 

found the interaction very valuable, 

since you’re talking about issues 

“All credit goes out to NPM Capital 

for facilitating this programme. 

Some investors want to create 

synergy by partnering with other 

companies in areas like purchasing, 

but NPM Capital is really looking 

for ways to strengthen the business 

of its investee companies by helping 

them to improve their leadership 

skills. And it’s been proven to work. 

Since we’re working with twelve 

CEOs from a cross-section of 

companies in different industries, 

you can bounce ideas off of each 

other in a way that you really can’t 

in your own workplace. It certainly 

helps that NPM makes a point of 

allowing the management of its 

investee companies maximum 

freedom in setting their own 

strategy, rather than forcing them 

to adopt some one-size-fits-all 

approach.

The participants have developed 

a strong bond with each other in 

very little time: they may have been 

a little cautious at first, but they’re 

now at a stage where they’re very 

open and personal with each other 

and are truly engaged with the 

HAK CEO Timo Hoogeboom on the NPM Capital’s Leadership Programme:

that normally wouldn’t come up 

in regular interactions with your 

fellow management team members, 

due to, I suppose, a certain type 

of myopia that’s part and parcel of 

many corporate settings.”

Integrated strategy

“The most valuable lesson I’ve 

learned so far is that, as a leader, 

you run the risk of putting the 

short-term interest of the company 

first when setting your strategy. 

There’s only one real strategy and 

that’s creating long-term value for 

the company and the stakeholders, 

including the shareholder.”

“Small steps can sometimes    
 have a major positive impact”

Timo Hoogeboom, one of the Leadership  

Programme's participants

The participants of the 
Leadership programme are 
supported in answering 
questions such as: what 
drives you, what gives you 
energy and what are your 
company’s values?
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The IT Channel Company, an international IT service 
provider based in the Netherlands, has spent the past two 
years developing OneBizz, a new, fully integrated business 
software suite for small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs). As TICC board member and OneBizz CEO 
Joop van Voorthuijsen explains, this IT solution is highly 
innovative in a number of ways. While this is excellent 
news for end users, it also presents a number of challenges 
for OneBizz’s current channel partners: “Our sector is 
basically faced with a major HR problem right now.”

It may seem like a contradiction in 

terms: a CEO of an IT service provider 

who feels that many businesses spend 

too much time and financial resourc-

es on their IT landscape. Yet Joop van 

Voorthuijsen has been spreading 

precisely that message for years. “SME 

owners should be able to focus on 

growing their business and mitigating 

risk, but they can never really give that 

their all if their IT takes up too much 

of their time,” he says.

Van Voorthuijsen is the type of man 

who, if you hand him a marker, will 

scribble a bunch of quadrants, arrows 

and circles all over your whiteboard 

just to make his point. It’s all part of 

how he gets his message across: no 

matter how high-quality they might 

be, all software packages currently 

available on the market only provide 

partial solutions to what is essentially 

a single integrated challenge: running 

your business as efficiently as possible. 

“So you end up with a scenario where 

your typical SME will often use at least 

four different software solutions from 

multiple providers. And since these  

applications don’t actually communi-

cate with each other, employees often 

need to enter the data twice. So when 

the crunch comes, you can forget 

about keeping track of your business 

in real time – it’s simply not going 

to happen,” Van Voorthuijsen says. 

“There’s no getting away from it: the 

complexity of their IT infrastructure is 

a great source of frustration for SMEs.”

The IT Channel Company is a  

conglomerate of operating companies. 

Within this structure Van Voorthuijsen 

and his team developed a new  

comprehensive solution for SMEs 

called OneBizz. He explains: “OneBizz 

is unique in that it makes your  

financial system, sales system, e-mail, 

back-office and document manage-

ment available in the cloud and on an 

integrated basis. So instead of selling 

software to our end clients, we are 

offering them a comprehensive stand-

ardised IT solution as a service. You 

pay a fee per employee per day – say, 

the price of a few cups of premium 
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coffee. What you receive in return is 

high-quality IT support in all areas 

which is largely tailored in advance to 

each individual employee, depending  

on their role. This means you pay only 

for the functionality you actually need, 

and for those members of your work-

force who are actually making use of 

the system.”

Implications for cash flow
OneBizz was launched in the  

Dutch market early this year. As Van 

Voorthuijsen explains, this was all part 

of a careful strategy on his company’s 

part: “Since Dutch SMEs tend to be 

early adopters of new technologies, 

the Netherlands was a strategic market 

for us to launch our product. The fact 

that our head office is located here 

also means we can easily monitor the 

implementation of our product and 

fine-tune the setup where necessary.  

I should also add that many Dutch  

businesses have already adopted  

Microsoft Office 365 – which serves 

as the OneBizz productivity platform – 

and other cloud solutions at this point. 

The Netherlands is at the forefront in 

this respect.”

Although this provides fertile soil for 

a successful rollout, Van Voorthuijsen 

has found that the combination of 

cloud-driven software and software-

as-a-service (SaaS) offered by OneBizz 

presents a challenge to current channel 

partners (that is, resellers): “Your 

typical IT company is used to working 

on a project basis: they deliver an 

application and then bill an X number 

of consultancy hours for implemen-

tation and support services. If that’s 

been your business model up until 

this point, switching over to OneBizz 

is quite a leap; it requires a completely 

different approach. For one, it’s  

practically a plug-and-play application, 

so implementing it takes days rather 

than months. Besides, the revenue 

model is not based on the sale of 

expensive applications and sky-high 

consultancy fees, but rather on a long-

term yet relatively competitively-priced 

subscription. So that has a significant 

impact on short-term cash flow.”

