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‘Purpose’ is the latest buzzword to sweep the corporate world. According to organisational consultant and 

columnist Ralph Zebregs, some have even begun using the term ‘meaning economy’. Within this concept, 

’being meaningful’ determines the success of companies and building brands. Companies are no longer 

satisfied to contribute to society merely by providing employment and paying taxes – they also want to 

make a contribution to the world as a whole.

We have learned from experience that companies that make sustainability a priority in their business 

operations tend to achieve above-average results in the long term. This also appears to be true for 

companies that have defined a purpose for themselves – at least judging by the growing number of 

businesses that have achieved great financial success on the strength of their integrity and authenticity and 

the fact that they know how to look beyond the bottom line.

In keeping with the times, NPM Capital has also defined a purpose for itself: ‘Building better business 

together’. There are three keywords to look for here. First of all, ‘building’, because we view ourselves as 

a partner that helps platforms to build up their business. We may do this by providing growth capital or 

facilitating transformation and innovation – and in some cases we will spur on growth by encouraging 

companies to think big.

‘Better business’ encapsulates our belief that companies should not just work towards building a more 

profitable business, but also one which is more sustainable and more innovative, and which creates 

more value for society. We are keenly aware that this is often a long-term process, and have therefore 

incorporated it into our strategic agenda.

The term ‘together’, finally, requires no further explanation. We work together with others in all our 

endeavours: with the management team, with the Supervisory Board, and, where relevant, with the 

family as a co-shareholder.

Every article featured in this issue of Capital Magazine in some way touches on this theme of ‘building 

better business together’. Indeed, to quote Zebregs, better business is what drives new trends and 

innovations – as well as the desire to ’make things better, one day at a time,’ as Tom Wolterinck of 

Kramp, one of our portfolio companies, puts it.

We hope that this latest issue of Capital Magazine will inspire you to reflect on the purpose of your own 

organisation and look forward to receiving your feedback!

On behalf of the NPM Capital investment team,

Bart Coopmans, Johan Terpstra, Rutger Ruigrok and Koos Kramer

Building better business together 
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There are a rapidly growing number of objects other than 

computers, smartphones and tablets with a link to the internet. This 

phenomenon is known as the ‘Internet of Things’, and one company 

that knows better than anyone how to turn it into a lucrative business 

is the Netherlands-based startup Undagrid. Company CEO Rolf van 

de Velde: ‘The trick is to extract the type of data you need in order 

to see your company in a completely different light.’

Although the Internet of Things is 

hardly a new phenomenon – the 

term was first coined back in the late 

1990s – it is only in the last few years 

that it has truly taken off. Ranging 

from LED lights, thermostats and gas 

and electricity meters to cars, washing 

machines and refrigerators, a growing 

number of consumer goods are sharing 

information over the internet, while 

many of these items are automatically 

updated with the latest software. As 

household appliance manufacturer 

Siemens puts it in a recent payoff: 

‘Home is where your app is.’

Undagrid’s Rolf van de Velde feels the 

term ‘Internet of Things’ is already 

becoming overused: ‘We’re all caught 

up in the hype. Also, you need to be 

critical and wonder who ultimately 

stands to benefit from all these internet 

connections. Is it the user, or mainly 

the manufacturer? We believe your top 

priority should always be the users and 

their issues.’ 

Van de Velde’s Undagrid provides 

companies with online connections 

for specific business assets, allowing 

them to keep better track of – and gain 

greater control over – their business 

processes. Explained in simple terms, 

‘dumb’ operating assets (without their 

own power supply) are equipped with 

a ‘smart’ device, after which these assets 

are collectively integrated into a secure, 

dedicated network which does not 

need to be configured or managed. The 

technology required is highly energy-

efficient, with devices that can run for 

several years on a single battery.

Undagrid’s first big break was a 

contract with Amsterdam Airport 

Schiphol, where it upgraded more 

than 5,000 non-motorised vehicles 

(ranging from trailers to boarding 

stairs) to the Internet of Things. The 

problem with these vehicles was that 

trolleys and carts would often go 

missing for longer periods of time, 

‘We enable them to 
track the location of 

any object in  
real-time and find out 
how long it’s been 
idle and whether it 

will be used again in 
the immediate future’

Buy & Build Family businessSustainability and Innovation Leadership & Governance
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or that the ones required would be 

parked in the wrong place at the 

wrong time. 

Van de Velde: ‘For the logistics 

companies involved, finding and 

moving all those items takes a lot of 

time, energy and money. We enable 

them to track the location of any object 

in real-time and find out how long 

it’s been idle and whether it will be 

used again in the immediate future. 

This makes it possible to manage their 

fleet far more efficiently, resulting in 

massive cost savings. Airport companies 

love our system, and ten airports across 

Europe and the Middle East will be 

using it by the end of this year.’

Predicting outcomes
IoT essentially offers non-stop 

connectivity and virtually infinite 

information flows. While useful 

applications of the technology in 

the consumer market are still being 

explored, in the business market its 

value has been clear for some time, 

Van de Velde explains. ‘Companies 

in any industry always have a need 

for information that enables them to 

improve their processes. For example, 

some of these companies at Schiphol 

Airport might realise that they need 

fewer resources to be able to perform 

the same work. At the next level, then, 

it becomes easier all the time to predict 

outcomes: if the number of passengers 

we process increases by X next year, 

how can we best allocate our current 

or new business assets, and should we 

perhaps modify our operations? You 

can take it one step further by linking 

different types of information flows 

together. This can lead to a further 

increase in revenue and even to the 

creation of all-new business models.’

Van de Velde is most interested in this 

latter phenomenon. ‘There is a lot of 

room for improvement when it comes 

to efficiency, especially in the aviation 

industry, which is our main focus. 

Yet we are also aware that incremental 

innovation is not limitless. You can’t 

prepare your company for the future 

by squeezing every euro from the 

business process; you need to develop 

a new way of thinking. The trick is 

to extract the type of data you need 

in order to see your company in a 

completely different light.’

Extreme growth
Van de Velde expects the Internet of 

Things to grow exponentially over 

the next three to five years. ‘Devices 

and vehicles manufactured for the 

consumer market will become smarter, 

and improved user-friendliness 

will be one of the main factors in 

determining whether or not something 

will be successful. At the same time, 

many of the less sensible applications 

won’t last.’ Van de Velde believes the 

Internet of Things will be permanently 

integrated into companies’ business 

operations. ‘Anything that can become 

smarter will become smarter, and 

this will lead to all kinds of new 

‘The trick is to extract 
the type of data 

you need in order to 
see your company in 

a completely 
different light’

Position 

CEO Undagrid

2015

Sprout Startup of the Year

2014

Best Internet-of-Things Idea Europe

2014

Co-founded Undagrid

1994-2013

Entrepreneur specialising in internet 

technology, energy and mobility

Education

Degree in Business Administration from 

Erasmus University Rotterdam 

Degree in Tax Law from Maastricht 

University

Rolf van de Velde
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of Things. Just like the internet itself 

has been constructed over the past 23 

years from various building blocks, 

the Internet of Things is also revealing 

itself to be a puzzle, with many 

different players supplying one, two or 

more pieces.’

The aspect of his job Van de Velde 

enjoys the most is talking to clients 

about genuinely new business: ‘In 

companies and boardrooms all over 

the world, people are asking the 

question of what they need to do to 

survive in the future, amid all these 

radical changes. How can we achieve 

organic growth by applying new 

technologies, new resources and new 

ways of thinking? The Internet of 

Things provides an answer to many 

of those questions – not relating to 

technology, but to the new ways of 

thinking it has the potential to unlock.’

applications – that is, provided that we 

successfully manage issues relating to 

security and ethics.’

There is no doubt that those issues 

exist. Van de Velde: ‘This is a 

particular concern in public utility 

services, as you want to prevent 

hackers from accessing streetlights 

and barriers and the like. For security 

reasons and other concerns, I expect 

systems that are currently controlled 

from a central location to be replaced 

by decentralised solutions. In other 

words, we will see the emergence of 

devices that, while they are part of 

a specific network, perform actions 

and reactions on an individual basis. 

As well as significantly improving 

security, this also leads to massive cost 

savings relating to the storage of all 

sorts of unnecessary data.’

There are also ethical issues at play, 

as it’s not always clear who ‘owns’ 

the data and who decides for what 

purposes it may and may not be used. 

Van de Velde: ‘Suppose we discover 

that at Schiphol Airport, the carts of 

airport company X are parked in front 

of an aircraft ten minutes longer on 

average than the carts operated by 

airport company Y. That amounts 

to ten minutes of turnaround time, 

which can easily run into the tens of 

thousands of euros.

So while this data theoretically has 

financial value, it’s not our intention to 

exploit that value, at least not initially. 

Our ethical principles are clear-cut: our 

services must benefit our customers. 

It’s wrong for us to force a customer 

to purchase something simply because 

it’s going to benefit me, while I 

try to convince them that it’s what 

they need. At the end of the day, the 

information belongs to the customer, 

not to us.’

New business
Van de Velde regards his company 

as a subcontractor rather than an 

all-round service provider: ‘That’s 

another specific feature of the Internet 

‘How can we achieve 
organic growth 

by applying new 
technologies, new 
resources and new 
ways of thinking?’

You can read more about the internet  
of things at npm-capital.com/en/ 
innovation-en-sustainability

Undagrid sensors give companies greater control over their business processes

Buy & Build Family businessSustainability and Innovation Leadership & Governance

Undagrid Sensor

beneath luggage trolley

connected to other sensors / trolleys

Undagrid 
Cloud

realtime insight:
- location
- capacity
- usage
- planning

Monitoring

Internet
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Let a thousand 
flowers bloom
Kiwa is one of the fastest-growing companies in the NPM Capital 
portfolio. As its CEO Paul Hesselink explains, this growth is predicated 
on a carefully managed buy-and-build strategy. He sheds light on the 
ins and outs of this approach by zoning in on ten keywords: ‘There’s 
something inherently opportunistic about a buy-and-build strategy.’
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‘We keep a list of companies we 
consider suitable potential alliance 

partners or merger targets if we want 
to step up our growth’

 1  Consolidation
‘Our plan for 2014 was initially to focus on 
achieving organic growth, improving operational 
excellence and integration, but all that fell by the 
wayside when three companies which had been 
on our wish list for a while all came up for sale at 
the same time. So we decided to take a serious 
look at those three candidates, since opportunities 
like that don’t come along every day. 

