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The dot on the horizon
Innovation is the common thread running through this edition of Capital Magazine. We discovered after asking
people at four of our portfolio companies what they view as innovation that it’s a broad term that encompasses
many different activities and developments. In other words: The definition and purpose of innovation depends
entirely on your business model and the market in which you operate.
It is, however, still possible to take a meaningful look at innovation in general. We explore, for example,
McKinsey’s ‘three horizons of innovation’ in the main article of this edition. It’s an interesting model that helps
define what we mean when we talk about innovation.
Our experience is that most companies know how to effectively organise the first horizon – the domain of
incremental innovation, i.e. improvements, extensions, variations and cost-savings. In contrast, the second
horizon usually involves more predicaments and pitfalls. This is the domain of the business model innovation,
which means the development and successful commercialisation of new technology in new or existing
markets. And the third horizon – the development of disruptive, completely new business models – is generally
recognised, but is primarily viewed as a ‘dot on the horizon’. You know where you want or have to go, but
don’t necessarily know how to get there.

Together
we can defeat all
neuromuscular
diseases among
children

We notice that the third horizon increasingly focuses on digitalisation. This digitalisation is manifested in both
new technologies such as AI and Machine Learning and in the ever-greater integration of existing processes and
platforms. And while Joost Steins Bisschop rightly comments in his article that digital transformation processes
can be ‘very unruly’, we’re convinced every company will have to take this step sooner or later in order to
survive.
We’re dedicated as an investor to providing our portfolio companies with maximum support in this area. Not
only because we believe in the power of digital transformation processes, but also because it’s in our DNA as a
long-term investor. It’s our strategic choice to enter into long-term commitment with our portfolio companies,
making it more suitable to have a vision on the future that is more likely to span three or four years. So in this
sense the McKinsey model is fully applicable to our approach to investment.
We view working with our portfolio companies to identify that ‘dot on the horizon’ as one of our core
responsibilities as an engaged investor. This is because striking the right balance between attention to the
current profit base, future innovation of the business and thinking about what’s next isn’t easy. We hope to
make a modest contribution towards helping find that balance through this edition of Capital Magazine.
On behalf of the NPM Capital Investment Team
Bart Coopmans, Johan Terpstra, Rutger Ruigrok and Koos Kramer
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Stepping into
the future – one
layer at the time

About Ultimaker
Ultimaker evolved from being
an open-source project into
the global market leader in
professional desktop 3D printers.
The company serves the high end
of the market, including a large
number of corporate customers
and educational institutions.
Ultimaker has grown exponentially
since its launch in 2011.
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3D printing has grown by leaps and bounds over the past decade.
The technology enables the manufacture of objects, customised and to order,
without the need to set up an entire production line. Major industrial players are
discovering its growing potential. Ultimaker’s Siert Wijnia calls the technology a
‘game changer’ that will gradually revolutionise our current production and
distribution processes.

Founded
2011
NPM investment
Since 2017
Offices
Geldermalsen, the
Netherlands, the US
and Singapore
Countries
Supplies to more than
100 countries
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Guests waiting in the foyer at the offices of 3D printer
manufacturer Ultimaker are kept entertained by the sight of
two whirring 3D printers perched on a stand inside a glass
display cabinet. With dazzling precision they print ornamental
objects, layer for layer, in brightly coloured plastic.
We are here to meet Siert Wijnia, Ultimaker’s CTO and
co-founder, who has begged off the umpteenth technical
meeting that day for the occasion. After apologising for
needing a few seconds to decompress, he launches into a
monologue about what is clearly his professional passion:
upcoming opportunities to produce locally for local use,
based on designs which – as is already the case with music
and media – will be available through a platform or network
distribution.
“You might call it entrepreneurial confidence,” he says, “but
the system of mass production in low-wage countries and
global distribution is certain to change down the line. 3D
printing is an absolute game changer, and we’re seeing many
companies now venturing into this territory.”
Ultimaker’s 3D printers are already purchased by numerous
businesses that regard 3D printing as a complementary
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Innovative trends in
3D printing
New applications of existing materials: 3D
printing of carbon plastics, wood, leather,
concrete, new alloys of metallic powders, as
well as recycled PET bottles and even ground
mussel shells.

Printing new structures in materials, giving them
all-new properties.

4D printing: re-heating 3D-printed objects
and subsequently transforming them, creating
structures previously believed impossible.

Buy & Build

‘‘3D printing of plastics
is also edging its way into the
manufacturing industry’’
technology that can be valuable at specific stages of the
design and production process. Wijnia: “For a long time,
the prevailing belief was that 3D printing would wipe out
entire production processes, but it doesn’t quite work that
way. If you look at a product’s lifecycle, you’ll find that 3D
printing has the most added value at the early stages of the
process – the visual and functional prototypes, if you will
– and in the final phase, when the production stage of the
product has essentially been completed but there is still a
demand for spare parts. Several of our customers have begun
using the technology for small quantities of functional parts.
And although 3D application is still relatively rare in mass
production processes, it’s really only a matter of time.”
Turnaround time: 2 days
Wijnia would appear to be right, judging by the latest trends
in 3D metal printing. Companies operating in this sector,
including EOS and Desktop Metal, are rapidly developing new
– albeit still very expensive – 3D metal printers that operate
many times faster than printers from previous generations.
Industry powerhouse GE has for some time been using 3D
printing technology to print complex metal engine parts
for the aviation industry on a large scale, and is currently
developing a printer that can also produce larger parts in mass
quantities.
In another interesting development, researchers at the
California-based Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory
announced last year that they had developed a 3D printing
method for the manufacture of stainless steel parts that is twice
as strong as parts manufactured using traditional production
techniques.
3D printing of plastics is also edging its way into the
manufacturing industry – although not in the form of products
and product parts, but rather for the production of assembly
tools. Wijnia: “Car manufacturer Volkswagen is using our
printers, for example, to print a plastic protective cover that
shields the rims of the vehicle during the process of turning
the wheel screws. That’s something that used to be produced
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How does 3D printing work?
There are several 3D printing technologies worldwide, the
most widespread of which is Fused Filament Fabrication
(FFF). The FFF method involves building a 3D object by
bonding layers of material together (a process known as
‘additive manufacturing’).
Step 1: melting
The material is loaded into the printer from a spool in wire
form – known as filament – and subsequently heated,
causing it to melt.
Step 2: pressing
Next, the melted material is extracted from the printer head
(a process known as extrusion). Software inside the printer
controls the location of the printer head,
and therefore where and with what
speed and pressure the melted
material lands.

there’s more than one way to achieve that purpose. So you
need to work out the best way to get there together.”
Parallel to developing increasingly versatile and faster printers,
Ultimaker is working on promoting the adoption of 3D
printer technology. “We’re always looking for new cases that
bring out the value of 3D printing,” he says. Customers may
have got past that initial hurdle, but they still want you to
show them that the numbers add up. Our job is to develop
alternatives to existing technologies that are competitive in
terms of price and quality. We achieve that by putting as
much of our knowhow into our printers as possible, so that
customers can use them without any problem. Sure, it’s fun
to play around in a lab and see what sticks, but it won’t really
have any value to us unless a workable solution is developed
and the technology is included in the workflow.”