OneBizz has therefore taken to pro-

actively supporting existing channel 

partners in branching out into this 

innovative new form of IT services.  

The approach is based on keeping the  

existing business intact but phasing it 

out in the long term. In tandem with 

these efforts, the OneBizz services  

can be developed and expanded  

together with a small, dedicated team. 

Van Voorthuijsen: “This team should 

preferably include people who were 

‘born in the cloud’, as we like to call 

it – young professionals who bring a 

This team should  
preferably include 
people who were 
‘born in the cloud’
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storm partly because The IT Channel 

Company’s sister organisation, QBS 

group, is already a Microsoft distribu-

tor in 14 European countries, where it 

collaborates with around 300 channel 

partners. Van Voorthuijsen: “Here, too, 

we are primarily looking to work with 

partners who are already ‘cloud- 

minded’. We are also looking for new 

‘born-in-the-cloud’ partners. I’m 

pleased to report that companies such 

as KPN and Tech Data – traditionally  

providers of point solutions (IT 

solutions for one specific problem, as 

opposed to integrated solutions, Ed.) 

– have already shown an interest in 

OneBizz. This is simply because they 

have noticed that a growing number  

of their customers are asking for  

integrated solutions that truly provide 

added value. Their interest is further 

confirmation that we’re on the right 

track.”

fresh new vision of the role of IT to 

their work.” 

The CEO is the first to admit that these 

types of workers are hard to come by in 

the current market, and therefore The  

IT Channel Company decided to open 

its own Young Professional Academy, 

where young people with little or no 

work experience are trained over a 

6-month period to assist companies in 

switching to OneBizz support.

“During those six months they’re on 

our payroll and really learn everything 

from the ground up: selling, managing 

an implementation process, providing 

support to customers, marketing –  

the whole package. Once they’ve 

completed their training they can call 

themselves ‘cloud professionals’ and 

we can contract them out to channel 

partners who have trouble finding 

the right people,” Van Voorthuijsen 

explains. 

‘IKEA-style IT’
Surprisingly, many of these whizz kids 

don’t actually come from IT back-

grounds at all. As Van Voorthuijsen 

emphasises, it’s much more about the 

ability to communicate with customers 

and find solutions that meet their 

needs than about tech skills such as 

coding or building databases. This also 

explains the current rapid increase in 

the number of hard-to-fill vacancies 

in the IT sector, while many older IT 

professionals remain out of a job. “Our 

sector is basically faced with a major 

HR problem right now. There’s a lot  

of ‘old-school’ IT workers, who are 

used to working on a project basis 

according to fixed procedures, and too 

few people who can help customers  

streamline their operations using 

standard software as much as possible. 

That’s a totally different ballgame, 

really.” 

Van Voorthuijsen strongly believes that 

OneBizz is The IT Channel Company’s 

way of paving the way for the future  

of IT: “The era of high-priced custom-

ised software is definitely behind us. 

We are seeing a global trend toward 

a phenomenon that Ron Tolido, the 

CEO of Capgemini, calls ‘IKEA-style 

IT’: functional software that is ‘good 

enough’ and which meets 80% of your 

needs right out the gate. Businesses 

have come to realise that, if you want 

that last 20% of your application to be 

customised, it could take up as much 

as 80% of your budget.”

Following its successful launch in the 

Netherlands, OneBizz will be rolled 

out in Denmark, the UK, Spain and 

Germany – all by the end of this year. 

OneBizz is able to take Europe by 

The era of  
high-priced customised 

software is  
definitely behind us
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Front soldiers

“The trick is  
  in how you  
  go about it”

Barbara Kalksma, Senior Account Manager at  
De Boer Structures, has a knack for project management
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As the only woman field 
sales representative at De 
Boer Structures, Barbara 
Kalksma has been 
involved in some of the 
most prestigious projects 
this Dutch provider of 
temporary accommodation 
has taken on in recent 
years. She has mastered 
the art of managing both 
the explicit and implicit 
expectations of the most 
demanding clients while 
always staying true to 
herself and her team.  
“The one certainty I  
have is that events are 
never postponed.”
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Front soldiers

For five days in July 2015, the city of 
Utrecht played host to the world’s largest 
cycling event: the prologue to the Tour de 
France, known as the Grand Départ. De 
Boer Structures constructed 11,000 square  
metres of air-conditioned VIP reception 
areas for the occasion, spread across five 
different locations around the city. One of 
these locations was the bustling Jaarbeurs-
plein square near Utrecht’s central railway 
station, where a two-story complex was 
erected covering more than 7,500 square 
metres. Barbara Kalksma was the project 
leader on behalf of De Boer.

“The Grand Départ was such an exciting 
project to be involved in, and our team 
really took a leading role from start to 
finish,” she says. “It was certainly very 
challenging from a logistics point of view, 
since all those city-centre locations have to 
comply with strict rules for the supply and 
disposal of goods.”

The kick-off to the Tour de France may 
have been the year’s highlight for De Boer, 

Flight 17, on behalf of the Dutch Safety 
Board. Kalksma: “What makes this job so 
fascinating is that the dynamics involved 
are completely different for every project.”

Her current job, it should be noted, was 
by no means part of Kalksma’s ‘natural’ 
career progression. When she joined 
De Boer as a project manager in 2000, 
she had just earned her degree in hotel 
management. “I knew nothing about 
accommodation rental and everything 
that involves,” she says. “I was simply 
assigned to Roland de Boer’s team, where 
I had to learn everything from the ground 
up. They might give me a sheet of paper 
with a few notes scribbled on it, and then 
I had to go and get it sorted out without 
any help from anyone. I was given a 
couple of larger projects to manage 
during the summer – including the annual 
SAIL Amsterdam event, with more than 20 
projects – and I was also placed in charge  
of a major contract for the Lowlands music 
festival. I would have been completely 
out of my depth had it not been for the 
support of a handful of co-workers. I have 
to say, though, I do have a certain drive 
to get things done any which way. I’m 
willing to give it my all to get the job done 
in the end.”