We ended up acquiring Inspecta in the spring of 
2015 – it was a major transaction. After making 
that sizeable acquisition, we knew we needed to 
exercise some restraint and take the time to catch 
up with ourselves before moving on to the next big 
adventure. This turned out to be the right decision, 
as it has allowed us to optimise our corporate 
framework and make the kinds of changes we 
don’t normally get around to. For example, we 
are currently in the process of integrating fourteen 
different financial accounting systems into one 
centralised system. That’s very much a necessary 
move, as it will enable us to monitor things much 
more effectively. We are doing the same for our 
various IT platforms. I want the control framework 
to be fully back on track before we venture into 
any new territory. But I do admit that managing 
the dynamic in the organisation can be tricky. 
People here are very gung-ho – they have a real 
get-up-and-go attitude, and are keen to move on 
to the next exciting challenge.’ 

 2  Rebranding
‘We also used this “downtime” for a major 
rebranding effort: we updated our company 
logo and introduced a new corporate identity, 
and we prefixed all of our company names 
with the Kiwa branding, as this happens to be 
the name in the market with the highest brand 
recognition. Norway recently became the first 
country to complete the changeover. I happened 
to be at a trade fair there last week, and clients 
told me: “We’re only now realising that you’re 
all part of the same family of companies and 
that you can provide more services as a single 

entity than we initially thought.” In other words: 
people are becoming aware of the real size of 
the organisation and the scope of our portfolio 
of services. I wouldn’t go so far as to say this 
was “overdue maintenance”, but I do feel this 
is something we may not have given sufficient 
priority in the past. We were already doing well 
before, which may have blinded us to some of the 
gains to be made from changing the status quo.’

 3  Wish list
‘To get a buy-and-build strategy right, you always 
need to be on your toes. That’s why we have 
compiled a list within the company of businesses 
we consider viable alliance partners or merger 
targets if we decide to step up our growth. Some 
of these are smaller companies, which could serve 
to fill a gap in our product portfolio or country 
network. An example is the acquisition of R2B 
– they were an established name in the field of 
fire safety inspection, and we did not have that 
type of expertise available in-house at the time. 
But we have also earmarked a number of larger 
players, real game changers that would help us to 
take our business to the next level. Inspecta was 
one of those acquisitions: we took on their staff of 
1,600, establishing a presence in new markets 
and significantly expanding our service portfolio 

in the process, particularly in the manufacturing 
industry. To use an analogy, rather than picking up 
a few pearls here and there we’re going for a full 
necklace straight away.’

 4  Offensive
‘Our strategy is strictly offensive, never defensive. 
We have a plan for where we want to go and 

Buy & Build Family businessSustainability and Innovation Leadership & Governance
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we stick to that plan. And we don’t let anyone 
rush us into anything; we’re not about to make 
any acquisitions simply to protect our market 
share, and we also do a lot more than simply 
purchasing a company’s revenue. Acquisitions 
are fine for getting a foot in the door, but once 
you’ve achieved that you need to be able to 
grow organically to become the market leader 
or second-largest player in your market. The 
way to do that is by generating strong sales and 
providing high-quality products and services.’

 5  Opportunism
‘There’s something inherently opportunistic about 
a buy-and-build strategy, in the sense that both 
parties need to have something to gain from it. In 
most cases, it takes two to tango, unless you’re 
dealing with an investor who is looking to get rid 
of a company. That changes the whole dynamic 
of the meeting and the financial terms agreed 
between the parties. At the end of the day all 
you can do is keep an eye out for opportunities, 
companies that might go on sale or are offered to 
you. Fortunately, the market is aware of our plans 
for growth, so we’ve had our share of offers. 
At the same time, you can’t control timing and 

availability, and you have no guarantee that the 
other party is willing to take a chance on you, nor 
that this will lead to everlasting love.’ 

 6  Chemistry 
‘Other than the due diligence process, the main 
factors involved in a successful acquisition are 
commercial and operational in nature, and the 
two companies also need to be sympathetic 
in terms of their corporate cultures. You always 
know your reasons for wanting to buy a particular 
company, but the question is whether your plans 
are realistic. I always tell middle managers to 
take their potential partners out for dinner, just to 
see if you have chemistry and whether it could 
work out. If you don’t have that kind of rapport 
with them, you’ll find that you can’t get anything 
done after the acquisition without a lot of arguing, 
and you end up having to put your foot down – 
which of course is no way to go about things. 
Although we’re careful not to rush into anything, 
we’ve also had situations in the past where things 
turned out differently than we had expected. You 
might find out that a company’s director-majority 
shareholder is unwilling to embrace change and 
turns out to be completely intransigent when the 
crunch comes. It’s a little like a job application 
process in that sense: after two or three interviews 
with a candidate, you may feel they are a good 
fit, but once they start their probationary period 

you may find things don’t go as well as expected. 
With people you always have the choice to let 
them go, but if you’ve just acquired a company, 
you’re stuck with it. That’s why I would always 
advise: better look twice.’

 7  Theory vs practice
‘The literature out there on buy-and-build 
investments tends to focus heavily on the 
preliminary process and integration strategies. 

Kiwa is a multinational certification company operating in the TIC (Testing, 

Inspection and Certification) industry. Kiwa conducts inspections and 

certifications, and provides training and a variety of data services.

‘You have no guarantee that the 
other party is willing to take a 

chance on you, or that it will lead to 
everlasting love’
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However, as we’ve experienced time and again, 
the reality is a different ball game altogether. The 
goals you want to achieve may remain the same, 
but the path you take to get there is different each 
time. You need to think about the types of people 
you’re dealing with, the other organisation’s 
interests and vantage point, and so on. The 
company you’re acquiring could very well be 
ahead of you in sub-areas such as web strategy, 
IT or accounting. In those situations there’s little you 
can do other than ask the company to take a step 
back. Buy-and-build does not necessarily mean the 
newcomer will be better off in every way.’ 

 8  Market
‘Something you rarely read about is that, if you 
use a buy-and-build strategy to break into new 
countries and tap new markets, you also run a 

greater risk of having to deal with specific markets 
going through a rough patch. We’re currently 
seeing this with the division of Inspecta that 
operates in the oil and gas industry. This industry 
has taken a bit of a battering lately, so profits 
in that particular division are currently down. 
That means you need to intervene and change 
tack at an earlier stage than you might want to. 
That’s something you’re always reluctant to do, of 
course, but sometimes you have no choice.’

 9  Game
‘When we first embarked on our growth trajectory 
12 years ago, we could only do so by finding 
niche markets and establishing a presence there. 
The next step, then, is to enter a related niche 
market, or the same market in a neighbouring 
country. This strategy has certainly paid off – as 
evidenced by our spectacular growth over the 

past decade – but it’s also true that the game 
has changed. We’ve become more critical, and 
sometimes we’ll pass on a deal for financial 
reasons. When a company is being auctioned, 
I sometimes see competitors outbidding us just 
for the hell of it. When I’m then told the price 
afterwards, I tend to think: it’s all well and good, 
but you’ll be operating at a loss for the first ten 
years. And you can’t afford for anything to go 
wrong, or else you’ll never turn a profit.’

 10  Management
‘We generally keep the management in place, 
particularly if we’re not familiar with the local 
market or if we’re adding new services to our 
own portfolio. It pays off to invest time and 
energy in supporting the current management. 
This is particularly true for a decentralised 

business model like Kiwa’s, where everyone is 
essentially free to run the business as they see 
fit. That’s when personal relationships matter the 
most: you need to be able to have blind trust in 
your people. In that sense, I would describe our 
approach as “letting a thousand flowers bloom”. 
But I know from experience that not everyone 
goes about it that way. I used to work for a major 
competitor in the TIC industry. Whenever they 
made an acquisition, they would plough up the 
entire garden, so to speak, and start sowing from 
scratch. But that’s not our style at all: we think it’s 
fine to leave a few plants scattered around here 
and there.’

For further information about buy-and-build 
strategies, read more at npm-capital.com/en/
buy-en-build
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While the global demand for meat continues to rise, the majority of food scientists 
agree that our current, animal protein-based diet is unsustainable in the long term. 
They believe a transition to a diet containing less animal and more vegetable protein 
is inevitable, as it is not only better for animals, but also much better for the 
environment. But how do you change dietary patterns that have evolved over 
thousands of years?

he menu 
    of the future

Netherlands-based author Lars Charas describes 
himself on his website, feedinggood.com, as 
a “culinary knowledge provider and concept 
developer for sustainable food systems and 
resilient food cultures”. He recently published a 
book entitled Food Forever, for which he travelled 
to 25 countries across six continents to work 
with chefs, scientists, designers and journalists on 
developing new perspectives on the global food 
crisis. Charas is hopeful about the possibilities 

for providing a growing global population with 
a suffi  cient supply of high-quality, great-tasting 
food – but argues that this will require a dramatic 
change in our food consumption patterns.

In addition to controlling climate change, one 
of the greatest challenges facing humankind will 
be the task of feeding nearly 10 billion people 
worldwide by 2050, Charas says. “Th is means 
we will need to increase our agricultural output 

by 70 percent over the next 40 years. Climate 
change is persistent and will only add to this 
challenge, forcing us to start making alternative 
choices. Th e whole sustainability trend has not 
yet brought about the desired changes in the 
global food supply. I am therefore introducing a 
new conceptual framework in my book, namely 
the notion of ‘resilient food cultures’, and 
describe what these might look like in practice. 
We need to keep in mind that diff erent parts of 
the world are dealing with diff erent problems: 
Spain has been badly aff ected by drought, for 
example, while here in the Netherlands the 
amount of manure has become an environmental 
issue in recent years.”

