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Where Business Meets Innovation

The region has long been a home 
for engineering excellence. It is 
beginning to take its place in the 
start-up world, writes Ben Rooney
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Tomasz Czechowicz, Managing Partner 
at Warsaw-based MCI Management, one 
of the most successful private equity/
venture groups in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope, says that until recently his company 
struggled to find enough CEE start-ups in 
which to invest. No longer. 

“This year we should finish with about 
10-plus deals across the different stages [of 
growth],” he says. 

“This is probably the first time we’ve seen 
enough supply of good companies in this 
major market.” 

While start-up funding is substantially be-
low European averages on a per capita basis, 
there are some interesting signs of progress 
in CEE. Hungary, for example, now has the 
highest VC investment as a percentage of GDP 
of any country in Europe (see the story on 
pages 4 and 5).

And although big U.S. tech companies tend 
to migrate to established Western European 
hubs like London to look for tech talent, that 
is starting to change. U.S. networking giant 
Cisco, which is known for its aggressive acqui-
sition strategy, is setting up an entrepreneurs 
in residence program for CEE companies and 
will announce the first cohort at the Pioneers 
Festival in Vienna, which takes place October 
29th to 30th (see the story on pages 14 and 15).

“We see the potential, over time, of Central 
and Eastern Europe becoming a real innova-
tion hub from a global perspective that has 
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solutions that can address not just regional 
needs, which is important, but also have a 
global role to play in terms of technology 
adoption,” says Hilton Romanski, who leads 
corporate development at Cisco. 

That time is here now, all across the region.
For example, at the 2014 Pioneers Festival 

in Vienna, Juraj Vaculik and Stefan Klein will 
unveil version 3.0 of the AeroMobil, a six-me-
ter-long steel and carbon-fiber car that can fly 
with a range of some 875 kilometers or drive 
with a top speed of up to 200 km/h. 

The biggest target market is emerging coun-
tries in Africa and Asia where roads are poor 
or non-existent (see the cover photo and the 
story on pages 12 and 13).

Bellabeat, a company founded in Slovenia 
which has developed hardware and software 
to monitor the health of pregnant women and 
their babies, is gaining international traction — 
including in the U.S. — with its products. 

It won first prize in the 2013 Pioneers Fes-
tival start-up competition, was asked to join 
Y Combinator’s March class in Silicon Valley 
and has since raised $4.5 million in funding 
(see the story on page 7).

Prezi, a Flash-based presentation tool 
which recently raised $14 million from Accel 
Partners and Copenhagen-based Sunstone 
Capital, is competing globally with Microsoft’s 
PowerPoint and is being used by both indi-
viduals and Fortune 500 companies (see the 
story on page 3).

And Prezi’s CEO and co-founder Peter Ar-
vai has become a role model, something the 
region badly needs, says David Waroquier, 
a partner at Luxembourg-based Mangrove 
Capital Partners, who focuses on investment 
in Russia and Central and Eastern Europe. 
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“He is among the golden boys from  
these geographies.”

Other include the entrepreneurs behind 
cybersecurity company AVG (founded in 
1991 in the Czech Republic) which is listed on 
NASDAQ and has a market cap approaching 
$1 billion, and AVAST, another cybersecurity 
company, which was a founded at the same 
time in Prague. LogMeIn (founded in Hungary 
in 2003) is also listed and has passed the $1 
billion valuation mark. 

Video service Ustream (also founded in 
Hungary in 2007) is tipped to be another $1 
billion company.

When the more established players 
launched they were outliers. What’s changed 
is that there is now a burgeoning group of 
entrepreneurs with big ambitions. For the 
hottest upcoming start-ups in the region, see 
our Top 25 list on pages 12-13 and the Pioneer 
Start-Up Finalists on pages 16 and 17.

To be sure, talking about Central and 
Eastern Europe as if it were a single space is 
to treat an area of more than one million kilo-
meters stretching from the Baltic in the north 
to the Balkans in the south and (depending 
on which countries you include in your 
definition), encompassing in excess of 100 
million people, as if it were one homogenous 
place. It isn’t.

Nevertheless, the countries do share a histo-
ry. They have all been part of the patchwork 
of continental European’s shifting alliances 
and unions. More recently the area was shack-
led together under Communist occupation 
in the aftermath of World War II, only to see 
that yoke thrown off, triggered by events in 
1988 and 1989 in Poland which later spread 
throughout the region.

The region is also linked together as being 
the poorest in Europe. According to the World 
Bank, Bulgaria’s per capita Gross Domestic 
Product of just $15,941 is 1/6th that of the 
richest, Luxembourg’s.