on a small scale. Turnaround time was 10 weeks, and it was
expensive to boot. Now, it will set you back just a few euros in
materials, and you receive your product within two days.”
Industrial companies use up to 80,000 different types of
plastics, each with their own specific applications. Wijnia:
“That’s a major challenge for us. Our machines use poly wire
(also known as filament – see the inset: ‘How does 3D printing
work?’), but we could never keep tens of thousands of
different spools of filament in stock. We solved this problem
by developing a separate software tool for the various plastics
manufacturers that enables them to adjust their printer settings
in such a way as to make their own equipment perfectly
compatible with our machines. This means they can provide
better services to their end customers and open more and new
applications.”
Blood, sweat and tears
As Wijnia explains, creating these types of solutions calls for
genuine innovation. “Coming up with a good idea isn’t that
hard, but marketing a solution that has real value takes blood,
sweat and tears – and sometimes innovation beyond the actual
idea alone. It’s really a dynamic process – innovation is never
about offering some grand, ready-made solution with a big
ribbon tied around it. Customers have a specific purpose, and

Siert Wijnia
Position
Cofounder & CTO Ultimaker
Was
Lab manager at Protospace
Education
Mechanical Engineering, Twente University
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INNOVATION
MEANS
DEALING WITH
UNCERTAINTY
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‘Innovation’ literally means ‘renewal’, but when it comes down to it the
definition really isn’t as clear-cut as all that. For renewal can refer to
technological, strategic or social change, and it can be incremental or
radical and disruptive in nature. But whatever form innovation might take
on, organisations cannot innovate without meeting a number of basic
requirements. “You need to be able to manage your existing business
efficiently in order to have the scope to explore and experiment.”

Aard Groen keeps a small transistor radio in his
office on Groningen’s Zernike Campus. While
this may not seem like anything remarkable, it
carries a special significance for the lecturer in
Entrepreneurship and Valorisation in Groningen
University’s Department of Economics and
Business Administration. “The emergence of
transistor technology is a textbook example
of how innovation works,” he says. “When
transistor radios first entered the market, tube
radios were the standard. They were superior
from a technological point of view, had a
superior sound and were more reliable.

for bankruptcy within the span of a few years.
General Electric and Philips are two examples
of innovative companies that did have the
prescience to carve out a healthy slice of the
market, having been involved in developing
transistor technology into what it is today.”

Yet transistors provided two major advantages:
their compact size and energy-efficiency. This
soon led to the manufacture of portable radios
and built-in car radios. These novelties turned
out to make such an impact that the majority
of US radio manufacturers wound up filing

Groen studied the adoption of innovative
technologies by small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) as part of his PhD research.
“People tend to associate innovation with the
in-house creation of new products or services,”
he says. “But the ability to adopt the findings
of other businesses is just as important for
organisations. My thesis centred on the question
as to why some companies are quicker to
embrace new developments than others.” The
lecturer believes we can find the answer to this
question by focusing on the presence of four
‘capital dimensions’ in the organisation.

“You need to be able to
accept that innovation is
both unpredictable and
unmanageable”

Groen: “The first of these dimensions is a
solid strategic process. This doesn't mean
some business plan stuffed away in a drawer
somewhere, but real, clear goals that are
regularly assessed and adjusted. The second
dimension is knowledge. The higher the level of
knowledge within the organisation, the quicker
it will be to embrace innovations. The third
dimension is the network dimension. In other
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THE 3 HORIZONS MODEL FOR INNOVATION
A commonly used model for structuring innovation

conversely, are highly uncertain, entail a high level of

is the Three Horizons Model for Innovation, originally

risk and take a fair amount of time to take shape.

launched by McKinsey in 2009. The model compares
knowledge of technology (X-axis) to knowledge of

H2 is wedged right in the middle. Those who only

the market (Y-axis).

focus on H1 will inevitably need to catch up to a new
reality (H2) and those who fixate on a distant future

1 The first horizon (H1) emerges when a
company has a good working knowledge of

(H3) are at risk of neglecting their current profit
base (H1).

both the technology and the market. This is

words: to how many other players in your
value chain – and their networks – are you
connected? And to what extent are you taking
advantage of those connections?

innovation, irrespective of whether it originates
in the organisation itself or is imported from
elsewhere. Scale size does not play nearly the
same role, he says.

where incremental innovation occurs; that is,

According to McKinsey, organisations must therefore

improvements, extensions, variants and cost

focus on all three horizons simultaneously, but

savings. This is also referred to as ‘process

not in equal measure. Although this tends to vary

innovation’.

depending on the organisation, the consultancy
recommends distributing the development/

2 The second horizon (H2) is created when a

This is really crucial when it comes to
innovation: without proper integration into
networks, you lack the input of suppliers and
research and educational institutions, you fail to
build relationships with government authorities
tasked with issuing permits, and you also miss
out on financial backing, because investors will
think twice before getting behind a solo flyer.
Finally, the fourth dimension is efficiency.
You need to be able to efficiently manage your
existing business in order to have the financial
scope to explore and experiment.”
Ecosystems of small and large businesses
Groen cites the availability of – and interaction
between – strategic, cultural, social and
economic capital as the key ingredients of

“The spirit of innovation is
fuelled by cross-pollination and
by learning about solutions
culled from a variety of sources”
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“My thesis supervisor when I was doing
my PhD, Bart Nooteboom (Professor Emeritus
at Groningen University – Ed.) wrote back
in the 1990s that there is no ideal scale
size for innovation, but that under certain
circumstances SMEs perform better, while
large companies will thrive in other situations.
Sometimes flexibility and adaptive ability make
all the difference, while in other cases it might
be having the wherewithal to fund long-term
development processes,” Groen says. “That’s
why what we call the ‘ecosystems’ of small and
larger companies tend to be fertile grounds for
innovation. Which really just goes to show the
importance of the network dimension.”

innovation/project budget among the three horizons

company starts using certain technologies for

in a ratio of 70%-20%-10%. This way, projects

the first time, or when the company enters new

compete for resources (including financial and

markets. This is referred to as ‘business-model

human resources, equipment and materials, etc.)

innovation’.

within their own horizon, and you avoid a situation
where an H1 project competes with an H3 project

3 The third horizon (H3) hinges on new technology

(as a result of which the latter is far less likely to

which is new (or relatively new) to the entire world,

materialise). The required mindset also varies for

often involving brand-new markets and disruptive,

each horizon. Whereas H1 calls mainly for analytical

all-new business models.

skills, H2 and H3 need people with inquisitive
attitudes and creative minds, which involves a

H1 activities are marked by a high level of security

different set of abilities, skills and backgrounds.

and a low level of risk, and are delivered within
a relatively short period of time. H3 activities,