Although the concept of “resilient food cultures” 
is too complex to summarise in just a few 
sentences, there is a common thread throughout 
Charas’ narrative: consumers need to change their 
diet and their attitude to food. Charas: “In my 
book I address over 30 issues likely to aff ect food 
production in one way or another, ranging from 
the decline in fossil fuels to salinisation and from 
genetic modifi cation to the loss of biodiversity. 
Th e crux is that our current Western diet is 

Buy & Build Family businessSustainability and Innovation Leadership & Governance
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“In addition to controlling climate 
change, one of the largest 

challenges facing humankind will 
be the task of feeding nearly ten 

billion people worldwide by 2050”

unsustainable. The issues I discuss in my book 
pretty much run the gamut. Some are urgent, such 
as the fish stocks in the Mediterranean and the 
Baltic Sea – both will be all but depleted by 2025. 
Then there are other issues that will need to be 
addressed in the medium term. But what all these 
challenges have in common is that we must find a 
solution for them over the next few decades – and 
that solution begins on consumers’ plates.”

No need to switch to an all-vegan diet
The main problem with those plates at present is 
that they are piled up with far too many meat and 
dairy products. According to Charas, meat and 

dairy farming currently account for more than 70% 
of European agricultural land. “Every kilo of beef we 
consume requires ten kilograms of feed and between 
60,000 and 100,000 litres of water. That’s enough 
to take two years’ worth of showers, and the energy 
equivalent of that one kilo would provide enough 
fuel for your car to drive a distance of 60 kilometres. 
In other words, we need to start making some 
important choices. What it essentially boils down to 

is that we will be eating less beef and more poultry, 
more shellfish, more farmed fish fed on a plant-
based diet and a wider range of types and varieties of 
vegetables, and we will start consuming alternative 
sources of protein, for example protein derived from 
insects and algae.”

Natascha Kooiman is the founder of Smaackmakers, 
a social enterprise dedicated to improving the 
sustainability of food systems and eating patterns in 
the foodservice and corporate catering industries in 
particular. She also believes that switching to more 
plant-based proteins is the answer to making our 
diets more sustainable. “There are other factors that 
are relevant to food sustainability, including reducing 
food waste, a greater shift towards local, seasonal and 
healthy food, and improving the packaging materials 
used for food products, but the transition from 
animal proteins to plant-based proteins is the most 

PERCENT

Proportion of European agricultural land is used for meat and dairy farming

of water are needed for 1 kilogram of meat

Amount of meat consumed annually by the average Dutch person

Percentage of their required protein intake that Dutch people should 
ideally derive from animals to ensure the most efficient use of farmland – 
the current figure is more than 60%

PERCENT

LITRES

KILOGRAMS

70

76

12

60,000
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important in terms of its impact,” she says. This is 
not to say, incidentally, that she advocates stripping 
our diets of all animal protein: “A 100% vegan 
world is neither realistic nor desirable. For one, 
much grassland cannot be used for agricultural 
purposes other than dairy or cattle farming – and 
of course people can’t eat grass. There’s also the 
fact that many cows live on land that is unsuited 
for growing other types of crops which are fit for 
human consumption. Referred to as ‘marginal 
agricultural land’, this includes, for example, the 
swampy pastures found in the Netherlands, or 
alpine meadows. Besides: animals provide a lot 
more than protein alone. That’s why we advocate 
a diet in which the protein content is dramatically 
reduced, without being completely vegan. The 
transition also needs to be practically feasible. 
For the foodservice industry this means a gradual 
process of reducing the use of animal products.”

>Watch Natascha’s TEDX talk at  
npm-capital.com/en/innovation-en-sustainability 

Genetically programmed
This begs the question as to what might constitute 
a perfectly balanced diet. Dutch online journalism 
platform De Correspondent commissioned a 
researcher from Wageningen University & 
Research (UR), Heleen van Kernebeek, to 
investigate this. She concluded that the available 
land mass in the Netherlands would be used 
most efficiently if Dutch people obtained 12 
percent of their required protein intake from 
animal products, primarily milk. In this scenario, 
animals would eat mainly by-products of crops 

17
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Netherlands-based canned vegetables manufacturer HAK is one of the 
founding members of the Green Protein Alliance (GPA), a recently 
established partnership of leading companies in the Dutch food industry 
committed to promoting the consumption of vegetable proteins. Their 
initiative receives government support and has also been endorsed by 
experts in nutrition, health and sustainability.

For the past few years, HAK has been working strategically on expanding 
its range of beans and legumes, both important sources of vegetable protein. 
According to Nicole Freid, HAK’s Director of Marketing & Innovation, 
the key to a successful transition to a vegetable protein-based diet lies in 
getting consumers enthusiastic about these products. A lot of people are 
unaware of the many ways in which beans can be incorporated into their 
diets. Then there’s the fact that beans have a bit of an image problem from 
a culinary point of view: many people see them as dull and unappealing, 
or simply don’t like the way they taste. It also doesn’t help that, as a survey 
conducted by HAK reveals, the majority of Dutch households are somewhat 
set in their ways when it comes to home cooking and a little reluctant to 
experiment with new foods and ingredients.

Freid: “People need to change their behaviour, and as the market leader 
in ready-to-eat vegetables, we believe we can play a key role in facilitating 
that change. We have run a number of successful campaigns recently that 
send out a clear message to consumers, telling them that while there’s no 
need to dramatically change the way they eat, they can make their go-to 
dishes healthier, more nutritious and more varied by adding beans. We 
encourage consumers to add some beans to their favourite pasta dish or to 
their soup or salad – the possibilities are endless. We also make a point of 
telling people they can do a lot more with beans than they might think. 
There are just so many varieties out there: you can alternate brown beans 
with chickpeas, lentils, kidney beans and so on.”

Freid believes the health benefits of a more plant-based diet are an 
important draw for consumers. “Beans are very rich in nutrients, being 
particularly high in fibre in addition to their high protein content. 
They truly are a ‘power food’.” Since launching its Bonen erbij (“Just 
Add Beans”) advertising campaign and the introduction of its new 
innovation Bonen in Stazak (“Beans in Stand Up Pouch”), HAK has 
managed to increase its sales by 17 percent, boosting the overall bean 
market in the Netherlands by 15 percent and making beans one of the 
fastest-growing items sold in Dutch supermarkets.

“While there’s no need for consumers to dramatically change the way 
they eat, they can make their go-to dishes healthier, more nutritious and 
more varied by adding beans”

produced for humans, or graze on land unsuited 
for agricultural use.

If human consumption of protein were to fall 
below 12 percent, this would result in a waste of 
food unfit for human consumption; if it is higher 
than 12 percent, additional land is required to 
produce cattle feed. By way of comparison: animal 
protein currently accounts for more than 60 
percent of the average Dutch diet. This amounts 
to 76 kilograms of meat a year, not including the 
consumption of fish, cheese and milk.

Jaap Korteweg, the founder of a company called 
De Vegetarische Slager (“The Vegetarian Butcher”), 
believes that humans will eventually be able to 
switch completely to a diet of vegetables, grains 
and legumes: “Eating meat is deeply ingrained 
in our food culture and may arguably even be 
encoded in our genes. The problem is that meat 
is an extremely inefficient and environmentally 
damaging source of nutrition. If we were to use 
the grains, seeds and beans we currently feed to 
our animals directly as a food source, the process 

would be far more sustainable and – provided 
production takes place on a large enough scale – a 
lot less expensive as well. Our mission is to achieve 
just that, while at the same time offering products 
with the flavour and texture that people like about 
meat. People will continue to eat meat, but in 
the longer term hopefully these will be 100% 
vegetable-based.”

Korteweg firmly believes that meat substitutes 
based on soy, lupine, wheat and peas can play a key 
role in gradually reducing the amount of animal 
protein in our diet. He is currently building a new 
production facility in Breda in the south of the 

“In the future, any animal product 
can theoretically be replicated and 
be virtually indistinguishable from 

the real thing”

HAK invests in  
  PLANT Power

Sustainability
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 > During the recent International Conference on Cultured Meat, 
the self-proclaimed “meat professor” Mark Post announced that 
within the next three to four years, he will be able to grow ‘meat’ 
in tanks “the size of an Olympic swimming pool”, with a capacity 
of 10,000 kilos of cultured meat a year. A second round of venture 
capital financing has enabled his company, Mosa Meat, to scale up 
the technologies needed for production, and in the not-too-dis-
tant future a cultured meat burger will set consumers back just 11 
euros. Post’s project is funded by Google’s Sergey Brin. 

 > Stanford University Professor Patrick Brown is one of the latest 
high-profile experts on meat substitute products. He has  
managed to do something which no one else has been able to 
achieve so far: replicating the faintly metallic, ‘bloody’ taste of 
red meat. Bill Gates, who is providing financial backing for the 
project, tried the ‘high biotech’ plant-based burger and sent out 
a tweet to his 17.8 million followers raving about its flavour.  

 > Brother-and-sister duo Aubry and Kale (what’s in a name?) 
Walch founded the Minnesota-based company The Herbivorous 
Butcher, which bills itself as the “world’s first vegan butcher 
shop”. The ‘meat’, ‘cheese’, sandwiches and soups sold by the 
company are marketed as excellent meat substitutes containing 
a sufficient amount of protein and a range of B vitamins. The 
siblings’ successful concept was nominated for the 2016 USA 
Today Best Food and Drink Makers Award. Their mission is to 
‘trick’ people with their great-tasting products in their quest to 
save the world. 

 > Australian chef Andrew Dyhin is the mastermind behind the 
company PotatoMagic. He has discovered how to liquefy 
potatoes and has used this method over the past twelve years to 
create different types of ‘dairy’ products, such as cheese, milk, 
custard and even ice cream containing 96% potato. Dyhin wants 
to offer consumers a plant-based alternative to conventional 
dairy products which at the same time addresses the issue of the 
hundreds of thousands of potatoes currently going to waste in 
Australia simply because they don’t meet the standard. Dyhin is 
currently looking for investors for PotatoMagic to help him scale 
up production. 
 
Source: Foodlog.nl

Netherlands, which will eventually produce around 
50 million “vegetable-based meal components” 
a year. This will further drive down the price of 
his products – which is essential for a product 
that’s designed to compete with the underpriced 
meat available in our market – and will speed 
up the development stage for new products, as 
the company will be less dependent on external 
suppliers.

Korteweg has high expectations of the 100% 
vegetable-based ‘steak’ he developed in conjunction 
with Wageningen UR and Delft University of 
Technology. ”We’re currently still at the pilot 
stage, but we will be able to produce our steaks 
on a much larger scale once we have our own 
production plant,” says Korteweg, who was 
recently named ‘EY Emerging Entrepreneur of the 
Year 2016’.