Genuine interest
After running projects from behind her 
desk for five years, Kalksma decided 
she was keen to learn more about the 
commercial end of the business. She had 
to face yet more barriers at this point, as 
the De Boer family, who owned the busi-
ness at the time, was initially reluctant to 
have her join the company’s previously 
all-male field sales team. “I asked to 
meet with management and explained to 
them why it would be good for the com-
pany to take me on as an external sales 
representative. I still consider the fact 
that I succeeded to be a major victory,” 
she says, laughing. When NPM Capital 
acquired the company and the De Boer 

but 2015 was a busy year all around 
for the Alkmaar-based company, which 
operates rental offices in eight countries. 
In addition to running regular projects, the 
company’s Dutch division also provided 
accommodation for the Volvo Ocean 
Race in Scheveningen (a seaside resort 
near The Hague), as well as building a 
large pavilion on a floating pontoon on 
the occasion of the opening of the APM 
Terminals in the Maasvlakte port and 

industrial area. The company was also 
closely involved in the presentation of the 
research findings on Malaysia Airlines 

“I have a certain  
drive to get things 

done any which way. 
I’m willing to give it 
my all to get the job 

done in the end”

Kalksma: “The one certainty I have is that events are never postponed”
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first set eyes on their accommodation, 
even though the location might be a bit 
further out? I then sit down at my desk in 
the office and start sketching an outline, 
using nothing but a fine liner, a ruler and 
a sheet of paper. I use these notes as a 
blueprint when I meet with the project 
manager and together we submit an ini-
tial proposal to the client. If the site turns 
out to be challenging from a logistics 
point of view, we’ll often have another 
project assistant join our team. The trick 
is to draft a proposal that both meets the 
client’s expectations and remains within 
an acceptable budget. We always try 
to exceed the client’s expectations, but 
sometimes we have to tell them that, whi-
le what they’re looking for is possible, 
we would recommend an alternative 
solution, simply because the costs of their 
plan would outweigh the benefits.”

Credit
Kalksma feels her customers value the 
honest and straightforward advice she 
gives them. “I don’t believe in blindly 
following clients’ orders. If someone tells 
you they want 1,000 square metres 
of structures and I figure out that I can 
do the job with half that amount by 
efficiently using existing locations, I will 
always incorporate that into the plan. 
And I believe that’s our added value. 
Customers have no doubt that we know 
all about temporary structures, since 
that’s been our business for more than 
90 years. The trick is in how you go 
about it. 
We have gathered from the results of the 
customer satisfaction surveys we conduct 
that customers tend to value us more for 
our people than for the accommodation 
we provide. I think that’s a real credit to 
the entire company.”

Kalksma is overseeing another full sched-
ule of events this year, including the 
World Rowing Championships to be 
held in Rotterdam. With the seven other 

family was no longer in the picture, 
Kalksma was assigned a senior-level 
sales portfolio including many long-term 
customers. “That was the second time I 
was thrown in at the deep end and just 
like the first time I faced a steep learning 
curve: I started out by simply copying 
what other people did. But I soon found 
out that wasn’t going to work for me and 
that I had to do things my own way. So 
I enrolled in a few sales training courses 
to give me some confidence and the 
gravitas I needed for meetings with 
customers. I did do some sales training 
as part of my hotel management degree, 
but it wasn’t enough to prepare me for 
this job.”

Yet Kalksma does not regard sales  
techniques as the most important aspect 
of her role: “What’s really crucial is show -
ing a genuine interest in your customer 
and learning what you can do to assist 
that person or organisation. My main job 
is to make the client feel right from the 
outset that things are going to work out
 – even if I may not have actually figured 
out a way to do it yet. Of course, in 
some cases I may have to tell them that 
we cannot provide them with the type 
of service they need. I often suggest that 
we put it all out on the table, since that’s 
a more honest approach than talking for 
hours and still ending up empty-handed.”

Kalksma says she learned the practical 
side of the business on the job. “After 
that initial contact with the customer, I 
usually go off to scout out the location 
and measure the site and take note of 
any existing structures we may need 
to build around. The only way to learn 
those things is by doing. It’s at that point 
that the wheels in my head start turn-
ing: what does this client really need? 
Or a better question might be: what 
is needed to give the client’s guests 
a welcome reception and make sure 
they’re pleasantly surprised when they 

In 2015 De Boer 
Structures provided 
accommodation for 
the following events

The Grand Départ (prologue) 
of the Tour de France 

Volvo Ocean Race in 
Scheveningen 

Opening of the APM 
Terminals in the Maasvlakte 
port and industrial area

The presentation of the 
research findings on 
Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 
by the Dutch Safety Board

accommodation rental companies man-
aged by De Boer also having a number 
of large projects lined up, it’s a challen-
ge to be working with a more limited 
number of structures, Kalksma explains. 
Luckily, this has never created problems 
to date. “And indeed it shouldn’t, be - 
cause the one certainty I have is that 
events are never postponed.”
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Silicon Valley, New York 
City, Seattle… the United 
States boasts some of the 
world’s most well-known 
tech cities, also known as 
tech metros – urban 
agglomerations with 
tremendous appeal for 
talented designers, computer 
programmers, engineers and, 
last but not least, venture 
capitalists. Boulder, 
Colorado, is less widely 
known, although it features 
in virtually every ranking of 
America’s most productive 
urban areas. Beautifully 
situated at the foot of the 
Rocky Mountains, this green 
low-rise city has more 
high-tech start-ups per 
capita than any city in the 
country. Since as early as the 
1960s, Boulder’s economy 
has shown a striking 
diversity – from aerospace to 
data storage and from 
biochemistry to organic 
foods. Talented technical 
professionals are also drawn 
to the city because of the 
outstanding quality of life 
and laid-back atmosphere 
that it offers. 