Jeff Gaspersz, a professor in Innovation at
Nyenrode Business University, joins Groen in
emphasising the instrumental role networks
play in innovation. He believes businesses
should also involve external clients and
entrepreneurs in the process of finding
opportunities for innovation. “Invite business
owners from other sectors to give presentations
on how they made innovation happen in their
organisation. Make sure to seek out people who
operate in a different line of business or
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DIFFERENT TYPES
OF INNOVATION
Technological innovation
Product innovation: Senseo
(reinvented the coffeemaker)

industry, as the spirit
of innovation is fuelled by crosspollination and by learning about solutions
culled from a variety of sources.”
Gaspersz relates how the Rotterdam Eye
Hospital learned a great deal from Dutch airline
KLM. “They developed a system for scheduling
appointments at their outpatient clinic that
is modelled on the KLM system for booking
seats on flights. It has really helped reduce
waiting times,” he says. “They can even clean
the operating theatres more quickly by using
logistics processes similar to those used in
the aviation industry for efficiently cleaning
aircraft. It just shows you that good ideas and
solutions can come from unexpected places.
It’s important that organisations keep an open
mind in that regard and continue to learn from
innovative companies in other sectors.”
Cross-pollination
Groen and Gaspersz both view innovation as
an essential part of any business. Groen: “True
innovation involves the ability to deal with
uncertainty. It’s not the same thing as taking
risk, as risk can be calculated. Uncertainty is a
different story, and it’s something that not
everyone is able or willing to handle. I think
that’s where those of an entrepreneurial
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bent step in: you need to be able to accept
that innovation is both unpredictable and
unmanageable; you can only control it to a
limited extent by putting the right conditions
in place.”
Gaspersz believes it is crucial for the entire
organisation to be involved in the innovation
process: “If you use the classic definition of
innovation, namely ‘the development of new
products, processes and services with the
objective of adding value for customers,’ you
will fail to get a large part of the organisation
behind you. Because the Purchasing department
will say: ‘We’re not here for new products
and services’ and HR workers will tell you:
‘I’m here for our employees and not for new
products.’
You should therefore define innovation simply
as adding new value to your work and through
your work. That’s something you can achieve
regardless of what your role in the company
might be. Tell your employees they have two
jobs within the company. The first job is the
position for which they were hired and that’s
described in their employment contract. The
second job is being an ‘innovator’ in your
position. Because innovation is a responsibility
shared by everyone in the organisation.”




Process innovation: 3D printers



(have replaced processes such as milling and injection moulding)

Incremental innovation
Gradual improvement: Volkswagen Golf (each generation is more advanced)

Radical innovation
Any brand-new concept,
ranging from the Wright Flyer to Uber


An all-new market strategy: PCs manufactured by Dell (the first



hardware company to sell directly to consumers rather than



through a distribution or reseller channel)

Social innovation
Changing management styles and organisational styles, changing the way you work
and collaborate: the cell philosophy conceived by Eckart Wintzen (which broke up its IT
service provider BSO into several wholly independent entities)
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Today
is not
tomorrow
Four NPM portfolio
companies on
innovations that have
the greatest impact on
their business
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More technology in the field
HAK is a leading vegetable and legumes producer and
has developed into one of the largest players in the
Northern European market since its foundation 65 years
ago. The company has in recent years focused strongly
on innovation, including the development of new
refrigerated product concepts based on vegetables and
legumes. The company recently invested in a state-ofthe-art factory for the production of standing pouches
– packaging that more effectively corresponds with the
needs of modern consumers. Timo Hoogeboom,
CEO HAK:
1. New technologies
“I envision three key developments in the short to
medium term. First we will see a further development of
conservation technology. Fresh products will have a longer
shelf life. Non-perishable foods will, in contrast, have a
shorter shelf life, but will provide a greater experience and
fresh taste. This transformation is already underway at HAK
with the transition from glass jars to standing pouches –
but this is only a first step. The same goes for developments
in the field of packaging technology. Packaging that is
currently still made of plastic, will soon be replaced by
recyclable packaging and ultimately packaging made of
biodegradable plastic.”

Leadership & Governance
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‘‘Vertical farming will
become an attractive
business model’’
execution and publishing being pooled at individual
media communications agencies. A growing proportion
of our revenue will also be generated by Amazon-style
organisations and app-based buying, similar to that used by
the grocery delivery service Picnic in the Netherlands.”
3. Innovation in the field
“I also foresee new technologies dramatically changing
the face of the cultivation sector in the longer term.
Experiments with vertical farming are being conducted
around the world. Vertical farming is the cultivation of
crops in high-rises in urban agglomerations. While it isn’t
profitable at the moment, it will become an attractive
business model as urbanisation continues to gain ground
and agricultural land becomes more expensive. Until that
time we’ll see more and more technology in the field in
the form of harvesting robots, drones and sensors. As crop
protection with chemicals comes under further pressure,
new technology will be used to optimise crop growing
conditions.”

2. Big data
“Big data will be the major game changer on the other end
of the spectrum, namely marketing and sales. Marketing
will be much more performance-based, with creation,

Timo Hoogeboom
Position
CEO HAK
Active in
Vegetables and legumes
NPM investment
Since 2005
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Dirk Smulders
Position
CEO Dieseko Group
Active in
Hydraulic machines for the foundation industry
NPM investment
Since 2013

Preventive maintenance
Dieseko Group is global market leader in hydraulic
machines for the foundation industry. The Sliedrechtbased company develops and produces hydraulic vibratory
hammers, power packs, and piling and drilling rigs used
for driving sheet piles, pipes and other elements into the
ground. Dieseko sells and rents its machines under various
international labels, while product development takes
place in the Netherlands. Dirk Smulders, Dieseko
Group CEO:
1. Vibration technology
“An important future innovation is based on a vibration
technology that we have already developed. This
Resonance-Free technology lends itself to driving pipes,
sheet piles, and other profiles into the ground with very
little vibration. We believe that this is the ideal technology
for growing markets where pile-driving technology is still
used, such as in the installation of offshore wind turbines.
Vibrations help speed up the process, allowing wind
turbines to be installed at a fraction of the regular cost.
Moreover, classic pile driving generates significant sound
waves that are harmful to marine life, whereas vibrations
produce very little noise pollution.”
2. Border crossing foundation technology
“For even more challenging situations, we have partnered
with a company in the industry to develop a foundation
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technology that can drive profiles without disturbing the
soil. This is essential, for example, if you want to work
the soil near gas lines, tank storage facilities, or very old
buildings – a good example that comes to mind is the
Noord/Zuidlijn (metro line in Amsterdam, ed.). Not to
mention that this technology is highly energy-efficient as
profiles are vibrated into the ground with minimal energy.”
3. Smart data combining
“Another important development is big data. Many of our
vibratory equipment come with condition-monitoring
technology, which allows us to keep track of not only
where our equipment is at all times, but also how much
energy is being consumed and what the condition of
the equipment is so that we can perform preventive
maintenance as and when required. We currently use the
data for the primary purpose of optimising the operations
on site. But by combining all these data in a smart way, we
can use them to do very different things in the future. Big
data can tell us, for example, what our future rental fleet
should look like, or how we can better serve customers.”

‘‘Foundation will be possible
without disturbing the soil’’

Sustainability and Innovation

More efficient supply chain management
Suitsupply is a fast-growing Dutch clothing brand
that was founded by the current CEO Fokke de
Jong in 1999. While the main focus is on formal
menswear such as tailor-made suits and shirts, the
company recently also introduced a womenswear
line. The company operates across the entire value
chain, spanning the spectrum from design, sourcing
and production through to sales to consumers. A
unique aspect of the Suitsupply concept is the strong
integration of physical stores at A locations and the
‘smart’ online webshop. Fokke de Jong:
1. RFID chip
“Suitsupply was a pioneer in combining online and
offline stores. These two worlds will increasingly
converge in the future, with technology being the key
driver behind this development. Our products already
contain an RFID chip so we can see which inventory
is in which store and/or whether an item that a
customer has ordered is actually available in stock. This
technology, however, offers a world of possibilities
beyond only optimising internal logistics.”