Korteweg is confident that in the future, ”any 
animal product can theoretically be replicated and 
be virtually indistinguishable from the real thing.” 
He feels the greatest challenge lies in gaining the 
trust of consumers. After all, that’s where it all 
begins: on the consumer’s plate.

Other alternatives to meat and dairy 

For more information about the future of 
our food, see npm-capital.com/en/ 
innovation-en-sustainability

Jaap Korteweg, The Vegetarian Butcher

Buy & Build Family businessSustainability and Innovation Leadership & Governance
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Leadership & governance

TOWARD BUILDING ‘TEAL’ 
ORGANISATIONS
Having established himself as a bright new star in the world of 

organisational theory, Frederic Laloux has joined the ranks of renowned 

management gurus such as Gary Hamel (of The Future of Management 

fame) and Barry Schwartz, who wrote the bestselling Why We Work. A few 

years ago Laloux, a former McKinsey consultant, wrote a remarkable 

management book during an extended sabbatical leave titled Reinventing 

Organizations. Hailed by many as this decade’s most important book in 

the genre and clocking in at 350 pages, it is far from light bedtime 

reading. So what ideas does Laloux propagate and just what makes them 

so inspiring?
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     How does Laloux define the term ‘organisation’?

Early on in the book, Laloux advances the theory 

that humankind has always evolved in stages: 

from foraging to horticulture and agriculture and 

‘ending’ in industrialisation. Each of these stages 

comes with its own type of society, economy, 

and different set of power structures. But Laloux 

argues that organisations – that is, all places 

where people work together – also evolve with 

each of these transitions. The changing ways 

in which people work are giving rise to all-

new organisational models. Put simply, Laloux 

feels that organisations merely reflect a specific 

worldview during a particular time.

     Why does Laloux use colours to label 

organisational models?  

Although each new organisational model should 

basically be regarded as an improved version of 

the model that preceded it, Laloux demonstrates 

that ‘old’ organisational models are well able to 

persist past the point where they become outdated. 

He uses colours to denote these various models. 

For example, the most basic organisational model 

of our time is ‘Red’. This model describes an 

environment where a boss wields a big stick to 

keep the ‘troops’ in line, dominated by fear as a 

common denominator and a focus on short-term 

results. 

While this organisational model is mostly a relic 

in today’s corporate world, it does live on in 

mafia-style organisations, street gangs and tribal 

or religious movements. ‘Amber’ organisations 

(marked by a clear hierarchical structure, duties 

divided based on highly formal roles within a 

hierarchical pyramid, top-down authority and 

control, and with a great emphasis on stability) are 

also a dying breed within corporations, but are alive 

and well in the military, education and numerous 

government agencies and institutions.

    What is currently the dominant organisational 

model?

The dominant model in our present-day industrial 

stage is the performance-oriented ‘Orange’ 

organisation. The main features of this model are 

a focus on profit, competition and growth, an 

emphasis on innovation, and management based on 

a set of clearly documented targets and objectives. 

Laloux explains that this type of organisation can 

be likened to a machine and is common among 

multinationals, the banking industry and small local 

businesses. 

But since the industrial stage is on its last legs, 

we are also seeing a growing number of ‘Green’ 

organisations emerging. These organisations 

increasingly feel that the machine metaphor no 

longer suits them and are attempting to shift 

decision-making responsibility to non-management 

employees within their organisation. Corporate 

values and culture, rather than rules and regulations, 

tend to predominate in these types of organisations. 

Having an inspiring purpose, supported by highly 

sophisticated HR practices, helps create motivated 

employees: in this view, the organisation is a 

‘family’. Green organisations also look beyond 

shareholder interests and consider their role in the 

wider society.

‘Green organisations attempt to shift  
decision-making responsibility to  
non-management employees’

1.

2.

3.
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     Why does Laloux posit that the industrial stage is 

on its last legs?

Laloux states that the current way we work in 

organisations needs to be changed. Many people are 

disappointed by the way they are put to work in our 

modern-day ‘Orange’ organisations. Particularly for 

people at the bottom of the organisation, working 

means simply buckling down and getting on 

with the job at hand rather than being driven and 

inspired to achieve goals. Many organisations keep 

introducing new change programmes, mergers, new 

missions and new IT systems, but we have hardly 

seen any change in how organisations are actually 

managed. Something has got to give, because sooner 

or later we are going to hit a wall.

    But what should the future look like according to 

Laloux?

He believes we are at the dawn of a new stage of 

human consciousness, similar to Maslow’s level of 

‘self-actualisation’ (Abraham Maslow was an American 

clinical psychologist – Ed.). In the future, people will no 

longer be driven by the need to prove themselves, 

either for their own sake or to others. Instead, they 

want their life and their work to be meaningful and 

contribute to others’ wellbeing. Not surprisingly, 

this also brings with it a new organisational model, 

which Laloux has assigned the colour Teal. 

    What is a Teal organisation?  

In simple terms, a Teal organisation is an 

organisation which no longer uses its competitive 

position as a point of departure, but rather the 

‘evolutionary goal’ (“Why are we on this Earth?”). 

There is no longer such a thing as competition: if 

other organisations replicate a specific strategy, this 

will only bring us closer to that evolutionary goal. 

One of the business cases cited by Laloux is the 

Dutch home-care organisation Buurtzorg.

Buurtzorg is dedicated to helping sick and 

elderly people to lead more independent and 

meaningful lives. This mission comes first, and 

the organisation’s founder, Jos de Blok, makes 

a point of being transparent when he invites 

other healthcare providers and explains how his 

organisation operates. Buurtzorg’s practices have 

also been carefully documented and published so 

as to encourage competitors to copy the strategy.

In addition to the ‘evolutionary goal’ described 

above, Laloux identifies two other key features 

of Teal organisations. First of all, they are self-

organising organisms without central authority 

or supervisory lines. They are based on self-

management and on relationships of equality 

without a need for hierarchy. These types of 

organisations lack a middle-management structure 

while many staff positions found in other 

organisations are also missing, they are marked by a 

great sense of responsibility among operational staff, 

they work on fostering trust as opposed to distrust, 

and people think in terms of roles rather than 

job descriptions. Secondly, Teal organisations are 

holistic in nature: they aim to bring out not only the 

rational side of employees, but to also make room 

for their emotional, intuitive and spiritual sides.

‘Reinventing Organizations makes you think. Although they’re not 
focused on profit to the same extent as other businesses, Teal-
coloured companies often report stronger growth than “regular” 
organisations and perform better overall. I’m not sure whether this 
organisational model can be applied at any company, but it’s 
absolutely worth considering.’ – Bart Coopmans, NPM Capital

4.

5.

6.

Leadership & governance
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    How do people collaborate in Teal organisations?

Laloux believes that the current relationship 

between bosses and their subordinates tends to 

create an unhealthy parent/child-type relationship 

dynamic. In empowered (also known as ‘self-

managing’) organisations, the system compels 

the creation of adult-adult relationships, where a 

number of ground rules serve to support healthy 

and productive collaboration.

There is a strong focus in Teal organisations 

on areas such as reflection and self-reflection, 

mutual coaching and supervision, and alternative 

consultation and meeting techniques. Training and 

education are aimed not only at professional, but 

also at personal development, and performance 

reviews are based on a wider perspective than 

biannual performance criteria alone.

    Are there many Teal organisations around at this 

point? 

Absolutely. A substantial section of Reinventing 

Organizations is devoted to cases of existing 

organisations that meet the above characteristics. 

And, as Laloux points out, these organisations 

also happen to achieve above-average success. 

The paradox is that Teal organisations, while not 

being consumed by profit, more often than not 

report outstanding growth and perform better than 

‘regular’ organisations. 

Take Buurtzorg, for example – not only has 

it managed to increase its workforce by large 

numbers, it also outperforms other home-care 

organisations in terms of its financial results.

 

     Can existing organisations transform themselves 

into Teal organisations? 

Sure, although Laloux does not offer a blueprint 

for this as such. Whether and how organisations 

can transform themselves into Teal organisations 

is – like so many other aspects – a question of 

leadership. The main condition, according to 

Laloux, is for the organisation’s founder/owner or 

CEO to have a ‘Teal’ mindset. The model, it should 

be noted, is not confined to any one industry: 

Teal organisations can be found in the healthcare, 

profit, not-for-profit and manufacturing industries. 

The size of the organisation, its location and 

cultural background would also appear to be 

irrelevant.

In the final section of the book, Laloux homes in 

on the question of how organisations can work 

toward becoming Teal organisations, what some of 

the pitfalls are, and what practices and processes 

are the mostessential. Transforming an organisation 

into a Teal organisation is far from a simple 

process, but as Laloux explains, if it is successful 

both management and employees can reflect back 

on nothing short of a rebirth of their organisation: 

one that is ready for the next evolutionary stage 

in our economy and equipped to take maximum 

advantage of all the opportunities it offers. 

7.

8.

9.

Impulsive – Red 

Constant exercise of power by boss; 
aimed at fear and short-term results; 
reign over people

Conformist – Amber 

Focus on self-discipline and self-control, 
stability and long-term; top-down structure; 
organisation determines ‘what’ and ‘how’

Performance-oriented – Orange

Focus on profi t, growth and innovation, tight 
management, clear responsibilities; the organisation 
determines ‘what’, while employees determine ‘how’

Pluralistic – Green 

Focus on culture, empowerment, motivating 
employees and greater personal responsibility 
for employees

Evolutionary – Teal 

Aimed at achieving potential (purpose); 
self-management replaces hierarchical pyramid
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   Has there been criticism of Laloux’ ideas as 

well?

Laloux has arguably cherry-picked his cases 

and a study of a mere twelve companies is not 

sufficient to provide scientific evidence that Teal 

organisations have the potential to change not 

only themselves but the world at large – including 

a leap forward in human collaboration. At the 

same time, there are also sufficient examples to 

be found in the Netherlands of companies that 

have managed to successfully apply Laloux’ theory, 

including the NPM portfolio company FocusCura 

(see Box).

10. One organisation that would fit right 
alongside the other cases cited in Laloux’ 
book is NPM portfolio company FocusCura. 
Specialised in developing healthcare 
innovations, the company has been value-
driven from the get-go and has a network 
structure in place in which teams develop 
solutions independently, according to Raoul 
Zaal and Joris Janssen, the COO and CTO of 
the Driebergen-based company.