Source: dreamstime.com
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  “We owe it  
to ourselves to be

"
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- Bastiaan Hagenouw of Fietsenwinkel.nl
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Innovation

ZWhile the market for electric cars is 
developing with difficulty, electronic 
bicycles have hit the scene and are 
making a major impression. “Nearly 
one in three of all bicycles sold in 
the Netherlands is an e-bike,’’ says 
Bastiaan Hagenouw of Fietsenwinkel.
nl, an online bicycle retailer which is 
part of the International Bike Group 
(IBG). “It’s a fast-growing segment, so 
therefore the total market in euros is 
still growing. E-bikes now account for 
a considerable share of our revenue.”

Some people claim the Netherlands 
lags 50 years behind the rest of the 
world, but when it comes to bicycles 
this couldn’t be further from the truth. 
“The Netherlands is a frontrunner 

in Europe in this segment,’’ says 
Hagenouw. “Bicycles are now also 
becoming increasingly popular in 
other countries, in part because they 
offer a convenient and inexpensive 
way to avoid traffic congestion. The 
European market rose by 8% last 
year. That’s why we have expanded 
our operations to Belgium, Denmark 
and Sweden – countries that are very 
much like the Netherlands, so it’s 
relatively easy to use the same market 
approach there.”

Until mid last year, Fietsenwinkel.nl 
was still part of a chain of 16 physical 
bicycle stores. These stores have 
now been taken over by a Belgian 
chain, which means Hagenouw can 

dedicate his full attention to growing 
Fietsenwinkel.nl. He continues: 
“Sooner or later you have to choose 
what management areas to focus on. 
It’s our ambition to build a first-in-class 
omnichannel company [a customer 

approach in which a retailer uses 
both physical stores and website 
and social media, Ed.]. We believe 
that this requires you to first focus 
on a well-functioning online sales 
channel. From there, you can set up 
a chain of physical after-sales service 

While the average e-commerce business’ revenue rose  
by 16%, online retailer Fietsenwinkel.nl saw its revenue 
increase by an astounding 70%. An impressive achieve-
ment, especially considering that the Dutch bicycle market 
is saturated. According to CEO Bastiaan Hagenouw the 
secret lies in a combination of attractive prices, excellent 
online findability and high-quality after-sales service. 

It’s our ambition to build  

a first-in-class omnichannel 

company
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points. Other online retailers such as 
Coolblue, Zalando and Neckermann 
are also following this trend.”

  Win-win situation

Fietsenwinkel.nl currently has over 
130 service points across the 
country and its aim is to increase 
this number to 200 by the end 
of this year. Hagenouw: “We 
collaborate with existing bicycle 
repair shops. These shops let us put 
our sticker on their door and are 
also featured on our website. It’s 
quite similar to the Uber business 
model, in the sense that customers 
can leave a rating about their 

Hagenouw: “NPM has wide experience with other businesses which I, as a young entrepreneur, can profit from.”

in some cases by several dozen 
percent, with no marketing efforts on 
their part.” 

According to the former consultant, 
the problem is that traditional bicycle 
shops focus on too many disciplines 
while not excelling in any of these. 
Hagenouw continues: “You may 
have good technical skills, but this 
doesn’t mean that you’re also a good 
salesman or a smart marketer who 
knows how to attract customers and 
increase profits. What’s more, if you 
sell 25 bicycles a year, you need 
to have 20 bicycles permanently in 
stock. If you don’t sell all of these, 
your stock is taking up space and 
costing you a bundle. Our business 

experience on the website. Like 
Uber taxi drivers, our affiliated 
bicycle repair shops receive a 
service request from a customer 
in the area via a special app. 
They can either accept or decline 
this request, depending on their 
availability and workload.” 

Hagenouw admits that the relation-
ship with traditional bicycle repair 
shops has been far from harmonious 
these past few years. “Of course, 
we are partly responsible for their 
loss of market share,” he explains. 
“But we are now seeing this tide 
turn. Independent bicycle shops  
are seeing their repair revenues  
rise thanks to Fietsenwinkel.nl, 
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SEO

90% of people 
click on the top 3 
search results

Revenue

While the average 
e-commerce business’ 
revenue rose by  
16% last year, online 
retailer Fietsenwinkel.
nl saw its revenue 
grow by an 
astounding 70%

Innovation

model allows bicycle repairmen 
to do what they like and do best, 
namely repair bicycles. They 
don’t have to worry about things 
like marketing and keeping their 
website up to date. So I see it as a 
win-win situation for both of us.”

  High customer satisfaction

Fietsenwinkel.nl doesn’t only rank 
number one when it comes to 
spontaneous name recognition 
as retail brand for bikes, the 
company also scores high on 
customer satisfaction. “More than 
95% of our customers are satisfied 
or very satisfied. Compared to 
other e-commerce companies, 
we have a very high NPS score 
of over 50 [Net Promoter Score 
(NPS) is a management tool that 
can be used to gauge the loyalty 
of a firm’s customer relationships, 
Ed.]. This is something we monitor 
constantly, because you cannot 
build a business on customers 
who buy from you once because 
you happen to be the cheapest 
option at the time. It’s important to 
win customer loyalty and live up 
to your promises after the initial 
sales contact. Hence our focus on 
building a service network. This is 
especially important for a high-

70%

90%

95%

Satisfaction

More than 95%  
of Fietsenwinkel.nl 
customers are satisfied 
or very satisfied

40



41

maintenance product such as a 
bicycle,” says Hagenouw. 