Leadership & Governance
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customer-unique online ‘fitting room’ alongside the
familiar options such as the shopping cart and the
wishlist. The fitting room enables you as a customer to
have certain items ‘waiting for you in the fitting room’
and to select the salesperson with whom you have a
personal connection. We then ensure that these items
are waiting for you to try on and that your favourite
salesperson is available when you visit the store.”
3. Blockchain
“I also expect great things from technologies resembling
blockchain that will make managing the total supply
chain even more efficient and accurate based on data
and products that ‘make themselves known’ in that
chain. Customers will in the future be able to fully track
each item and gain reliable and accurate information
on the CSR footprint. This is important because one
of the pillars on which we are building Suitsupply is:
Sustainable craftsmanship or, in other words, made in a
way we’re proud of.”

2. Far-reaching customer journeys
“We are, for example, currently experimenting with
new customer journeys. One way is by offering a

Fokke de Jong
Position
Founder & CEO Suitsupply
Active in
Design, production & sales of formal clothing
NPM investment
Since 2017

19

Leaderschip & Governance

Innovation

New role in the chain
Kramp is a supplier of parts and technical services for
businesses in the agriculture, garden & forestry and
earthmoving sectors and the supply industry. Dealers can
choose from more than 500,000 products on the website,
which can be delivered the next day. Kramp has 21
locations in 19 countries and more than 2,600 employees
and is regarded as one of the most modern players in the
logistics sector. Eddie Perdok, CEO Kramp:
1. IoT-sensors
“Kramp supplies parts on a Europe-wide basis to workshops
where tractors and agricultural machines are repaired. We
see a new trend of more and more machines and parts
being equipped with Internet-of-Things (IoT) sensors,
which gives you online insight into aspects such as
workload and wear. This will eventually enable predictive
maintenance. Instead of the workshops ordering parts after
the machine has arrived, in the future we’ll provide the
workshop with information on which parts will need to be
replaced before the machine arrives. This means we will
also play a new role in the chain, making the transition
from purely a supplier of parts to a ‘maintenance warden’.”
2. Parts recognition
“Another innovative development is parts recognition.
Customers can simply scan a part with their smartphone
and the software recognises the item and places it on the

‘‘Smaller parts could be
delivered by drones’’
order list. These are quintessentially AI-driven developments
with which we already work extensively in our Kramp Hub
in Utrecht, the Netherlands.”
3. Warehouse automation
“Developments in the field of warehouse automation and
robotisation will undoubtedly take place at even more of a
whirlwind pace in the coming five to ten years. We recently
invested some 30 million euros in almost completely
automating our distribution centres. This makes our logistics
model even more scalable.”
4. Drones
“I also foresee new distribution models based on drones
emerging in the longer term. In light of our ambition to
be able to provide everything a technician might need, we
have more than 500,000 different parts in stock. Some of
these parts cannot be transported using drones because they
are too heavy or voluminous. But smaller items could be
delivered in almost real-time using drones.”


Want to discover other innovations by NPM portfolio
companies? Visit npm-capital.com/en/news

Non-executive
directors ‘go digital’

Eddie Perdok
Position
CEO Kramp

For all their impressive corporate credentials, supervisory board members often lack

Active in
Parts and technical services for businesses in the
agriculture, garden & forestry and earthmoving sectors

digital strategies. Experts believe now is the time to bone up – not just because no

NPM investment
Since 2010
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the technological expertise needed to assess, and provide advice on, their companies’
company can escape the digital revolution, but because the process tends to be fraught
with any number of pitfalls. “You need to be able to ask the right questions.”

21
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Ruud Kok
Position
Director Board & Governance programs
Nyenrode University
Was
Managing Partner, PWC
Education
Board Room effectiveness, Harvard Business
School, Understanding strategy, INSEAD,
NIVRA Accountancy

Supervisory board members are responsible for
evaluating their company’s plans and are relied
upon to give advice when needed. While they are
generally more than up to the task, their companies
of all sizes are grappling with a flurry of new
challenges – challenges that inevitably call for
them to update their digital strategies. One strike
against these non-executive directors is that most of

22
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‘‘Digitalisation is a
‘horizontal’ process that
affects all levels of the
company and spills into
every business process’’
them are experienced generalists who lack specific
knowledge and expertise in the digital realm.
“And it’s precisely that specialised expertise and
know-how that’s needed so badly,” Joost Steins
Bisschop says. As a senior consultant and partner at
Jungle Minds, a digital agency, he’s speaking from
experience, having successfully guided numerous
large companies through their digital transformation
over the past few years. “One lesson I learned was
just how tough these processes can be to manage
in some cases. Solid governance can prevent things
from spiralling out of control.”
Someone who shares Steins Bisschop’s opinion
is Ruud Kok, Director of Board & Governance
Programs at Nyenrode Business University. Kok
believes many current members of supervisory
boards in the Netherlands fail to be ignited by the
idea of new technologies, which formed the impetus
for Nyenrode to introduce a special eight-day
immersion course this year called Technology for
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Boards, which is offered alongside the longstanding
basic course for supervisory board members.
Kok: “Although the topic of technology as a strategic
driver is covered in the basic course, we gathered
there was a need for more in-depth understanding.
New technologies are transforming companies
radically, which calls for new insights and new
models of governance and supervision. I meet
supervisory board members who’ll tell me: ‘I keep
hearing about it and reading about it. I’m not stupid
and understand that it has an impact; I simply want
to gain a better understanding of it.’ The fact that
several leading Dutch supervisory board members
have signed up for the course shows that our
timing is right.”
New business and revenue models
The trend that Steins Bisschop calls the ‘digital
transformation’ is twofold. For one, it refers to the
automation or computerisation of a company’s
existing processes that have become dated. Steins
Bisschop: “Say you’ve got crucial customer data
stored on multiple systems that are not in sync with
each other. Since this prevents you from creating a
comprehensive customer view, it means you also
can’t develop the types of new services that will
bring you closer to the customer – undeniably one of
a company’s key competitive assets these days.”
Then there is the fact that companies rely on digital
technologies in developing new business and