Zaal: ‘Finding yourself in a situation and 
thinking: “How can this be possible?” or 
“Surely this could be improved!” can be a 
very strong motivator for starting a company. 
That’s basically what happened to our CEO 
and founder, Daan Dohmen, when he had a 
summer job in a care home. So FocusCura 
has been a value-driven organisation from 
day one: a company with a purpose, or 
a social mission if you will. Our business 
model is not based on the question of how 
many units we can shift, but whether our 
products have a real impact on healthcare 
services and the lives of the people using 
those services. We remain convinced that 
there is vast room for improvement – and 
that is a conviction shared by everyone in our 
organisation.’

Janssen: ‘We regard the healthcare industry 
as our main partner – we are on a shared 
journey of discovery to learn how we can 
use technology to improve the healthcare 
process. Our people visit healthcare 
organisations and make home visits to clients 
on a daily basis. This is true for everyone in 
the organisation, including our programmers. 
It’s important that we all really make an effort 
to understand users’ true needs. This is an 

FocusCura: 

Leadership & governance

Frederic Laloux, author 'Reinventing Organizations'
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ongoing process – you create something, 
monitor how people use it and what problems 
they might encounter, and then it’s time for 
the next stage of improvements. Lather, rinse, 
repeat every week or two weeks. You can’t 
manage this type of process on a traditional 
top-down basis, since it is no longer just 
the manager who has the knowhow, but 
it’s spread throughout the organisation. My 
official job title may be Chief Technology 
Officer (CTO), but I also make a lot of home 
visits to clients and prefer to spend five days 
a week coding side by side with my team. 
That means everything is running smoothly 
and there’s no need for me to intervene at any 
point.’

Zaal: ‘It’s exactly the way Joris says: we are 
a partner to the healthcare sector. But rather 
than telling people to do things a certain 
way – which we’re very cautious not to do – 
our products are an invitation to the industry 
to explore alternative ways of organising 
and managing healthcare processes. We 
support care organisations in coming up 
with more scalable solutions or to become 
self-organising. A company like Buurtzorg 
has been able to use the approach it does 
because they use smart solutions.’ 

Shared route
Janssen: ‘You can see many of Laloux’ ideas 
reflected in FocusCura’s organisational 
structure. Our business model is not a 
pyramid but rather a network of teams that 
work independently and are each responsible 
for a specific product. There is no hierarchy 
within those teams – we are all each other’s 
peers. However, in line with the Scrum 
methodology (a software development 

standard – Ed.), we all have different roles. 
Some are responsible for actual development, 
some for the process itself and others for 
setting priorities. We then determine together 
what avenue to pursue. An often-heard 
criticism of self-directed teams is that they 
are less efficient: their end solutions tend 
to be better and smarter, but it’s harder to 
predict how they will get there. That’s why 
some traditional managers might have qualms 
about this model – you never quite know 
where your ideas might take you. I think that 
if people’s work is highly predictable, it’s 
more efficient to manage it on a hierarchical 
basis. But if your work is impacted by all 
sorts of unknown quantities, it’s best to go 
with our type of approach. In fact, a growing 
number of companies have taken to adopting 
this approach, since virtually all industries 
are undergoing such rapid change right now 
and everything is increasingly becoming 
connected.’

Zaal: ‘I believe it’s important for 
organisations, most of all, to keep their eye 
on their purpose and mission. You need to 
focus on that point in the horizon, set out 
on your journey and discover where the 
road might lead you. Although this approach 
makes a greater demand on employees, it’s 
also a lot more rewarding in the end. I think 
it’s remarkable how FocusCura’s mission has 
remained unchanged throughout the years 
and that so many people have embraced it in 
the meantime. As long as we’ve got sought-
after IT workers sending in their CVs to us 
because they’re inspired by our mission, I 
know we’re doing something right.’

a fluid organisation
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“Big data” is one of the buzzwords of today’s corporate world. 
A growing number of companies are storing massive quantities 
of data hoping it will serve them well at some point down the 
line. As data specialists Frenk Ochse and Hugo Koopmans 
explain, businesses that are ready for the next step can 
develop completely new business models using state-of-the-art 
data analytics techniques. Yet an obsolete IT infrastructure is 
keeping many organisations from taking full advantage of big 
data technology.

of data involved of every conceivable 
type, which is streamed in real-time. 
Another difference is that we used to 
store everything in what is known as 
a relational database – a collection 

“One of the risks of 
big data is that you 
could end up paving 

the way for misguided 
conclusions. If you’re 
using large quantities 

of data, there are 
always correlations to 

be found”

We are meeting the two data experts at 
the offices of Conclusion, of which the 
full-service IT company Virtual Sciences 
established by Frenk Ochse, one of our 
two interviewees, is an independent 
operating company. Chief Data Scientist 
Hugo Koopmans is no stranger to these 
premises either: his agency, DIKW, is 
a dedicated partner of Conclusion and 
is regularly contracted to take on data-
related projects for the company.

The term “big data” refers primarily 
to what Ochse and Koopmans have 
dubbed the “3 Vs”. Koopmans: “We 
have been storing all sorts of data 
electronically for the past three decades, 
but what we do now is different in 
terms of Volume, Variety and Velocity. 
In other words: there’s a huge amount 

Buy & Build Family businessSustainability and Innovation Leadership & Governance
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Front soldiers

So even though we might have access 
to many more different types of data 
these days, you still need to separate the 
wheat from the chaff and determine what 

sort of information you might be able to 
glean from the data. It’s only then that 
big data will help you to really move the 
ball forward.”

Koopmans: “I have to agree with Frenk. 
Also, one of the potential pitfalls of big 
data is that you can end up paving 
the way for misguided conclusions. If 
you’re using the quantities of data we’re 
talking about here, you can always 
find correlations. In fact, there’s no 
shortage of fascinating examples of this 
on the internet. Someone discovered, 
for example, that for a specific period 
of time there was a demonstrable 
correlation between the number of 
people who had drowned in swimming 
pools and the number of films starring 
Nicolas Cage, to name one particularly 

of data items organised in tables and 
columns showing plain text and numbers. 
Nowadays databases are more like 
giant repositories – data lakes, as you 
might call them, in which various types 
of data are stored in raw form. This can 
be text files, PDFs, emails, videos, audio 
files or inter-server messages, you name 
it. We only determine afterwards what 
criteria we’re going to use in order to 
make the data ’actionable’ – that’s IT 
speak for ’usable.’”

Ochse explains that for this reason, he 
prefers the term “big data analytics” to 
plain old “big data”: “You can store any 
type of data you like, but raw data in 
itself is just dead weight – you need to 
organise it and figure out its significance. 
While storage of the data is necessary, it 
is the actual analytics that create added 
value. One thing that hasn’t changed 
over the past decades, incidentally, 
is that familiarity with the client’s key 
processes remains as essential as ever. 

“A company like 
Booking.com never 
stops experimenting 

and constantly 
optimises its services 

based on the 
outcomes”

Position 

Chief Data Scientist at DIKW

DIKW

The name DIKW is a Dutch acronym for the Data tot Informatie naar Kennis en 

Wijsheid (‘From Data to Information to Knowledge and Wisdom’) paradigm. DIKW 

provides intelligence services and advises companies on data (including big data), 

data science and advanced intelligence. The company is a dedicated partner of 

Conclusion and is regularly contracted for data-related projects

Hugo Koopmans

28
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we were contacted some time ago 
by a large offshore company that had 
grown so quickly that they had lost track 
of the specific areas of expertise of 
their employees. They ran into a hard 
time assigning staff to their projects as 
a result. We then set out to analyse 
all the data relating to those 10,000 
employees found on that company’s 
corporate intranet going back five years 
– ranging from emails to PowerPoint 
presentations and from meeting minutes 
to environmental impact reports. This 
enabled us to see what each individual 
employee contributed to the greater 
whole and – more importantly – who 
possessed the most valuable knowledge. 
Who has a knack for creating interesting 
content? Who really takes the time to 
reply to emails in depth rather than just 
passing on the buck? And so on and 
so forth. We eventually delivered an 
application for this client not dissimilar to 
Google, which generates a list of experts 
within the organisation in response to 
a specific query. It was not the content 

quirky example. But we data analysts are 
interested in causality and are not looking 
for correlations.”

Powerful technology
According to Ochse and Koopmans, 
two of the key advantages of state-of-
the-art data analytics techniques are 
that they provide much greater flexibility 
and enable users to develop IT solutions 
in significantly less time than was the 
case in the past. Case in point: it took 
DIKW just ten weeks to build, test and 
implement a completely new track-and-
trace system for DHL Parcels Benelux. 
Koopmans: “That’s extremely fast when 
you consider that you’re talking about 
millions of parcels and corresponding 
numbers of status updates. The average 
response time for customers looking 
to check the status of their parcel is 
less than 200 milliseconds in the new 
system, which means it can provide real-
time information. None of that would 
have been possible using a traditional 
database.”

Another key technological development 
that coincides with the availability of 
big data is the evolution of search 
technology. Koopmans: “This allows you 
to dig through huge amounts of data. 
The type of data and the location don’t 
matter – even if the data is distributed 
across hundreds of servers, like with 
cloud-based services. That means you’ve 
got a very powerful technology at your 
fingertips. Just to give you an example: 

Position

Co-founder and CTO at Virtual Sciences

Virtual Sciences

Virtual Sciences specialises in the development, implementation and maintenance 

of web and other services in or between organisations. On a project basis or 

working with partners, the company develops comprehensive applications, 

combining its expertise in integration with web and data science solutions.  

The company has been an operating company of Conclusion since 2015

Frenk Ochse 
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of complications. But then there’s a 
downside to every technology.”

And then, of course, there are the ethical 
aspects involved. After all, just because 
something is technically feasible, that 
doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a good 
idea to actually develop it. Koopmans: 
“Starting in 2017, all new cars will 
come equipped with an online airbag. 
This airbag not only cushions the initial 
collision impact for passengers, but also 
sends out an instant message stating 
the nature and location of the accident 
and the speed at which the vehicle 
was travelling. This information might 
be relevant to first responders and the 
police, but that airbag could potentially 
send out the vehicle’s entire user history, 
which also makes it very interesting to, 
say, the insurance company – with all 
the potential implications this entails. 
The question we need to ask is: is this 
the direction in which we want to be 
heading, simply because the technology 
is available to do it?”