Besides customer satisfaction, 
online findability is also key focus 
area for the young entrepreneur. 
Fietsenwinkel.nl has an in-house 
search engine optimisation (SEO) 
and search engine advertising 
(SEA) team that is manned by 
12 professionals. Their job is to 
make sure the website appears 
in the top three search results for 
relevant keywords. Hagenouw: 
“This is essential for us because 
we know that 90% of people click 
on the top three search results 
when looking for a product or 

service online, whether paid or 
organic. We therefore owe it to 
ourselves to be best in class. Our 
team is benchmarked by several 
independent agencies each month 
to check whether our knowledge 
is still up to date. This is necessary 
as developments in this market are 

happening fast. Google seems 
to be increasingly focusing on 
how websites are functioning 
and on what user experience is 
offered. This means that we need 
to monitor the expectations of new 
visitors closely as well as those of 
repeat customers.”

The current market share of 
Fietsenwinkel.nl is around 5%, 
but Hagenouw is convinced the 
company’s market share can 
grow to more than 20%. “Having 
support from NPM Capital is 
valuable in achieving this goal,” 
says Hagenouw. “NPM Capital 
is an investor that contributes to 
the decision-making process and 
acts as a sounding board for me 
when I have ideas or questions. 
They have wide experience with 
other businesses which I, as a 
relatively young entrepreneur, can 
profit from. We are in contact on 
a weekly basis.”

You cannot build a business 

on customers who buy 

from you once because you 

happen to be the cheapest 

option at the time

2004
MSc Industrial engineering & 
management science  
Eindhoven University of Technology
 
2005-2008
Consultant/ Investment banker
MCKinsey & Lehman Brothers
 
2009-present
CEO IBG & founder Fietsenwinkel.nl
International Bike Group

Bastiaan Hagenouw
Resume
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All in the family

On the horns  
of a dilemma

42
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A recent survey by the Erasmus Centre for Family Business revealed that, when a family 

business is passed on to the next generation for the first time, in nearly 70 percent of all cases 

this will result in the company’s demise. A common cause is company founders who continue 

to wield excessive power, preventing the new generation from developing their talent and 

managing the business effectively. Joost Vat, a consultant and partner at the family businesses 

division of consultancy firm BDO Adviesgroep is all too familiar with the problems involved 

in business succession. Yet he has also encountered plenty of family businesses that have 

continued to flourish under the stewardship of the next generation, with the change of hands 

paving the way for strong growth and more professional operations.

43
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What can you tell us about the 
importance of talent in succes-
sion planning?
“That’s more complex than it might 

seem. Every family business is unique, 

just like no two entrepreneurs are the 

same. But broadly speaking you could 

say that the generation taking over the 

company needs to have a knack for 

business at the very least. If they do 

little more than ‘hold down the fort’, 

or are mainly interested in cashing 

in, they’re going to hit a wall at some 

point. You also need to be mindful of 

the current stage in the company’s life 

cycle, and what strategy best serves 

that. If your goal is consolidation, 

you need a different type of skill set 

than when buy-and-build or interna-

tional expansion is your top priority. 

You could also be dealing with an 

obsolete business model. Say your 

father came up with this ingenious 

idea years ago and made his fortune. 

Recent advances in technology may 

have rendered his invention obsolete 

– which means it’s time to come up 

with something new. That’s why we 

always tell people: when you’re talk-

ing about who should take over the 

family business, the first thing you 

need to do is look at the company’s 

strategy. Based on that information 

you then create a profile of your ‘ideal 

manager’. The next step is to list the 

What is the first thing that comes to 

mind when you think of the word 

‘talent’ in combination with ‘family 

business’? 

“People who work for family business-

es tend to stay there for many years, 

which means that talent and knowhow 

are preserved for future generations. 

That’s a very powerful asset that many 

family businesses have in common. But 

at the same time there’s an inherent 

danger in that as well, because the 

skills that are relevant today may be 

made obsolete by new developments 

tomorrow. So the first question you 

need to ask is: are family businesses 

really critical enough when it comes 

to their employees’ personal devel-

opment and are they able to make 

the right decisions when it comes 

to promotions, transfers and layoffs? 

Then, of course, there is the question 

of whether there are family members 

who have what it takes to succeed in 

business. Generally speaking, families 

are getting smaller, which also reduces 

the chances of there being someone in 

the next generation who is willing and 

able to take over the business.”

Working for a family business 
can be much more personal than 
working in other companies. 
Doesn’t that count for something?
“Sure it does! Many family business-

es rank family values very highly in 

their code of ethics, and this extends 

into their business operations. If that’s 

something that employees want in 

their work environment, they’ll prob-

ably feel very much at home, which 

also means they’re likely to go the 

extra mile for the company. And that’s 

completely unrelated to pay. Family 

businesses can use their family identi-

ty to make themselves more appealing 

to potential employees; it can give 

them an edge in the war for talent.”

qualities of each of the family mem-

bers and see whose talents are best 

put to use where.”

I wonder, though, whether that’s 

really something the entrepreneurs 

can figure out for themselves. Do 

they have the objectivity needed?

