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1 Introduction  

1.1 Background  
Through its new mission-driven innovation policy1, the Dutch government wants to use the innovative strength of 
the top sectors to tackle grand societal challenges and to strengthen the competitive position of the Netherlands. 
One of the government's ambitions is ensuring that excellent scientific research is also used to tackle societal issues 
and to realise economic growth.  

At present, however, that does not yet happen often enough due to gaps in the valorisation chain, especially in the 
pre-seed development phase. Many scientific discoveries fail to reach the market because scientists and other 
researchers often lack the experience and knowledge needed to produce a market-ready product and to set up a 
commercial organisation. Furthermore, it is often too early for private investors and/or experienced entrepreneurs 
to get involved because for them, it is not yet clear enough what the business case is. This gap can be bridged if 
professionals, such as business coaches and other experts, coach people who are intending to bring a new product, 
process or service to the market based on a scientific discovery. By developing a well thought through business case 
with the researcher and others involved in the (future) startup, those involved gain insight into how the scientific 
discovery can be brought to the market and how they can attract investors. All of this ultimately leads to better 
knowledge utilisation.  

With this in mind, the grant module Venture Challenge (VC) has been added to the ‘Regeling nationale EZK- en LNV-
subsidies (RNES)’. The VC grant module intends to realise more valorisation of knowledge through increased 
utilisation of research results for market applications via the establishment of companies. With the grant module, 
funding can be awarded to teams that intend to establish or have recently established a startup, for participation in 
the Venture Challenge programme (VC programme). The VC programme is an innovative advisory service organised 
by the Dutch Research Council. It consists of several meetings, such as boot camps and coaching sessions with 
experienced business coaches, experts and entrepreneurs from the sector, during which the teams are prepared for 
a successful start of their company.  

Up until 2019, the Venture Challenge was executed by the Top Sector Life Sciences & Health (Health-Holland). With 
effect from 2020, NWO will be responsible for the organisation, and the aim is to align the module as closely as 
possible with previous editions of the Venture Challenge. More information about the history and background of the 
Venture Challenge is available on the website Life Sciences@work. The Venture Challenge is an instrument of the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy (EZK) and is executed on its behalf by NWO.  

1.2 Legal framework  
With effect from 2020, the Venture Challenge will be executed on behalf of the Minister of Economic Affairs 
and Climate Policy by the Dutch Research Council (NWO). The NWO Executive Board has sub-mandated the 
realisation to the NWO Domain Applied and Engineering Sciences (AES). Agreements about this have been 
made between the Ministry and NWO Domain AES. Grant applications for the Venture Challenge are 
submitted to NWO and stored and monitored in NWO’s administrative system. During the assessment of 
the applications, NWO will make a selection based on the rejection and ranking criteria.  
 
The text in this brochure is only meant to provide an explanation of the regulation as published in the Dutch 
Government Gazette on 18 December 2019 (https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/stcrt-2019-
69548.html) and the supplements to this in the Dutch Government Gazette of 3 June 2020 

                                                                    

1 First described in Parliamentary Papers II 2017/18, 33009, no. 63 [in Dutch]. 

https://www.lifesciencesatwork.nl/lsw-venture-challenge/
https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/stcrt-2019-69548.html
https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/stcrt-2019-69548.html
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(https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/stcrt-2020-29025.html) and 11 November 2020 
(https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/stcrt-2020-59348.html). 
In cases where there is a contradiction between this brochure and the regulation, the latter prevails.  

 

1.3 Available budget  
The grant ceiling established by EZK for this round is € 90,000.  

See also https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/stcrt-2020-59348.html    
(The own contributions from the teams are not part of the grant ceiling.)  

 

1.4 Validity call for proposals  

The deadline for submitting proposals is 15th of June 2021, at 17:00 hours CE(S)T.  

PLEASE NOTE: Application forms NOT submitted on time will NOT be taken into consideration!!! 
  

https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/stcrt-2020-59348.html
https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/stcrt-2020-59348.html
https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/stcrt-2020-59348.html
https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/stcrt-2020-29025.html
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2 Aim  
The aim of the Venture Challenge (VC) programme is to give participating teams a better idea of what needs to be 
done to realise a commercially interesting proposition for investors. As this VC programme is intended for startups 
in the Life Sciences & Health (LSH) sector in the very early development phase (in any case before the business is 
active on the market and sometimes even before the business has actually been established), additional 
technological validation steps still need to be taken in almost all cases. In the VC programme, the teams will acquire 
insight into which type of validation for their (future) startup is relevant from a commercial perspective, which will 
increase the chances of a better product or service being realised. In the VC programme, several teams will be taking 
part at the same time. The advantage of this approach is that the teams can learn from each other by challenging 
each other and giving each other feedback. Furthermore, by going through this “pressure cooker” together, the 
teams will build up a good mutual network. 