In a time where virtually all consumers 
have their own ‘digital aura’ (mobile 
devices establish a permanent connection 
with radio towers and Wi-Fi networks), a 
great deal of personal information can be 
collected and integrated using relatively 
simple methods. Ochse: “The Internet of 
Things and the growing use of drones 
will only add to that trend. Those are the 
main challenges for the future for us data 
scientists: facilitating the positive aspects 
of technology while at the same time 
preventing misuse.”

of employees’ official CV that served 
as the basis for this information, but 
rather their hands-on contribution to the 
organisation.”

Experimental science
Yet as Ochse explains, many companies 
are in no way ready for the opportunities 
provided by big data analytics. These 
businesses are dealing with obsolete IT 
infrastructures, which preclude integrated 
access to the available data and make 
it impossible to integrate new, external 
data sources. Ochse: “One of the main 
problems that we focus on at Virtual 
Sciences is how to kick-start companies 
where things have ground to a halt. We 
develop alternative methods to provide 
access to specific data, integrate existing 
data sources, or add new, external 
data to the mix. In some cases we 
develop specific filters, so as to create 
relevant datasets that can accelerate 
specific business processes or facilitate 
forecasting. That is not directly related to 
big data analytics, although we do use 
the same techniques.”

According to the data experts, it is mainly 
new companies that can fully exploit the 
potential of big data. 
Ochse: “Large companies such as banks 
do experiment with analytics, but they 
keep this side of the business strictly 
separate from their main organisation. 
That way, they don’t have to contend 
with legacy systems or clashes with the 
entrenched corporate culture. The more 
traditional the environment, the harder it 
is to use big data analytics.”

Koopmans: “Look at a relatively recently 
established company like Booking.com, 
for example. They carry out more than 

For more information on big data 
see npm-capital.com/en/
innovation-en-sustainability

1,000 experiments a day. They may 
operate only one website, but they will 
adapt their user interface to groups 
of individual users, changing colours, 
buttons, locations, and so on. They 
never stop experimenting and optimise 
their services based on the outcomes. 
Theoretical modelling is becoming less 
interesting, and marketing is gradually 
evolving into an experimental science.”

Digital aura
Koopmans and Ochse warn that there are 

risks associated with the use of substantial 
amounts of data. 

Ochse: “The question of how we can 
effectively secure this data is more 
relevant now than ever. And then there’s 
the problem that algorithms, too, tend 
to work based on a normal distribution 
– meaning that while they can handle 
the mainstream, they have more trouble 
dealing with exceptions. This might create 
a situation where a completely harmless 
email with maybe a slightly unfortunate 
choice of words is suddenly classified 
as containing ‘potentially terrorism-
related content’, leading to any number 

Front soldiers



Column

31

I am a big fan of the work of the Belgian 

author Frederic Laloux and his 2014 book 

Reinventing Organizations. I admire the book 

for many reasons, but what particularly 

resonates with me is his stance that in the 

future, businesses will need an ‘evolutionary 

purpose’ in order to survive. He defines 

this purpose as the “collective impact toward 

which the organization should strive to evolve” (to 

quote the master himself).

The notion of ‘purpose’ has been much-

discussed lately. I should probably first 

explain how we define this term here at 

De Droomfabriek. To us, a purpose is the 

higher goal to which an organisation aspires 

– its contribution to the world. Consumers 

increasingly want to see companies with a 

clear vision and identity that intend to use 

their products, services or business model 

to break through the confinements of the 

status quo. This approach is sometimes 

referred to as ‘Business for the Good of 

Creating Shared Value’. But regardless of 

how we might label the phenomenon, the 

central idea remains the same: businesses 

need to think and act based on a long-

term perspective and generate profits in a 

responsible way. This will not only benefit 

the company itself and/or the shareholders, 

but it will also boost the local community 

or wider society to which they aim to ‘give 

back’ something meaningful.

Of course, you could argue that all business 

owners and businesses in the Netherlands 

are meaningful in their own way. In the 

words of brand strategist Hans de Koning: 

‘All things considered, every business and every 

independent business owner in the Netherlands 

contributes directly to shaping our society, simply 

by paying their taxes, providing employment and 

creating a community that forms part of people’s 

daily routine and identity and where they feel at 

home. A purpose is not a marketing concept – 

you’ve either got one or you don’t. You can’t inject 

a little purpose into your brand or – God forbid – 

go out into the world to find one.’

I couldn’t agree more with De Koning’s 

statement that purpose is not a marketing 

concept. Consumers will see through you 

right away if your ‘purpose’ is nothing 

more than a glib slogan – a bit like the 

‘greenwashing’ phenomenon so common – 

and reviled – in the world of sustainability. 

(For those unfamiliar with the term, it 

refers to companies and organisations that 

spend more time and money claiming to be 

‘green’ through advertising and marketing 

efforts than actually implementing business 

practices that reduce their environmental 

impact.) But I happen to disagree with 

the notion that a company cannot set 

out to find a purpose. This implies that 

an organisation’s culture is static and 

immutable – whereas I have seen first-hand 

that it can be transformed provided you use 

the right kind of approach.

I have observed that for a growing number 

of businesses, new developments are 

driven by a sense of purpose. In fact, I 

have never before seen so many purpose-

driven initiatives, and I have met numerous 

game changers recently who intend not 

only to overhaul their own industry, but, 

while they’re at it, also want to transform 

the economy to improve our own and 

the Earth’s wellbeing. Just because these 

kinds of efforts also bring their share of 

commercial opportunities for the business 

doesn’t mean that they aren’t also informed 

by genuine concern about the sustainability 

of our current economic system and the 

world we leave to our children. Personally, 

I feel the fact that a growing number of 

companies are daring to reflect on their 

purpose can only be commended. 

It’s time for us to start exploring some new 

avenues.

Ralph Zebregs is the 
driving force behind 
De Droomfabriek, a 
company specialising in 
creating and transforming 
organisational cultures. 

For more information, 
please visit Purposeday.nl

Purpose or no purpose 
(that is the question)
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The Capital of ... the Cloud
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Of course, strictly speaking 
the cloud does not have a 
capital city. But in various 
locations around the world, 
the internet does manifest 
itself in a physical way, in the 
form of massive data centres 
also known as ‘server farms’ 
or ‘cloud campuses’. Many of 
these are based in rural areas 
where land prices are 
affordable and energy costs 
are relatively low. Currently 
the largest cloud campus, 
known as SUPERNAP, is 
located in Las Vegas. 
Developed by Vegas-based 
global technology solutions 
company Switch, it covers an 
area of 130,000 square 
metres and consumes a total 
of 280 megawatt in IT 
capacity. Switch has plans to 
build two even larger cloud 
campuses: one measuring 
185,000 square metres near 
Grand Rapids, Michigan and 
one in Reno, Nevada covering 
nearly 500,000 square metres.

SUPERNAP campus in Las Vegas,  Source: Getty Images
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Tomorrow’s cattle farmer 
doubles as a data supplier
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From reversible ploughs to combine harvesters and from fertiliser injector systems to drones: 

the development of modern agriculture has long been technology driven. But according to 

Dries Berckmans, CEO of Belgian-based start-up SoundTalks, and Erik Vranken, Research 

Manager at cattle IT company Fancom, technology is also playing an increasingly prominent 

role in cattle farming. They believe that Precision Livestock Farming (PLF) can help to improve 

animal welfare – and to create new business models in cattle farming in the process.
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Could you explain what PLF involves exactly? 

Berckmans: ‘PLF is the name given to a 

number of technologies which are used in, 

on and around animals in the agricultural 

industry, for the purpose of permanently 

tracking the animal’s condition. This might 

involve tagging larger animals, or attaching 

tags to cameras and microphones that can 

monitor large groups of smaller animals. 

But you could also include less sophisticated 

applications, like devices that measure the 

absorption of water or feed.’

Vranken: ‘PLF is not new in itself, but until 

recently it was mostly a scientific field. But 

now we’re seeing the rapid emergence of 

functional systems in the market which are 

designed specifically to improve animal health 

and welfare.’

How should we imagine these types of systems at a 

practical level?   

Vranken: ‘Whereas with larger animals such 

as cows you can use sensors on or inside 

the animal (see Box – Ed.), that becomes 

more complicated when you’re dealing with 

smaller animals such as pigs and chickens. 

That’s why we’re investing in contactless 

measuring techniques, with the use of 

cameras and microphones. Essentially we 

follow the animals as a group 24/7 and 

minute by minute.

Suppose you’ve got a pig barn that’s divided 

into different areas: there’s a feeding area, 

a drinking area and a resting area. By 

linking cameras to software monitors, we 

can measure both the utilisation rate of the 

various functional areas and the activity levels 

of the animals in the group.

Innovation

The app that knows all about cows

First8, a subsidiary of NPM portfolio company Conclusion, has 
for some time been developing applications and IT services 
relating to cattle management for its client CRV, a large 
cooperative for dairy farmers.

‘The Dutch agricultural sector is a multi-billion-euro industry and 
uses a variety of IT resources,’ says First8’s Martijn Verhoeven. 
‘Today’s cattle farmers use our IT services to manage their 
farms. Standards in this industry for hygiene, food quality and 
fertiliser production are very strict, so they require a great deal of 
information, and we design targeted solutions they can use.’

Many of these solutions are so sophisticated as to be beyond 
the comprehension of the average layperson. For example, 
First8 developed an application that makes it possible to select 
future calves based on specific hereditary characteristics, as 
well as a system that can determine based on the movement 
patterns of cows in the field whether a cow is in heat and 
therefore ready to be inseminated. First8 also created a series 
of calculation modules which determine the ideal feed cycle, 
depending on the production objectives and the situation. 
This data is subsequently used to calculate the most efficient 
processing of fertiliser within the legal parameters. Verhoeven: 
‘The Internet of Things has already made inroads on farms 
and provides modern cattle farmers with the data they need to 
achieve maximum efficiency in managing their cattle.’