“It’s true that the generation handing 

over the business can find themselves 

in a tricky position. They’re caught on 

the horns of a dilemma: they need to 

juggle their responsibility as a CEO/

business owner with their role of 

a caring parent who wants to treat 

all their children equally. Those two 

roles and responsibilities – along with 

the emotions they inevitably evoke 

– have been known to get muddled 

at times. So things can get extremely 

complex, and it can certainly help to 

hire an impartial external consultant 

to provide an objective opinion. We 

offer that service, but you could also 

engage the services of an investor. In 

any case, it’s a way of preventing the 

process from dragging out endlessly 

simply because the father is unable 

or unwilling to make a decision and 

the children are holding out for him 

to decide because, at the end of the 

day, it’s still his company. That kind of 

deadlock can end up hurting the busi-

ness, with family members neglecting 

their management duties.”

Dutch law provides for a special 

succession planning regulation, 

under which directors-majori-

ty shareholders can transfer the 

business to the next generation at 

an early stage for tax reasons. Would 

you say that’s a smart strategy?

“Well, only in some respects. It is in 

the sense that you end up saving a lot 

on taxes, but you could potentially 

also create a situation that is going to 

cause tension later on, when it’s time 

All in the family
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much power, preventing the new 

generation from developing their 

talents and managing their business 

effectively. Have you come across 

these types of situations yourself?

“That’s certainly one of the pitfalls 

people tend to fall into, although it’s 

not the only one. What we see quite a 

lot is that the person taking over the 

family business is notionally given 

free reign, but will still be required 

to clear all investments in excess 

of 10,000 euros with the general 

meeting of shareholders or with a 

supervisory board in which the father 

continues to hold a lot of sway. These 

types of arrangements can hold the 

members of the next generation back 

from developing their full potential. A 

lot of the time, there’s also a funda-

mental difference in approach at play. 

The first generation will often be your 

typical self-made man or woman: the 

Family businesses: the facts

17
69%

49%
53%

 of employment in 
the Netherlands is 
provided by family 

businesses

of Dutch GDP 
is generated 

by family 
businesses

Source: Rabobank

years is the average 
period of time 

between generational 
changeovers

to actually transfer the management 

of the company to the next gener-

ation. For example, you could find 

yourself with three family members 

who are all equal shareholders. In that 

case, who is going to actually run 

the company? And we’ve also seen 

situations where one of the children 

was plugging away in the family 

business 70 or 80 hours a week and 

would receive the exact same amount 

in dividends at the end of the year 

as their less involved siblings. That is 

bound to create tension at some stage. 

And when you look closer, you’ll see 

that this pattern was created by the 

previous generation.”

A recent survey by the Erasmus 

Centre for Family Business revealed 

that succession planning often ends 

up failing because the company 

founders continue to wield too 

pioneer who created something out 

of nothing. While some of them do 

change with the company, many have 

a hard time coping with the fact that 

they need to structure their business 

processes more clearly at some stage 

and prioritise issues such as consul-

tation, strategy building, governance, 

effective management reporting, and 

so on. The type of management talent 

this requires is generally more devel-

oped among the younger generations, 

not least because they tend to be 

better educated. When a new gen-

eration takes over, the art is often in 

finding a balance between gut feeling, 

innovation and investment on the one 

hand, and structuring and organising 

on the other.”

 of all Dutch 
companies  
are family 
businesses
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Why we invest in ...

Ensuring you 
can rest assured
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Conclusion is a service provider specialising in digital business transformation and 

IT services and one of the latest additions to the NPM Capital family. Bolstered by 

its alliance with this new financial partner, the company is looking to increasingly 

focus on supporting clients with their business-critical and mission-critical processes 

and systems over the next few years. We spoke to Conclusion CEO Engbert 

Verkoren and Bart Coopmans, Investment Director at NPM Capital, about market 

trends, the need for the digital transformation of business models, and the 

background to their remarkable deal.

We are meeting Verkoren and Coopmans 

in a room on the twentieth floor of  

Conclusion’s Utrecht head office that 

offers spectacular views of the city. 

Although the two executives haven’t 

known each other for that long, they 

have been working closely together over 

the past six months in developing one of 

the more sizeable deals in NPM Capital’s 

recent history. Verkoren: “It has indeed 

been a pretty intense process. I would say 

that NPM Capital went further than any 

of the other candidates in learning about 

the inner workings of our company. 

 They really went the extra mile in trying 

to understand what we’re all about. My 

fellow Management Team members and 

I were impressed by their diligence.” 

Laughing, he adds: “Although that did 

mean we had to answer a lot of questions 

from their end… But the good thing 

about all that interest and personal inter-

action is that it creates a lot of positive 

energy. Right after we started working 

together Bart and I went out for dinner, 

and I was struck immediately by the 

astute questions he was asking. It helped 

me realise that there were still some areas  

of our strategy we could further refine 

and, while there was a lot that we could 

be proud of, there were definitely some 

areas for improvement too.”

Backed by its new partner NPM Capital, 

the medium-sized company Conclusion 

is well-positioned for further growth, 

while professionalising its services is 

another key priority. It has already com-

pleted the first step in this process by  

hiving off all its non-IT-related oper ations 

into standalone business units. Verkoren: 

“We have spent the past few years  

sharpening our focus, and these efforts 

have enabled us to secure a number of 

substantial deals in the market. That’s why 

we were more than ready for the next 

step, also in terms of management and 

governance. We still have some way to 

go, though. The strength of our business 

model – which is very decentralised and 

very proactive – also happens to be our 

weakness: sometimes things are a little 

too unstructured. There’s some headway 

to be made still in that respect.”

Coopmans: “We are definitely seeing 

that increased focus bear fruit. Since you 

are now focusing specifically on IT and 

on the knowledge of the business and 

the sector that is relevant in this context, 

Conclusion is rapidly transforming into a 

specialised IT company.”