Joost Steins
Bisschop
Company
Jungle Minds
Position
Senior Consultant & Partner
Education
Economics, Erasmus University Rotterdam

revenue models, whether complementary to the
existing business model or intended to supersede it.
Steins Bisschop: “You might have a leasing
company, for example, developing an online
platform for vehicle maintenance or a commercial
information service that uses data already stored
on the company’s systems. No matter how you
slice it, both these business activities – involving
adaptation and innovation – need to be developed
within an organisation from the same capability,
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‘‘Most nonexecutive directors
are experienced
generalists who lack
specific knowledge
properly organised and you
and
expertise
in
the
as they have an impact on
get the appropriate individuals
one another. Companies that
involved.”
digital realm’’
treat new business development
as an isolated process within the
company that comes to fruition in a type of lab
environment are missing the point of what a digital
transformation is all about.”
Horizontal process
Steins Bisschop reckons it is these insights that
could be most valuable to non-executive directors.
“You really don’t need to grasp all the techni
calities of your organisation’s IT infrastructure, but
you do need to be able to ask the right questions.
For instance, we often come across companies
that have implemented a digital strategy, but have
entrusted one of their vertical silos – marketing,
say, or IT – to manage it. That doesn’t work,
because digitalisation is a ‘horizontal’ process
that, by its very nature, affects all levels of the
company and spills into every business process.
So it’s important that your Chief Digital Officer isn’t
tucked away in some back office somewhere, but
reports directly to the CEO. We feel this is just the
sort of thing supervisory board members should be
asking the management questions about, because
your digital strategy can only be a success if it’s
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Steins Bisschop relates how supervisory
board members tend to be taken aback by
the sheer speed with which their companies
implement their digital strategies: “Time has
become a massively important factor. Every month
you put off the digital transformation process
will basically lead to another several months’
delay. There’s even a radical change in the way
you work, based on short, consecutive cycles
of designing, developing, assessing, adapting,
reassessing, customer validation, further tweaks
and changes, and so on. It’s a completely
different dynamic from your basic governance
dynamic.”
Missed opportunity
Kok and Steins Bisschop are both proponents of
digital training for supervisory board members of
companies undergoing digital transformations. “It
takes more than attending an afternoon session
to develop any kind of real understanding of the
subject, but there’s certainly a lot of valuable
knowledge you can pick up along the way, over
time,” he says. “Another option would be to

pointers for a
successful digital
transformation

have a ‘digital non-executive director’ join the
supervisory board, who would be placed in
charge of all things digital.”
Kok endorses this idea: “The original draft
of the current Corporate Governance Code
contained a section providing that all
supervisory boards must include at least one
expert in technology and innovative business
models among their ranks,” he says. “That
section was left out of the final version, but
it does speak to a general awareness that
members cannot automatically be presumed
to have the requisite level of knowledge. You
have two options in that case: you either get
an expert on board once you’ve established
you need one, or you start boning up,
educating yourself on your industry’s current
game-changers and how they’re impacting
your company’s business model,” Kok
concludes. 
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Jungle Minds has compiled a list of eight key aspects to keep in
mind for businesses initiating a digital transformation process.
1. F orget the old, embrace the new
Digitalisation is changing the way we work and do business.
All the old certainties are peeling away. Be extra alert
when people start dropping terms like ‘channel conflict’ and
‘cannibalisation’ into the conversation. This means you must
avoid getting stuck in old patterns of behaviour and embrace
change instead.
2. Start out with a clear briefing
Be clear about what you aim to achieve by implementing new
digital technologies. Example: creating new income streams
by adopting a radically new revenue model.
3. Think in terms of ‘benefits’
Even if your business case doesn’t cover all the bases right
away, your benefit case could support investing in digital
technologies further down the line (for example, to gain
access to new markets or develop new skills).
4. Establish a ‘loose link’ between IT systems and your
organisation
Make sure your legacy systems (including finance/accounts,
customer records, ERP, etc.) continue to be accessible but are
physically separated from the organisation’s front end, where
maximum agility is required.
5. Don’t conflate e-commerce with a digital transformation
Developing an e-commerce platform is a major first step – but
not a goal in and of itself.
6. Digital = strategy, strategy = CEO
Keep your senior management in charge of the digital
transformation.
7. Allocate the resources needed
Digital transformation is not your standard business case, nor
does it warrant a blank cheque. It’s not a project either, but
rather an ongoing programme.
8. A digital transformation requires digital talent
Your digital transformation process cannot be successful
without the right people on board. Set the bar as high as
possible. Good employees are there to contribute, but above
all to learn – together and from each other.
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NPM Capital acquired a stake last year in Ploeger Oxbo Group, a
Dutch manufacturer of advanced agricultural machines. According to its
sales and marketing director Niels Havermans, the niche player built its
name through its strong focus on product development and innovation.
“We can quickly and flexibly adjust our machines, whereas for larger
competitors it wouldn’t be worth the trouble commercially.”

The Ploeger Oxbo head office is tucked away in
an industrial estate in the southern Dutch town of
Roosendaal. But don’t let its unassuming setting fool
you: this is the Dutch home base of a multinational
agricultural equipment manufacturer – a company with
six production sites across Europe and North America
and operating in more than 40 countries worldwide.
But as Niels Havermans explains, Ploeger Oxbo is
nevertheless a minor player in the world of specialised
harvesting machines: “You shouldn’t compare us to
major competitors such as John Deere and CLAAS,
who are mass producers of standardised machines for
harvesting bulk crops such as wheat, soybeans and
maize feed. We primarily serve customers who grow
‘small’ crops such as vegetables, potatoes and seed
maize, as well as olives and grapes,” he says. These
are niche markets, and within these markets we tend
to focus on the higher end. We are not interested
in developing and selling single units, or in mass
production, for that matter. We are a mid-sized player

"Direct customer
interaction is essential
to innovation"
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in our market, producing several hundreds of machines
a year – but we cater to a very wide customer base and
use highly sophisticated technologies.”
One of the keys to Ploeger Oxbo’s success in this
market over the past few decades is its strategy
of regularly launching new generations of its
machines, typically involving a significant upgrade
in performance. Havermans explains that each of the
company’s manufacturing facilities is in charge of
its own product development, as well as handling
production, sales and after-sales in-house. The
company clearly knows what it’s doing, having
found that direct customer interaction is essential to
innovation.
Havermans: “Our service department is right across
the hall from the engineering department in our
building. Our service technicians are on the road
visiting customers year-round, and if one of them finds
out about a technical issue from a customer, they will
pop across to our engineers the next day to discuss the
problem. It’s through that kind of teamwork that many
of our innovative new ideas come to fruition. We are
also involved in direct sales as much as possible, which
means we find ourselves regularly sitting around the
table with customers. Those meetings always lead
to new ideas and suggestions, which we then try to
incorporate into our products.”
Refining the technology
For Ploeger Oxbo, technological advances (or “highly
specific engineering,” as Havermans calls them) do
not necessarily involve the basic technology, but rather
focus on refining this technology. “Our machines

Niels Havermans, Sales and Marketing
Director at Ploeger Oxbo Group
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Ploeger Oxbo in figures
The current company was created in 2011 from the merger between Ploeger, a Dutch company,
and US-based Oxbo