Amsterdam-based start-up Connecterra is currently also 
developing a device – known as a ‘fitbit’ – that tracks cows’ 
behaviour and wellbeing. Sensors are attached to the animal’s 
neck to register how it eats, chews, walks, drinks and when it is 
in heat or, conversely, inactive. Smart, self-learning algorithms 
convert this data into practical information for the farmer, which 
is made available through a smartphone app. The farmer can 
see at a glance how many hours a cow has walked outside, 
what the most favourable days are for insemination, and whether 
the animal is suffering from an eating disorder, a cold or a leg 
infection. Since dairy farmers generally have little or no room for 
investment, the revenue model is based on usage per month. 
According to founder Yasir Khokhar, PLF is the next big thing 
in cattle farming. ‘Farmers are becoming more like engineers 
in that they can no longer ignore technology.’ According to the 
entrepreneur, their main goal is to see healthier, happier animals, 
‘because improved wellbeing means more milk.’
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If you do this systematically, you will start to identify 

certain patterns, and if those patterns diverge from 

expectations, you can develop an early-warning system 

in response. The software records, for example, that a 

specific pig or a passel of pigs hasn’t moved for some 

time. That tells you right there that something’s not 

right, as reduced activity is often an indicator of illness, 

same as when an animal starts drinking less water or 

stops eating altogether. We are the first to pick up on 

those signs, long before the farmer catches wind of it. 

We usually notice it one or two days earlier, which 

makes it easier for the farmer to intervene and take the 

appropriate measures.’

Berckmans: ‘I would like to make clear that our 

technology is not designed to replace farmers; its 

purpose is to distribute the available time more 

efficiently. Currently, farmers make the rounds of the 

barn every day, spending a certain amount of time 

checking each pig. By using PLF applications, a farmer 

knows before starting his round that something’s 

wrong in a specific location in the barn or that there’s 

a potential risk of something happening, and he can 

decide he wants to check it out.’

My own company, SoundTalks, has developed a tool 

that uses microphones to detect coughing pigs and 

can observe quickly that there’s a significant increase 

in coughing somewhere in the barn. The tool enables 

the farmer to respond immediately, which reduces any 

production losses. Another advantage is that there’s less 

of a need for antibiotics in the barn as a whole, because 

you can respond more quickly and effectively.’

Why aren’t all barns in Europe equipped with these types of 

systems yet?  

Vranken: ‘For many cattle farmers the investments 

are still too high – particular in the current market, 

where so many chicken and pig farmers are struggling 

financially. But the real answer is: PLF provides data 

that is interesting from a commercial perspective 

to several partners in the supply chain, but farmers 

currently have to pay for the full investment.

Let me give you an example: we are currently 

developing a camera that continuously measures the 

growth and weight of individual pigs, along with 

the quantity of food consumed. This is valuable 

information to farmers, as it allows them to determine 

the quantity required for each individual animal. In the 

current situation, it is the lowest-performing pig that 

determines the standard in terms of feed conversion.

That’s all well and good, but surely all this data is 

equally valuable to cattle feed manufacturers, since they 

want to know how their feed is performing. And it is 

at least as interesting to the animal genetic industry, 

which would like to know how efficiently specific 

breeding lines handle their feed, and to vets, as it 

will enable them to detect trends in illness. The only 

thing is, there is no overall structure in place as yet to 

manage and trade this data. The idea is for farmers to 

be paid for their data in the future, as this gives them a 

far stronger return on investment. Essentially, the cattle 

farmers of the future should also be data suppliers.’

Berckmans: ‘There’s no doubt that the entire industry 

is about to undergo some massive changes. Almost 

all cattle farms are exploring their options, and I’m 

convinced we will see new business models emerge in 

the future. Further down the chain, people are already 

reaping the financial benefits of healthier animals and 

greater animal welfare. In the future, the farmers will 

receive a larger portion of these earnings.’

Vranken: ‘Fancom’s current revenue growth is not 

generated in Europe, but in emerging economies such 

as South America and China. One factor is that many 

of our current barn complexes are not suited to PLF 

applications, which makes the technology relatively 

expensive. But if you base the design and construction 

of a new barn complex on PLF, the costs end up falling 

dramatically. So in other words, Europe is still faced 

with the ‘dialectics of lead’ (also known as the ‘law of 

the handicap of a head start’), but given the massive 

cost savings that can be achieved through PLF, that is 

only a matter of time.’

Dries Berckmans is CEO of the Belgian-based start-up SoundTalks, a 

spin-off of the universities of Leuven and Milan.

Erik Vranken is Research Manager at Fancom in North Limburg,  

as well as being a part-time lecturer in the Department of 

Bioengineering at the University of Leuven.
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Improving a  
little every day  

at the ‘Amazon of 
technical parts’
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Kramp is a multinational provider of parts and accessories 
and value-added services for companies operating in 
the agricultural market, forest and grass care sector or 
in construction and mechanical engineering. Besides 
focusing on increasing its volume, the company has 
also taken some important steps towards improving its 
customer services and increasing operational efficiency. 
The stated objective of Executive Board member Tom 
Wolterinck, who is responsible for Operations, IT and HR, 
is continuous improvement – making things better, one 
day at a time.

As Wolterinck explains, there were two 
factors that occasioned these relatively 
large operating expenses. ‘If you operate in 
as many countries as we do, you become 
aware that every country has its own local 
processes and procedures in place. Some 
of these are highly efficient, but that’s not 
always the case. 

The second factor is that our company is 
divided into business units: Sales, Logistics, 
Product Management, Finance, and IT. 
We were dealing with something that has 
become a classic problem in the business 
world, where each business unit would 
strike out on its own to optimise its business 
processes, but which didn’t necessarily 
improve cross-functional collaboration 
between the individual units. The logical 
solution to both problems is to align your 
processes and procedures, preferably by 
working to solve any communication issues 
on a day-to-day basis. We refer to that here 
as a “culture of continuous improvement”, 
where we work to make things a little better 
every day.’

Streamlining
In Wolterinck’s view, there are – roughly 

€7 
million
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Tom Wolterinck

Unbeknown to most people in the 
Netherlands, the Amazon of the technical 
parts world is based in the small Dutch 
town of Varsseveld, located just outside 
Doetinchem in Gelderland province. This is 
where you will find the head office of Kramp, 
a family business established in 1951 and 
serving tens of thousands of customers 
across 26 countries from its ten European 
warehouses. The company ships out around 
9,000 orders a day, many of which are 
delivered to the customer that same night. Its 
product range includes more than 500,000 
unique items, a total of approximately 
300,000 of which are always in stock.

Wolterinck: ‘Yes, our company is all about 
the big numbers – you’ll find that this is 
an industry where size really does matter.’ 
But it’s about more than just scale alone 
– service and efficiency of operations are 
every bit as vital to Kramp’s success. And 
as Wolterinck explains, it was in these 
areas that the company, until recently, fell 
somewhat short of the mark. ‘We saw a rise 
in our operating expenses as a percentage 
of revenue, and although it wasn’t immediate 
cause for concern, we did want to work 
towards reversing that upward trend.’
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speaking – two ways of setting up a continuous 
improvement programme. ‘The traditional way 
is by doing preliminary research over a six-
month period, then enter a stage of concept 
development including a detailed design, 
followed by measures of which you can only 
hope that, once they’re implemented, they will 
work out just the way you’ve designed them. 
This stage can take up to two years, at which 
point you haven’t even launched the actual 
programme yet. Since we are partial to more 
of a hands-on attitude at our company, we 
decided on the alternative option: hiring an 
external consultant and working with them 
to set up two projects and using a mix of the 
latest project management tools and methods 
available (see box –ed.) to start achieving results 
right out the gate. We worked step by step and 
week by week, making small gains every time. 
This gave the rest of the organisation a feel of 
what we were trying to achieve.’

Wolterinck’s prime focus at the Varsseveld 
office is ensuring on-time delivery. ‘We promise 
our customers that any orders they place today 

will be delivered the same night, and 90% of 
the time we deliver on that promise,’ he says. 
‘Right now, we’re analysing what went wrong 
with the remaining 10% of those orders. Was 
the product out of stock? Might there have 
been a logistics or distribution error, or was the 
order placed on credit hold? Were we unable 
to deliver any value-added services in time, or 
were we late in issuing the invoice? In some 
cases, the price might be listed incorrectly in the 
system. Once you start digging a little deeper, 
you discover that there’s a potential for hiccups 
in all these different departments, and that a 
lack of proper communication between these 
departments will inevitably cause problems. 
You can make the order process a lot easier by 

Johan Terpstra, Investment Director at NPM Capital:

‘Continuous improvement is not a luxury 
but a necessity in the current market’
‘Kramp’s focus on growth is functional, as it creates major economies of 
scale in the long run. But you’re not going to benefit from that at all if your 
company does not also succeed in running your business increasingly 
efficiently and effectively. That’s why I believe that continuous improvement 
is not a luxury but a necessity in the current market. It’s what underpins your 
competitive strength, both in terms of price levels and in terms of service, 
speed and customer satisfaction.

As investors, we therefore fully support this initiative. We also feel the choice of R&G as a partner was the 
right one: it’s always good to have a pair of objective eyes look at your company. I know from experience 
that R&G is unafraid to cast a critical eye on some of the sacred cows and entrenched habits in our 
industry. And Kramp has adopted an approach that allows it to integrate this into the company’s DNA.

NPM Capital has great confidence in the strategy the company has chosen to pursue. The recent decision 
to buy out shareholder Schouw together with the Kramp management only underscores our intention to 
stick around for a long time and demonstrates that we are keen to facilitate the Kramp management in 
achieving their growth objectives.’

‘We worked step by step and 

week by week, making small gains 

every time. This gave the rest of the 

organisation a feel of what we were 

trying to achieve’
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doing a better job of streamlining the process 
– the upshot will be a larger number of satisfied 
customers and lower expenses.’

The second major project, currently running 
in Germany, is designed to improve the 
effectiveness of the Internal Sales department. 
Wolterinck: ‘We are currently developing a 
blueprint in Germany for the perfect Internal 
Sales department, a model which we will then 
roll out across all the different countries. 
We will be doing the same with the on-time-
delivery project: once we have wrapped up 
this project here at the Varsseveld office, we 
will redesign our warehouse in Poitiers, France, 
based on the same format.’