At the end of the VC programme, the participants will have: 

- a clear idea about the opportunities and risks of their (future) start-up and its commercial feasibility; 

- a clear action plan for the subsequent period, including insight into the funding required; 

- a sharp presentation that can be used for collecting funding from investors; 

- a venture plan in which the business case is clearly described; 

- a good introduction to relevant investors and experts from the LSH field. 

2.1 The Venture Challenge programme  
The Venture Challenge programme consists of a coaching trajectory of about 10 weeks. This includes two 3-day boot 
camps and a number of coaching sessions. During this trajectory, the teams will develop their venture plan, which 
they will present at the end of the programme before a panel in the presence of LSH investors.  

2.2 Programme  
22 – 24 September 2021 First boot camp 

1 – 3 November 2021 Second boot camp 

19 November 2021 Pitches in front of jury  

End of September until half of November 2021 Coaching and supervision  
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3 Guidelines for applicants  

3.1 Who can apply  
An application for the Venture Challenge can be submitted by a team that satisfies the following conditions:  
1.    the team consists of at least three natural persons; 
2.    the team wants to launch a new product, process or service on the market, based on a new technical 

discovery or a new application of an existing technology, which has emerged from scientific research; 
3.    the new product, process or service is a new drug or therapy, a new diagnostic or a new medical aid, or 

otherwise, a new technology that enables or improves the discovery, development or use of drugs, 
therapies, diagnostics or medical aids;2 

4.    the inventor or discoverer of the scientific idea or principle is a member of the team; 
5.    the team intends to establish a start-up or has recently done so. 

 
If the application is submitted by a start-up, then the following additional requirement applies:  
the start-up is not or has not been active on the market. 

 

3.2 What can be applied for  

A grant for participation in the next round of the Venture Challenge. The size of the grant covers the costs 
of participation minus the own contribution.  
The own contribution per team is:  

- €2000 in the case of 3 team members participating;  

- €2500 in the case of 4 team members participating; 

- €3000 in the case of 5 team members participating. 

 

3.3 When can applications be 

submitted?  
The deadline for submitting applications is 15 June 2021 at 17:00:00 hours CE(S)T.  

  

                                                                    

2 Developments that do not primarily focus on medical science, or cannot provide a direct contribution to this, fall outside the scope 
of the VC grant module. This includes products or services that do not have patients as the primary target group and/or focus 
more on areas such as fitness, sport, et cetera. Although there is certainly a health aspect involved in these, they are not the 
focus of the VC. In cases of doubt, please contact the Venture Challenge team, see Chapter 5. 
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3.4 Preparing an application  

- Download the application form from the NWO website (bottom of the Venture Challenge page). 
- Complete the form. The maximum size of the application is 10 pages excluding annexes. 
- If the application is submitted by a start-up, then a so-called ‘Innovatieadviesdienstverklaring’ from the 

start-up should be appended to the application. If the application is submitted by a team without a start-
up, then each team member should complete and add an innovation advisory service statement. 

- Send the completed application form with annexes (de Innovatieadviesdienstverklaring) before 15 June 
2021 at 17:00:00 CE(S)T to venturechallenge@nwo.nl. 

You should receive a confirmation of receipt from us almost immediately, which is your proof of 
submission. If that is NOT the case, then please contact us by phone as quickly as possible. 

PLEASE NOTE: Application forms NOT submitted on time will NOT be taken into consideration!!!  

 

3.5 Conditions on granting  

1. The grant can only be used to cover the fundable costs of the Venture Challenge programme that starts on 
the date given in the granting decision. 

2. At least two and at most five members of the Venture Challenge team will participate in each Venture 
Challenge meeting, yet this number may not exceed the number of members stated in the grant 
application. 

3. The members of the Venture Challenge team are required to maintain confidentiality with respect to non-
public knowledge that is shared by the other participating Venture Challenge teams during the Venture 
Challenge programme. 

4. If the grant recipient is a Venture Challenge start-up, then it must ensure that the Venture Challenge team 
satisfies the requirements as stated in the second and third paragraph of this section.  

mailto:venturechallenge@nwo.nl
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Chapter 4: Assessment procedure / Venture Challenge  

4 Assessment procedure  

4.1 Procedure  
The first step in the assessment procedure is to test whether the proposal is eligible for consideration.  
This is done using the conditions described in Chapter 3 of this brochure. The NWO Code for 
Dealing with Personal Interests applies to all persons and NWO employees involved in the 
assessment and/or decision-making process. 

If NWO takes your application into consideration, then an interview can be part of the application process. 
In that case, you will be given the opportunity to explain your proposal to the advisory committee that 
NWO appoints to assess the applications.3 Based on the committee's advice, NWO will decide which VC 
teams will be awarded a grant.  