Verkoren: “You are completely right: 

Conclusion is continuing with a sharper 

focus on business and IT, which means 

it has evolved into a real IT company. But 

it’s a company with a multidisciplinary 

bent. That’s important, because no matter 

how strong you might be on the tech-

nology side, your projects are bound to 

fail unless you also understand organisa-

tional processes, know the client’s line 

of business and make sure you don’t 

neglect your ‘soft’ skills in the process. 

By the same token, there’s no point in 

In forging an alliance with 
NPM Capital as its new 

financial partner, the 
medium-sized enterprise 
Conclusion is paving the 
way for future growth and 

– above all – taking its 
services to the next level
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trying to implement a new business 

model if you don’t know the first thing 

about technology. So there is an import-

ant link between those two elements.”

Technology: ‘the core of modern life’

When Coopmans asks Verkoren how 

clients have responded to Conclusion’s 

decision to continue as a service provider 

specialising in business transformation 

and IT services, he replies: “So far, the 

feedback we’ve had from clients is that 

they understand completely why we’ve 

decided to sharpen our focus and they 

are keen to continue doing business 

with us. They’ve watched us mature 

and evolve from ‘first responders’, so to 

speak, running around at all hours to 

deal with emergencies, to a consistent 

safe pair of hands to entrust with part of 

their responsibilities. We ensure you can 

rest assured. And that’s what clients really 

want, at the end of the day: a company 

that doesn’t simply deal in quick fixes 

but that consistently produces successful 

results that they can count on. You need 

to deliver every single time, regardless 

of who’s in charge. That’s the direction 

in which we’re headed: no longer only 

advising clients and running projects, but 

also taking responsibility for clients’ busi-

ness-critical and mission-critical systems, 

developing and maintaining end-to-end 

solutions. This type of approach is grad-

ually becoming more accepted in the 

market – provided you’re able to deliver 

24/7 and offer your clients top-of-the-

line quality. And that requires investors 

who are willing to get on board.”

NPM Capital currently holds a majority 

stake in Conclusion, which fits perfect-

ly with its overall business strategy, as 

Coopmans explains. “Technology is one 

of the key market trends right now. IT 

has become indispensable across all sec-

tions of society, and technology is at the 

core of modern life. We are seeing that 

all our investee companies have taken 

to digitising their business models, and 

as an investor we want to play an active 

and supporting role in that process. 

That’s why we are currently exploring 

ways to invest more in technology- 

driven companies. In fact, that’s exactly 

what we’re doing with Conclusion and 

it may also be worth considering for our 

other investments in the future.” 

Verkoren: “What Bart is saying is spot-on. 

IT was initially a means of supporting 

processes which were already in place. 

You would automate a process that could 

basically be done using a card index. 

While you may have improved the effi-

ciency and effectiveness of that process, it 

wasn’t fundamentally different from the 

manual method you were using before. 

But the current trend in IT is for process-

es to be fundamentally redesigned, based 

on the awareness that technology opens 

up a whole new set of opportunities and 

that this will change the way you struc-

ture and organise your processes. Some 

businesses have managed to save millions 

of euros thanks to this digital transforma-

tion, simply by reorganising the process 

before anything else. The bonus is this 

generally ends up improving the custom-

er experience too.”

Coopmans: “I think the scenario you 

describe will sound familiar to many 

of our investments. While they may all 

be at different stages in this process of 

transformation, it’s an unstoppable trend. 

It’s only a matter of time before every 

company out there will be embracing the 

digital revolution.”

Improving brand awareness and 

asserting authority 

Conclusion’s services are built on 

what the company refers to as ‘stacks’: 

literally levels of business units which 

specialise in, respectively, building a 

basic data infrastructure, developing 

specific applications and, finally, 

providing additional business services  

to support those applications.

Coopmans: “That approach suits us to 

a T: you’re talking small, enterprising 

units that can run their own business Bart Coopmans, Investment Director at NPM Capital

IT is indispensable across 
all sections of society, and 
technology is at the core of 

modern life
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very strategically based on their own 

set of specialisms and that at the same 

time are capable of taking on large-scale 

digital-transformation and IT projects 

together. That’s a very powerful combin-

ation.” 

Verkoren: “We have deliberately adopted 

a multi-label strategy for that reason, 

although we do intend to improve our 

brand awareness and work on getting 

our name out there in the market. That’s 

really important, also when it comes to 

job marketing. Like many other technol-

ogy companies, we struggle to attract 

young, well-trained IT professionals, 

and it helps to raise our profile and 

make more of an effort to position our-

selves as an authority in the market. We 

want to be seen as a desirable employer, 

one that takes a slightly non-traditional 

approach to doing business – one that’s 

non-bureaucratic, if you will. The  

biggest challenge is actually getting  

people around the table. We’ve found 

that once they’ve had a tour of our 

building and have been a guest at the 

weekly social we host for our employees 

and clients, chances are high they’ll join 

the Conclusion family.”

Coopmans: “What I really appreciate 

about your company is that you take 

HR so seriously that you don’t actually 

have a traditional, compartmentalised 

HR department as such. I, for one, think 

that providing support to new hires is 

one of the fundamental responsibilities 

of managers. I see attracting and de - 

veloping talent as part of the primary 

process. Part of your job as a manager is 

to balance the interests of your  

clients and your employees – and that’s 

a responsibility that’s too important 

to leave to others. I would say that the 

field of HR as we know it is becoming 

outdated. The organisation of the future 

will be decentralised and divided into 

small units that are each given a high 

level of responsibility. There won’t be 

a place for HR in its current form in 

that type of organisation. The current 

approach to HR stems from people’s 

subconscious belief that bigger and  

centralised is better.”