Logistics instinct
Wolterinck stresses that the challenge his 
company has taken on is far from being the 
proverbial ‘rocket science’. ‘These are, at 
their core, traditional operational excellence 
programmes, and there is a massive amount of 
literature out there telling you in detail how to go 
about it. The real challenge is to implement the 
new system across a company that generates 
€ 700 million in revenue and operates ten 
warehouses and 26 sales offices throughout 
Europe. In other words, you’re looking at a 
highly complex operation, one where you need 
to explain to people at each junction why you 
want to push it through, and what the ultimate 
gains will be for the company.’

This high level of complexity has nevertheless 
not deterred him from developing new projects, 
including an outline of the financial processes 
involved. ‘We wanted to reduce the time 
between developing new product ideas and 

actually being able to supply those products. 
That’s another process that involves a lot of 
different channels, and my logistics instinct 
tells me there’s got to be some waste there 
somewhere down the line.’

When asked whether he is afraid that Kramp 
will reach a stage where there are simply no 
further improvements to be made and the law 
of diminishing returns will kick in so that any 
new initiatives will be unlikely to turn a profit, he 
starts laughing. ‘In a perfectly stable world, you 
might be right. But the reality is that the world 
is changing, along with our customer portfolio, 
our product range and our customers’ 
expectations. It’s therefore important for our 
organisation to remain agile and keep up with 
those changes. So I would describe these 
efforts as essential preparation for the future.’

‘You can make the order process 

a lot easier by doing a better job 

of streamlining the process – the 

upshot will be a larger number 

of satisfied customers and lower 

expenses’

30 minutes 
Kramp has enlisted the services of R&G Global 
Consultants in running its continuous improvement 
programme. Wolterinck heads up a Circle Team 
of Kramp employees in his capacity as OPEX 
Programme Director. Internal project managers 
and data analysts are recruited from this team, 
who get together with a R&G consultant to take on 
the projects defined at a local level. This process 
is based on the Scrum project management 
method, with Circle Teams discussing the previous 
day’s analyses every day with employees from 
the business units concerned. A special feature of 
these Integrated Daily Execution (IDEX) sessions is 
that they are subject to a 30-minute time limit.

The Circle Teams provide progress updates to the 
Breakthrough Team, which includes members of the 
local management. This team also makes decisions 
on any necessary expenses or investments. 

The intention is for the IDEX sessions to become 
part of the everyday routine, also after the R&G 
consultant has left the team, Wolterinck says. ‘We 
are currently setting up a system of daily, weekly, 
monthly and annual sessions, so as to be able to 
ensure continuous improvement and really make it 
part of our company culture.’
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Family business

Structure 
 follows 
culture

Groningen-based packaging company NNZ has been successful for 
almost a century in the development and distribution of packaging for 
the agricultural and manufacturing industries. The company’s current 
CEO, Len Boot, is the third generation to run the company, and the fi rst 
representative of the fourth generation is currently waiting in the wings. 
How does NNZ manage to reinvent itself time and again – and what 
role does the family play in this process? ‘We don’t regard ourselves as 
a family business, but rather as a business that happens to be 
family-owned.’
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Len Boot and Roos van Vugt
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‘One bad summer or a failed harvest 
somewhere will have a dramatic effect 
on your own revenue. That’s why we 
have decided to spread the risks more 

internationally’

‘One area that I do want to be involved 
in is the recruitment process for key 

positions, since that has a direct impact 
on the organisation’s DNA’

Family business

Nature as a source 
of inspiration
NNZ is running a long-term pilot project investigating 
whether the ‘natural packaging’ of fruit and 
vegetables – for example, orange, banana or potato 
skins – can be a source of inspiration to produce 
superior packaging. The company has teamed 
up with a biologist and other experts for the pilot 
project. Although the project results aren’t ready 
to be marketed just yet, they are promising. For 
example, the team discovered that potatoes can be 
preserved longer in foil sprinkled with oregano oil, as 
this has been found to fight mould. The company has 
been experimenting with foils with added fragrances. 
NNZ works on a regular basis with Wageningen 
University, the Frauenhof Institut, and the Netherlands 
Organisation for Applied Scientific Research (TNO).

Sure, Len Boot was willing to talk about NNZ as a family 

business, but only accompanied by his account manager 

Roos van Vugt, who is also his niece and the first fourth-

generation family member to be employed within the 

organisation. Established by Boot’s grandfather back in 

1922, NNZ evolved from a glorified sewing shop which 

manufactured burlap sacks into a respected player in 

the packaging industry with a total of 22 sites across 18 

countries and € 150 million in revenue.

Even today, NNZ remains one of the market leaders in 

the manufacture of burlap sacks in the Netherlands, as 

burlap continues to be viewed as a high-quality material 

in the packaging industry: durable, absorbent and highly 

breathable. However, the company’s product portfolio 

has expanded significantly over the decades; with the 

exception of meat packaging (which falls into a separate 

category on account of the stringent hygiene requirements), 

NNZ can supply virtually any type of packaging. Boot: ‘I 

would venture to say that you’ll find at least one NNZ-

manufactured packaging item in every household in the 

Netherlands.’

Although the company operated its own production facility 

for polyethylene plastic packaging for some time during 

the 1960s, it made the strategic decision at some point 

to exclusively develop and distribute packaging products. 

Boot, commenting on this decision: ‘When my brother 

and I joined our father’s business in the early 1990s, the 

members of our family asked ourselves the question: what 

do we really want to be? Aren’t we keeping our options 

too open? The problem is that, if you want to manufacture 

your products yourself, you need to keep investing in new 

equipment. Around the same time, we were seeing growing 

competition from Southern Europe and Asia, so it became 

more difficult to earn back these major investments. We 

eventually made the decision together to focus completely 

on developing innovative packaging materials. For the 

record, we have no regrets at all when it comes to our 

experiment with polyethylene, because it was thanks to 

this decision that we, as a traditional agricultural packaging 

supplier, gained access to industrial markets.’

International expansion 

In addition to the decision to focus on product 

development, the third generation of Boots made another 

decision, namely to expand internationally. Boot: ‘That’s 

another risk once you’ve made a name for yourself in the 

agricultural industry. One bad summer or a failed harvest 

somewhere will have a dramatic effect on your own 

revenue. That’s why we have decided to spread the risks 

more internationally. This has resulted in NNZ in its current 

incarnation, with a total of 22 sites across 18 countries.’

Each of these sites consists of an office plus warehouse space, 

and is essentially responsible for its own sales, warehousing 

and distribution, Boot explains. ‘We work on the basis of the 

“focus on local” principle, which means we always hire local 

people, since they understand the market there.

Only the support departments – product development, 
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NNZ has four shareholders: three brothers and a 
sister. In addition, there is a Stichting Administratie-
kantoor (STAK, a trust foundation), which holds the 
certified shares. The three-member management is 
represented in the Board of the Foundation, along 
with the shareholders and several external experts, 
including a civil-law notary and a tax consultant. 
A Supervisory Board with three independent 
members monitors the actions of the management. 
The primary duty of the Board of the Foundation 
is to advise the family. Family members can attend 
general shareholders’ meetings from the age of 
18, however without voting rights. A total of five 
nieces and nephews are currently exercising this 
right. What makes NNZ different from other family 
businesses is that they have an official family charter 
in place describing how the family is to manage the 
business. A copy of this charter, which is publicly 
available, is provided to every employee. Family 
members who want to join the business must pass a 
relatively stringent selection process. Boot: ‘We don’t 

regard ourselves as a family business, but rather 
as a business that happens to be family-owned. In 
other words: the company comes before the family. 
That’s why we decided that any member of the family 
who wanted to join the family business must meet 
specific requirements. They must have a minimum 
of a bachelor’s degree, at least five years of work 
experience outside the company, and there must be 
a suitable opening. Finally, the management board 
must feel that the person has management potential in 
the long term. Family members need to meet all those 
requirements if they want to join the family business – 
if they fail to measure up, they won’t make the cut.’

Van Vugt is one family member who meets these 
requirements: she graduated from art college, 
worked for six years as a designer for an advertising 
agency, after which she earned a marketing 
certificate and made the switch to the corporate 
world. After a stint at dairy company Friesland 
Campina, she decided to apply for a job at NNZ. 

Buy & Build Family businessSustainability and Innovation Leadership & Governance

finance, IT and marketing – are based at the head office.’ It 

is thanks to this high level of independence that NNZ has 

not been hindered by traditional buy-and-build integration 

issues. ‘Nine out of ten companies we acquire are small 

family businesses operating in the industry where there 

is either no one to take over the company or a lack of the 

financial resources needed for further growth. Sometimes 

these businesses approach us, and sometimes we initiate 

contact. And I have to say things have always gone smoothly 

so far: there is a framework in place, but within that 

framework we attempt to manage the sites as independently 

as possible. One area that I do want to be involved in is the 

recruitment process for key positions, since that has a direct 

impact on the organisation’s DNA. In that sense I would say 

that “structure follows culture.”’

When asked how NNZ manages to reinvent itself time and 

again, Boot glances over at his niece. Laughing, she answers 

that: ‘I think that sort of happens naturally, provided you 

make customer demand the central focus. I don’t try to sell 

people standard solutions from our own product range; I 

find out what the customer needs and then come up with 

a solution that best suits those needs – even if we end up 

having to develop something from scratch. In using this 

approach, we are forced to innovate on a continuous basis, 

and I can tell you there’s no better way to keep a company 

youthful and vital.’

22
SitesCountries

18 150
Million in revenue

For more information about the challenges faced by 
family businesses, read more at the following link: 
npm-capital.com/en/family-business-challenges

Family charter

45



46

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 

27 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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Investeer
ook mee in 
het einde 
van honger 
in Benin 
www.katakle.nl

The Hunger Project maakt mensen 
in Benin bewust van hun eigen 
vermogens. Zo helpen we ze bij het 
herkennen en benutten van kansen om 
ondernemerschap en zelfredzaamheid 
te realiseren. Dáár investeren wij in! 
Investeer ook in de Katakle-groep en 
word lid van een inspirerend netwerk.
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Je vindt ons in
het vriesvak.

Al sinds 1900 maakt Kwekkeboom de lekkerste hapjes. Altijd met liefde voor smaak 
en kwaliteit. Dat doen we met de beste ingrediënten, unieke bereidingswijze en ons 
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.
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