Revenue
€ 200 million

Countries
Operates in
> 40 countries

NPM investment
Since September
2018

Employees
> 700 worldwide

Production sites
Netherlands, France,
the United Kingdom,
the United States
and Brazil
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haven’t undergone any major changes for
quite a while in terms of the fundamentals,
but individual features are enhanced all
the time,” he says. “The first generation
of pea harvesters, for example, had only
around one-third of the capacity of the
current generation. Each new generation
of machines yields more usable crops, and
the products shipped to the factory for
processing also get cleaner all the time,
which reduces both waste and the amount
of time it takes the facility to wash the
product.”
When it comes to upgrading its machines,
Ploeger Oxbo abides by the key principle
of ‘Buy what you can’t do better
yourself.’ Havermans: “Our strengths
are propulsion technology, construction
and engine application – we happen to
buy prefabricated, ready-to-run engines.
The same goes for cabins: if it’s good,
it’s good. We are in charge of our own
homologation process (compliance with
laws and regulations – Ed.). That’s virtually
a science all its own, as our machines are
not subject to the standard regulations.
It means we need to make separate
arrangements for approval in each country
and apply for a permit to transport our
equipment on the road. That also involves
considerable expertise, which we like to
keep in-house for strategic reasons.”
Since the home market in which Ploeger
Oxbo operates is one of limited growth
(with replacement demand making up
the bulk of demand), the company began
developing what are known as application
machines three years ago (used primarily for
fertiliser injection – Ed.). Havermans: “That
was technically a new market for us, but
one that draws mainly on our in-house
capabilities. These are also relatively

large-sized, complex machines which are
used at a scale that’s manageable for us.
We were also lucky in that a leading US
manufacturer of these types of machines
ceased operations around that time,
creating a window of opportunity for us
to get on board with a similar range of
machines.”

"We will continue
to see a further
increase in output"
Ploeger Oxbo’s ultimate goal is to develop machines that match or even surpass the quality of manual harvesting
Increased output
According to Havermans, the decision to
branch out into application technology
alongside harvesting technology has paid
off for the company to date. “Harvesting
machines are really only sold before the
harvesting season, whereas application
machines are used before the start of the
harvesting season, or right after. That
works out well in terms of production
utilisation. At the same time, we are
also further expanding our engineering
capabilities and have strengthened our
position towards our suppliers. Our
customers are pleased as well, as having a
wider customer base allows you to keep
open more service outlets.”
When asked to share his views on future
agricultural trends, Havermans says: “We
will continue to see a further increase in
output. That’s going to work in our favour,
as it’s only possible with professional

harvesting methods. The labour shortages in the
agricultural sector have also increased demand for more
efficient technology. In addition, we have noticed that
our machines are increasingly being used for very small
crops, where automation is still at a very early stage,
for example for fresh herbs such as parsley and dill.
That’s one of the benefits of being a niche player: we
can quickly and flexibly adjust our machines in small
quantities, whereas for larger competitors it wouldn’t

"Labour shortages in
the agricultural sector
have also increased
demand for more
efficient technology"

be worth the trouble from a commercial point of
view.”
Havermans tells us that currently the greatest
technological challenge is the harvesting of fresh fruit
and vegetables. “Machines still handle the product a bit
more roughly than is the case with manual harvesting.
That’s not a problem for preserves, as those vegetables
are processed within just a few hours. But when it
comes to fresh produce in supermarket aisles, it’s a
different story, as even the smallest bruise reduces the
product’s shelf life. That’s why many fresh vegetables
are imported from low-wage countries and are
harvested by hand.
Our ultimate goal is to develop machines that match
or even surpass the quality of manual harvesting. It
remains to be seen whether the current technology
allows for that – who knows, robotic harvesters may
well be the future. Either way, I’m confident we will be
able to deliver on our promise one day.”
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Smarter care is
better care
Subsidiary of
Medux, healthcare service
provider and supplier of
medical aids

Medux, a healthcare service provider
and supplier of medical aids,
launched a new digital medical
device platform last year called
digitalAngel. The platform is
designed to improve the quality of

NPM investment
Since 2006 (Medux)

life of those in need of care, make
the care process more efficient and
effective and create smarter care
products across the entire supply

Founded
2017

chain. Trailblazer Peter de Lange,
digitalAngel’s Managing Director,
reveals all about what is set to
become the leading Internet of Things

Peter de Lange on a Smart Bed, one of the
first products which has been linked to the
digitalAngel platform
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Award
Dell Boomi 2018
Emerging Technologies
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(IoT) healthcare platform.
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“digitalAngel is a type of ecosystem
that will adapt to a whole spectrum
The idea behind digitalAngel is to make
‘smart’ medical aids by fitting them with sensors
of needs over time”
and subsequently connecting them to the internet. You
started out with a mattress, followed by a bed. But there
are many hundreds of types of medical aids available
worldwide. To what extent is that manageable?
“I view digitalAngel as a type of ecosystem that will
adapt to a whole spectrum of needs over time. And the
great thing is that we don’t need to come up with all
of it ourselves – the subject of those needs comes up
automatically in our meetings with healthcare providers.
We essentially create the content of the platform together
with them. But having said that, it’s true that there’s a huge
risk that you will lose the plot if you lack focus. That’s
why we started by conducting an international research
study into the most prevalent medical conditions, which
also involved exploring healthcare needs. We learned
that vulnerability to bedsores is a serious concern, as
is improving the quality of sleep. It’s what prompted us
to start the pilot project in this area. The study has also
resulted in a roadmap for the next few years. We’ve
opted for a gradual rollout.”
Could you give some specific examples?
“Absolutely. A smart mattress can warn a hospital or other

health facility that a particular client has been lying in the
same position for too long and needs to be moved. But it
turns out that Kempenhaeghe, an expertise centre for sleep
science, is interested in the combination of heart rate and
breathing in people with epilepsy, as they believe they
can anticipate seizures based on those variables. And
a health insurance company came up with the idea to
also start measuring patients’ weight, as you can detect
undernourishment or oedema a lot sooner that way. So
as you can see, a smart mattress creates added value for
different types of users in different ways.”
Foot in the door
digitalAngel has partnered with major international IT
companies such as Dell and its subsidiary Boomi. Why?
“We had two very good reasons for doing so. For one,
we were keen to move forward, and these two companies
happened to have access to all sorts of building blocks
for creating this type of platform. In those cases, there’s
no point in reinventing the wheel. Second, requirements
in healthcare are extremely strict when it comes to aspects

digitalAngel connects supply and
demand in healthcare

digitalAngel is a IoT-based platform that links
products and services in healthcare to intramural
and extramural clients
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Meet Peter de Lange
such as data security and privacy protection. These
providers have really got their act together in that sense.”
Through its network of organisations, Medux works with all
kinds of partners, including home care agencies, healthcare professionals, health insurers, hospitals, local authori
ties and suppliers. Would you say that is an advantage?
“Oh, definitely. In fact, I’d say it’s the main contributor
to our success right now. You see, the healthcare sector
is somewhat conservative when it comes to embracing
new technologies, and the fact that digitalAngel was
created by a company with a strong track record in
healthcare makes it a lot easier for us to get a foot in the
door. The feedback we’ve received so far has really been
unequivocally positive, as using data this way adds value
at all levels of the supply chain.”