The timetable for the procedure is as follows:  

15 June 2021 17:00:00 CE(S)T Deadline full proposals  

26 July – 10 August 2021 Interviews if possible 

20 August 2021 Decision awards and rejections  

24 – 27 August 2021 Announcement awards  

 
4.2 Too few applications  

If, after the assessment for meeting the conditions stated in Chapter 3, or after rejection in accordance with 
the grounds for rejection stated in Section 4.3, fewer than five applications are eligible for funding, then the 
current round of the Venture Challenge will not take place. Applicants will then be free to submit their 
proposal again, either in its current or altered form.  

4.3 Grounds for rejection  
Applications will be rejected if:  
a. the function of the new product, process or service has been insufficiently scientifically validated by 

means of concrete, experimental data; 
b. a clear competitive advantage for the (future) Venture Challenge start-up is lacking; 
c. the (future) Venture Challenge start-up or the new product, process or service has insufficient 

commercial potential; 
d. there is insufficient confidence that at least two members of the Venture Challenge team will be 

present at each Venture Challenge meeting; 
e. one or more members of the Venture Challenge team have already participated in the Venture 

Challenge programme or a forerunner thereof with the same new technological invention or a new 
application of existing technology without this technology or new application being strongly improved; 

                                                                    

3 At the time of writing of this brochure, the situation concerning the coronavirus was such that it was still considered unlikely that physical interviews 

will be held in this VC round. These will most likely be kept online between 26 July and 10 August. 

https://www.nwo.nl/en/code-dealing-personal-interests
https://www.nwo.nl/en/code-dealing-personal-interests


9 
 

f. there is insufficient confidence that the members of the Venture Challenge team have the capacities to 
set up a successful Venture Challenge start-up. 

 

4.4 Ranking criteria  
Applications that are not rejected will be ranked higher if: 

a. the commercial perspective of the new product, process or service is greater;  

b. the new product, process or service is more innovative;  

c. the competitive position of the (future) Venture Challenge start-up has a better perspective;  

d. the financial potential of the (future) Venture Challenge start-up is greater;  

e. the quality of the Venture Challenge team is higher, considering the extent to which members 
complement each other, the members’ capacities and the allocation of roles within the team;  

f. the added value of participation in the Venture Challenge programme for the (future) Venture 
Challenge start-up is greater.  

The criteria stated here carry equal weighting for ranking.  

4.5 Interviews and ranking applications  
If your application satisfies the conditions, then an interview can be part of the application procedure; in 
that case, you will receive an invitation for an interview4. During the interview, the applicants will be given 
the opportunity to present their application to the advisory committee, which will then have the 
opportunity to pose questions to obtain a more detailed explanation of the application. The members of 
the committee will issue an advice regarding the rejection and ranking of the applications based on the 
reasons for rejection and the ranking criteria (see Grounds for rejection and Ranking criteria). For the 
ranking, they will individually score the applications according to the ranking criteria and provide a brief 
motivation for this. The average scores will form the basis for a ranking at the end of the interviews. This 
will be discussed by the Advisory Committee, and the Advisory Committee will subsequently draw up a final 
ranking.  

4.6 Decision-making and announcement  
The Advisory Committee will draw up a granting advice for the AES board with due consideration to the 
quality of the applications submitted and the budget available for the funding round. Based on the advisory 
committee's advice, the Board of NWO Domain AES will decide on behalf of the Minister of Economic 
Affairs and Climate Policy about the granting by confirming the ranking of the applications. The budget 
available will then be allocated based on that ranking, and NWO AES will subsequently inform the 
applicants about the granting decision. The granting decision should be signed and returned to NWO AES 
within 10 working days after date.  

Lodging an objection  
If you do not agree with the decision about the awarding of funding, then you can submit a letter of 
objection to the NWO Executive Board. Before the applicant submits an objection, they are advised to first 
contact the programme secretary to obtain a further explanation about the allocation of funds in the round. 

  

                                                                    

4 See footnote 3 on the previous page  

https://www.nwo.nl/en/lodging-objection
https://www.nwo.nl/en/lodging-objection
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5 Contact and other information  

5.1 Contact  
For specific questions about the Venture Challenge and this brochure please contact:  
  
Dr.ir. Mario van der Linden  
tel: +31 30 600 1346  
email: venturechallenge@nwo.nl  
  
Dr. Merlijn Jakobs  
tel: +31 30 600 1320 
email: venturechallenge@nwo.nl  
 
Dr. Wieke Haakma 
Telefoonnummer: 030-600 1296 
email: venturechallenge@nwo.nl  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Published: May 2021 

Dutch Research Council  

Visiting address:  
Location The Hague  

Laan van Nieuw Oost-Indië 300  

2593 CE The Hague  

The Netherlands 

 
Location Utrecht  
Winthontlaan 2 

3526 KV Utrecht  

The Netherlands 

www.nwo.nl  

 

The budget for the Venture Challenge is made 
available by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and 
Climate Policy and was initiated by the Top Sector 
Life Sciences & Health 

mailto:venturechallenge@nwo.nl
mailto:venturechallenge@nwo.nl
mailto:venturechallenge@nwo.nl
http://www.nwo.nl/
http://www.nwo.nl/
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