Verkoren: “The approach we take to 

our employees and the relationships we 

develop with them has certainly been 

a factor in our success, and yes, that 

means we expect all our man agers to 

have an innate gift for that kind of inter-

action. That said, we have gone some 

way towards formalising our approach 

to HR by establishing policies: in the 

area of job marketing and recruiment as 

well as talent development and support 

with large-scale outsourcing processes. 

Our clients often ask us right out the 

gate how we will approach their people 

and how we plan to integrate them into 

our organisation. So, yes, our HR team 

plays a vital role in helping us to secure 

new deals.”

Expertise

As we are about to wrap up the inter-

view, Coopmans compares Conclusion 

to a house made of brick that’s held 

in place by layers of cement: “Your 

company’s bricks are every bit as sturdy 

as those of other companies, but what 

makes all the difference is the cement 

that holds it all together. Your people are 

fundamentally driven to serve and sup-

port others, with earning money taking 

a backseat to both. The extent to which 

they have embraced this approach is 

unique, and will continue to be key to 

your success going forward.”

Verkoren: “I hear what you’re saying. We 

do pride ourselves on our high level of 

professionalism, but of course you can 

find talented people everywhere. Per-

haps what gives us the edge is that we 

are that little bit more creative, which 

adds an extra dimension to our expert-

ise and professionalism. The biggest 

challenge, however, is in connecting 

those 1,250 creative, enterprising and 

driven specialists and professionals – 

each with their own unique approach to 

things – in such a way that the market 

can identify us as a single, compre-

hensive service provider specialising in 

business transformation and IT services 

– the first company you call when you 

want to be assured of a sound night’s 

sleep.”

Engbert Verkoren, CEO of Conclusion
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The world of NPM
 

NPM Capital is an independent investment company that provides growth capital to medium-sized and large 

enterprises that are based in the Benelux. It is an investment partner of entrepreneurs and management teams 

with expertise and experience, financial capacity and a comprehensive network. A focus on improving 

operational processes, e-commerce and sustainability leads to the creation of business and shareholder value.

As an active shareholder, NPM Capital is committed for an unlimited period, as long as the development phase 

lasts and as far as it extends. This flexible investment horizon offers space for value to be created and the NPM 

Capital investment partner is ideal for family companies, buyouts and buy & build scenarios.

NPM Capital has over 65 years of experience in the provision of risk capital. The portfolio currently comprises 

28 portfolio companies which are active in a range of sectors, from the manufacturing industry, food industry 

and offshore to e-business and healthcare. Common to all of these, however, is a clear growth or development 

strategy, highly motivated management and a sustainable competitive position.

 

SHV 

SHV is a privately-held family company which aims to maintain its strong position in a number of operational 

activities and selected investment activities. SHV, based in the Netherlands, is present in 62 countries on all 

continents and employs approximately 60,000 people. SHV’s entrepreneurship is reflected in its range of 

decentralised operations, which are active in energy distribution (SHV Energy), cash-and-carry wholesale 

(Makro), heavy lifting and transport activities (Mammoet), industrial services (ERIKS) and animal nutrition 

and fish feed (Nutreco). As an investor, SHV is involved in the exploration, development and production of oil 

and gas, primarily in the North Sea (Dyas), and in providing private equity to companies in the Benelux 

(NPM Capital). SHV invests for the long term, expanding and developing businesses and providing its 

customers with excellent products and services, which add value. It achieves all this thanks to a team of people 

who are proud to be part of SHV.   
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Al sinds 1900 maakt Kwekkeboom de lekkerste hapjes. Altijd met liefde voor smaak 
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vakmanschap. Na jarenlang proberen, proeven en testen, presenteren we nu met trots: 
Krokante ovenhapjes. En dat is knap krokant, van Kwekkeboom.

Probeer nu gratis en doe mee 
aan de grootste proeverij van Nederland
Ga naar kwekkeboom.nl voor de actievoorwaarden.

Nieuw!Knap Krokant van Kwekkeboom.
Bitterballen uit de oven.

C
apital | #04 2014

KAFT NL Capital 4.indd   1 03-11-14   16:02

C
apital | #05 2015

Capital #05
de wereld van NPM

m e n S  o F  m a c H i n e ?

KAFT NL Capital 5.indd   1 02-07-15   10:58

Desert Pink 
Lonneke van der Palen©

Courtesy:  

Kahmann Gallery Capital #02
de wereld van NPM

Buy & Build

C
apital

#02 2013

Bekijk het portfolio van de fotograaf via 

kaft_nl_def.indd   1 05-11-13   14:08

Capital #06
de wereld van NPM

All 
you can 

eat!

51

Colophon

NPM Capital
Amsterdam
Breitnerstraat 1 
1077 BL Amsterdam 

Postbus 7224
1007 JE Amsterdam
T +31 20 570 55 55 
E mails@npm-capital.com

Recieve a free copy of Capital Magazine 
from capitalmagazine.nl

Concept, design, production
 Creative Venue PR, creativevenue.nl 
Text  Creative Venue PR
Final editing   NPM Capital
Photography  Kees Rijken, Peter Boudestein, Marcel Bakker, 

Gerry Hurkmans, OneBizz, De Boer Structures, 
Dreamstime.com

Illustration Stang
Printing Koninklijke Van der Most bv

We have done our utmost to trace the owners of all images used for Captial Magazine. If you are the 
copyright holder of images used in this issue, please contact our editors.

If you are  
interested in the 
world of NPM ...