“The challenges faced by
healthcare professionals
are the same all over the
world”
digitalAngel was marketed from the get-go as an
international platform. Has there been an interest in the
platform from abroad?
“Certainly. We’re currently in talks in Germany, and
digitalAngel has also attracted a lot of interest in the US.
We presented the platform there at the annual South by
Southwest Conference, which generated its fair share
of media exposure and also led to talks with healthcare
institutions over there.
The thing is, the challenges faced by healthcare
professionals are the same all over the world: how can we
provide more efficient and effective care in a way that will
directly impact the quality of life of patients or clients? You
should also bear in mind that the suppliers we work with
all operate internationally – that makes it a lot easier to
adapt a ‘Dutch’ smart product to needs in other countries.
Technological barriers are actually rare; in some cases
the regulations might be different, which means we need

Position
Managing Director digitalAngel
Was
Responsible for innovation & development at Medux and
New Business Manager at MediaMarkt-Saturn
Education
Haarlem Business School

to make some minor changes. But if we play our cards
right, digitalAngel could grow to become the leading
international IoT platform in healthcare.”
Steep learning curve
Just how unique is digitalAngel? That is to say, how easy
would it be for a foreign company to replicate this model?
“In terms of the technology, sure, it can be copied. But
then there’s the knowledge of the healthcare market
that Medux has acquired over the years and the close
relationships it enjoys with all other stakeholders – a
foreign company wouldn’t be able to build all that up
overnight. It’s also been a steep learning curve for us over
the past two years. Sensors generate data, and this data
needs to be 100% accurate and subsequently converted
into valuable insights. The fact that we have invested in the
highest technological standards from day one does really
make our medical device platform unique.”
Finally: should we regard digitalAngel mainly as a new
business opportunity, or is there more to it than that?
“Of course we’re a commercial platform for product
innovation – which is much needed in the healthcare
market – but what really drives us is a desire to improve
the quality of life of patients and the wellbeing of
caregivers. This also makes the process of providing
and monitoring care more efficient and effective – and
therefore also less expensive in the long run. This will
benefit both the people who require care and those who
provide it, both now and for future generations.” 
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The Capital of ... Solar Power

The Berber city of Ouarzazate is located
on the edge of the Sahara. It’s a magical
Moroccan desert city that has served as
the decor for the Paris-Dakar rally and a
number of Hollywood movies, including
Gladiator. One of the world’s largest solar
parks is located on the city’s outskirts: the
Ouarzazate Solar Power Station. The first
plant within this complex, Noor I, was
opened in 2016 by King Mohammed IV as
one of the key components of the
Moroccan energy plan.
The megalomaniac solar project
comprises mainly concentrated solar
plants. While this technology is more
expensive than ‘standard’ technology with
PVC panels, it makes it possible to store
energy for nights and cloudy days. The
mirrors heat a liquid that, when mixed
with water, reaches a temperature of 400
degrees Celsius. The steam that is
released during this process drives a
turbine that generates electricity. A
disadvantage to this technology is that a
large amount of water is needed to
generate the energy.
The entire complex was completed in
2018 and covers around 2,500 hectares.
The solar park has a capacity of 580 MW,
enough to provide 1 million people with
electricity. The Moroccan government
hopes to save around 760,000 tonnes of
CO2 emissions through this complex. The
estimated total cost of this impressive
solar energy field stands at 9 billion
dollars.
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Seger Theuns, myBrand:

‘‘Technology is never the
stumbling block’’
With the rapid emergence of new technologies, many businesses are on
the eve of a transformation. But as Managing Director Seger Theuns and
Marketing and Communications Manager Corianne Visser of Conclusion
subsidiary myBrand explain, this is possible only if the IT architecture
is adapted accordingly. We quizzed the pair on the adaptive ability of
organisations, the changing role of IT departments and the value of true
partnerships. “You need each other in order to be successful.”
How would you, as IT professionals,
describe our current time?
Theuns: “Speaking for myself, I think we’re
living in a fascinating era. I often find myself
thinking back to the mid to late 1990s, when
e-commerce first began to take off and the
business world was suddenly faced with all
these new opportunities, which provided
access to alternative business models. This
brought about an exciting new dynamic. I
can see a similar dynamic now, except it’s
occurring on a much larger scale, with a far
greater impact.

“We never think from an IT
perspective but from the point
of view of the client’s needs and
experience”

38

Whereas at the time the revolution mainly
involved new functionalities, it’s now about
trends that will affect the current business
models on a much more fundamental
level – I’m talking about technologies like
Artificial Intelligence, Machine Learning
and the Internet of Things. We notice that
companies are trying to figure out what
impact this will have on their day-to-day
operations, how sustainable their business
model is, and what changes they need to
make.”
But is it always clear what changes need
to be made? Or would you say there
are businesses that feel some anxiety or
trepidation?
Visser: “What we’re seeing is that some
companies have been very successful in
pursuing their vision and are making great
progress, while others are only just starting
out. The fact is that many companies still
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“The question: ‘Will we still be around
five years from now?’ is a legitimate one
that people are asking in virtually every
boardroom right now”

have quite a few legacy
systems in their current organisation,
systems that were developed a decade ago,
which tend to have a lot of customised features.
These systems are limited in terms of what they can
do, and making changes is difficult, time-consuming
and expensive. That in itself makes it a tough
decision: are we adding yet another extension to our
home, or are we tearing the whole thing down and
building something new?”
Theuns: “The question: ‘Will we still be around five
years from now?’ is a legitimate one that people are
asking in virtually every boardroom right now.
Because your competitive position soon ends up
being affected if you need a full year to implement
every change – after all, changing your existing
systems is a hugely complex process. We’re seeing
a lot of companies developing multi-level strategies,
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patterned on Gartner’s PACE Layered Application
Strategy [see Graphic – Ed.], which consists of
three layers.
At the bottom, you’ve got your basic IT systems,
also known as ‘systems of records’. Examples of
such systems include your customer database,
billing system, and so on. The layer just above
includes the more advanced systems that set you
apart from other providers – these are known as
‘systems of differentiation’. And at the top you’ll find
a layer consisting of new systems that are still under
development – the ‘systems of innovation’.
When it comes to the bottom layer, you need
to go back to standardised software. Phase out

Corianne Visser

Seger Theuns

Marketing and Communications Manager

Managing Director
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New ideas

Next Competitive Advantage

Better ideas

Systems of Differentiation
Unique Processes / Current Competitive Advantage

Systems of Record

Common ideas

Standardisation / Operational Efficiency / Compliance
The three layers of the PACE Layered Application Strategy. Source: Gartner.

your customised applications and implement
standardised ones as a rule, as this will make you far
more flexible and less vulnerable. Where the middle
layer is concerned, you should continue to invest in
best-of-breed systems, so as to remain competitive
in the market. For the top layer, it’s important to
experiment with new ideas you want be able to
quickly put into practice, without the risk of racking
up sky-high expenses when they end up falling short
of expectations. We provide specific services to our
clients at all three of these levels.”
Tolstoy wrote that “All happy families are alike;
each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”
Would you say this applies to businesses as well;
that is to say, that each business faces its own
challenge as far as transformation is concerned?
Visser: “Yes, although there are some challenges
that are fairly prevalent, and then there are those
that are more business-specific or industry-specific.
What we’re seeing a lot is that businesses want
to do what they’re currently doing more effectively
or efficiently. Let’s say you’ve got sales reps who
currently still have to come into the office every day
to enter their orders in the system, or a maintenance
technician who hands in a stack of worksheets at
the end of the day. You’ll want to set them up with
tablets, and you want to be able to process that
data in real-time.

Many businesses are also looking for synergy and
a clear process and IT landscape for businesses
that are linked together based on a buy-and-build
strategy. Then there are companies that are really
looking to find the next step and that want to move
towards a new business model that allows them to
add significantly more value for their customers or
clients.”
What do you feel are the greatest risks in these
types of transformations?
Theuns: “Contrary to what many people might
think, the technology is generally not the stumbling
block in these types of processes. It’s much more
important that the company has a very clear idea
of where they’re going, that the top brass is truly
committed to the cause, that you continue to
communicate clearly throughout the process, and,
last but not least, that you allow people the latitude
they need to get the job done to which they’ve been
assigned.”
When you’re talking about implementation failure,
the cause is almost always related to flaws in
change management. We believe the IT provider
and the client are jointly responsible for this process,
and that these roles cannot be separated. You need
each other in order to be successful, and you can’t
do it without strong mutual trust.”
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Visser: “We’re always straightforward in our
partnerships when it comes to responsibilities
customers need to take themselves. Then
again: we’re all still testing the waters together.
So our job as a partner is to proactively come
up with ideas and to have the flexibility needed
whenever new options present themselves
during the process. Now more than ever, at
a time when the opportunities are virtually
infinite but there are also many uncertainties,
it’s important that you have an IT partner with
whom you can really work on innovation,
someone who’s intrinsically motivated to enter
into that type of partnership.”
You recently became a subsidiary of
Conclusion, on account of your specific
knowledge of, and experience with, the
software manufactured by market leader
SAP. Many people regard SAP primarily
as a provider of ERP software (Enterprise
Resource Planning – Ed.). Does that mean
you operate mainly at the bottom layer of the
Gartner model, the system of records?
Theuns: “Certainly not. The SAP suite contains
a lot more than ERP alone, and also supports
the latest technologies, such as Machine
Learning. We are currently exploring how you
can use this to essentially ‘peel away’ existing
processes for clients by eliminating some of
the steps in between.
Sure, we are and will remain SAP specialists,
but given the speed of technological change,
we need to be focusing all our energies on
keeping our knowledge up to date. We also
never think from an IT perspective but rather
from the point of view of the client’s needs
and experience. If the client makes an
informed decision not to use an SAP
application, we make sure it’s integrated
smoothly into SAP.

“IT departments can
no longer compete
simply by keeping the
organisation’s core
systems running”
If the client wants to prioritise the go-to
market and takes it for granted that the setup
of the ERP systems isn’t perfect, we will
support that and go along with them. And if
the client wants to play around with different
ideas, we’ve got ‘LEGO bricks’ we can use to
create a quick prototype. So we can actually
help our clients implement a PACE Layered
Application Strategy. And the merger with
Conclusion has actually made that easier
than ever.”
It would appear that traditional IT depart
ments within organisations are not always
eager to undergo a digital transformation,
as it encroaches too much on ‘their’
territory. What is your take on that?
Visser: “That has not been our experience.
We do, however, see a growing number of IT
departments transforming into organisations
with a coordinating role, which focus mainly
on creating value for the business. They can
no longer compete with what used to be their
core business: keeping the organisation’s
core systems running. So it makes a lot of
sense to outsource this process to a reliable
partner.”
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SPIEREN VOOR SPIEREN
NPM Capital organised the Run for The Hunger Project for many years. The 5 or 10 kilometre run
with the starting and finishing line at the Olympic Stadium in Amsterdam became a regular feature
on the running calendar. NPM Capital has now decided to support another good cause instead
this year, namely the Spieren voor Spieren Foundation for children with neuromuscular diseases.
Investment Manager Martijn Breen and General Counsel Martijn Bras explain the reasons behind
this decision.

Which considerations played a role in deciding to end
support for The Hunger Project?
Breen: “Thanks to our network, we’ve made a real
contribution to addressing the hunger issue in Benin for
many years. While hunger hasn’t been eradicated entirely,
it has been reduced to a great extent. As a result we felt
we should consider focusing on a new cause in an area in
which we could have a major impact.”

Martijn Breen
Investment Manager

Martijn Bras
General Counsel
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Bras: “What also factored into our decision was our
desire to give our support a more local character. As a
Dutch private equity company, we invest in companies
that have their head office in the Netherlands. This gave
rise to the idea of looking for a good cause closer to
home. The theme of helping vulnerable children with a
serious medical condition also dovetails better with our
investment portfolio in which healthcare represents a
significant part.”
There are countless good causes in the Netherlands.
How did you decide on the Spieren voor Spieren
Foundation?
Breen: “Spieren voor Spieren raises funds for scientific
research, diagnostics, treatment and care for children who
have a neuromuscular disease. They do this by organising
sporting activities and events and deploying ambassadors
from the world of top sport. This sporting character really
appeals to us as an organisation. Spieren voor Spieren's
mission is to beat neuromuscular diseases altogether.
This is a gradual process. We can help them achieve this
mission more quickly through the funds we can raise

20,000

Dutch children struggle with
neuromuscular diseases

Goal
Dreams of a world without
neuromuscular diseases

What do they do?
The funds are being used
for scientific research, diagnostics, care and treatment
in the Spieren voor Spieren
Children's Centre in Utrecht
and other locations.

annually. These funds could be used, for example, for
a specific scientific research programme or to expand
the Spieren voor Spieren Children’s Medical Centre at
the UMC Utrecht hospital. This makes it very tangible
and concrete.”
Bras: “We also want to place families more at the
heart of our philanthropic activities. This familycentred approach is a perfect fit with NPM Capital as
a division of SHV, which is the Netherlands’ largest
family-owned company.”
And how does the Spieren voor Spieren Foundation
view the collaboration with NPM Capital?
Minke Booij, Director of the Spieren voor Spieren
Foundation: “We’re delighted to have NPM Capital as
our partner. Together we can take an even stronger
stand and ultimately beat all childhood neuromuscular
diseases. We recently saw the introduction of a

medicine that slows the progressive neuromuscular
disease spinal muscular atrophy. This is wonderful
news for these children, but we’re not there yet by
a long shot. There are still so many children who
have a neuromuscular disease and need our help. It’s
incredibly important that we give these children our
support. That will enable us to invest even more in
scientific research, the best diagnostics, treatment and
care. There will come a day when we’ve conquered all
600 neuromuscular diseases.”

“Together we can
take an even stronger
stand”
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NPM Capital is an independent investment company that provides growth capital to medium-sized and large
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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 operatioCapital #02 Capital #03
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NPM Capital has over 70 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 that aims to maintain its strong position in a number of operational
activities and selected investment activities. SHV invests for the long term, expands and develops businesses, and

Colophon

provides its customers with excellent value services. All this is possible thanks to a team of dedicated people who
are proud to be a part of SHV.
The company was founded in the Netherlands in 1896 following the merger between a number of large coal
trading companies. After the general decline in the use of coal as a primary source of energy halfway through the

NPM Capital
Breitnerstraat 1
1077 BL Amsterdam
The Netherlands

twentieth century, SHV moved into other business areas. Today, SHV is present in 58 countries on all continents
and employs approximately 60,000 people. SHV Groups 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 aquafeed (Nutreco). As an investor, SHV is involved in the exploration, development
and production of oil & gas primarily in the North Sea (Dyas), and it provides private equity to companies in the
Benelux (NPM Capital).
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