And, say investors and local entrepreneurs, 
there are other things that link the countries. 
“The benefits of CEE?” asks Jan Rezab, CEO 
of Prague-based Socialbakers, a social media 
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When Peter Arvai, now CEO of Buda-
pest-based Prezi, was in the process 
of moving to Hungary to set up the 
company in 2008, he was met at the 
airport by his uncle.“It’s a half hour ride 
to his home,” says Arvai. “In the car he 
tells me these things that I hear very 
often. ‘Everything sucks here. By the 
way I can’t even think of one company 
that started here and made it big on 
the global market.’ You can imagine 
me sitting there thinking, ‘this is going 
to be an interesting conversation when 
I tell them that I’m here because I’m 
thinking of doing exactly that.’”
Prezi, a Flash-based presentation tool, 
is one of the region’s hottest compa-
nies. Swedish-born Arvai spends half his 
time in the Valley, half in Hungary, but 
for him setting up in Budapest was a 
deeply-personal experience.
“My parents are Hungarian. My  
father fled in the Socialist times. 
They raised me with this idea that 
while Hungary has issues, it’s also a 
place with remarkably talented and 
wonderful people.” 
“My biggest challenge in the first year 
was to convince people that we could 
be successful economically and do it in 
an ethical way where we pay our taxes, 
where we get a great work environment 
for the people that we work with, where 
we care about each other.”
Prezi was the first Hungarian compa-
ny to join the Budapest Pride March. 
Today, thanks to Arvai’s work in setting 
up a non-profit, there are many more. “I 
was getting tired of being the only com-
pany at Pride. We created this “We Are 
Open” platform. People could sign up if 
they were for having an open workplace 
that would give equal opportunity to 
women, etc. We have 770 companies. 
It’s not just about gay rights, it’s about 
general openness in the workplace.
“For you this just seems like, ‘who 
doesn’t do that?’; but here this was 
radical stuff.”

Prezi Founder’s  
Pride In Budapest

monitoring service; “Silicon Valley is crazy; 
when it comes to developer prices it’s gone 
completely insane. We can hire more engi-
neers for the same cost and so do more. That’s 
a huge competitive advantage.”

This, says Roland Manger, co-founder of the 
Munich and Berlin-based VC firm Earlybird, 
and partner at Earlybird’s Digital East fund, a 
$130 million fund aimed at Turkey and Central 
and Eastern Europe, some $35 million of 
which has come from the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development, is a result 
of the region’s Communist past. 

“In most of the eastern European coun-
tries, even back in Communist times, tech-
nology and science education was always  
at a premium.”

This emphasis on engineering and math-
ematics is reflected often in the kind of 
start-ups coming out of the region. According 
to Max Gurvits, partner at Teres Capital, a 
Sofia-based Venture Capital firm, “the focus is 
very often on the technology and technologi-
cally-driven solutions.”

“If you look at the exits that took place in 
Bulgaria and Romania recently, one of them 
was a company called Instinctiv that sold to 
Soundcloud in 2012. The founder was Ameri-
can. That was an analytics tool. 

“Another one was uberVU which is a social 
media monitoring [platform] which was ac-
quired by HootSuite in February of this year.”

However, while the region may be strong 
in raw engineering and mathematical talent, 
there are issues that have still to be addressed, 
say entrepreneurs and investors. 

Problems range from a lack of venture 
capital, lack of business skills, over-reliance 
on European Union money and some strong 

cultural issues that may be holding the 
region back. 

As a result, says Socialbaker’s Rezab, build-
ing a start-up in the region is “significantly 
harder than from most other countries.”

According to Earlybird’s Manger, “Com-
mercial experience and being exposed to 
industry and business is lacking. That is the 
biggest problem.”

Access to capital is a problem. While most 
will say that thanks to initiatives like the EU’s 
JEREMIE program, which provides money to 
pump-prime the ecosystem, early-stage seed 
money is available, there are concerns that 
the programs are not sustainable. There are 
also worries about a lack of experienced angel 
investors who can provide not just funds but 
mentorship and connections.

But others say the problems run much 
deeper. “Balkans culture is not exactly condu-
cive to transparent business dealings, and that 
is to put it mildly,” says Gurvits.

For Gurvits this is a legacy not just of the 
Communists, but of even earlier influences. 
“There is this culture of very low self-es-
teem,” he says. 

“The Slavic/Communist survival bias of the 
last several centuries was to stay low. If you 
want to survive, if you want to make sure that 
today’s political regime, or tomorrow’s dicta-
tor, is not going to kill you, you have to lay low 
and go with the flow. 

“There’s a big cultural issue with standing 
up and saying bold stuff.”

Others point to a problem that plagues most 
of Europe: a cultural bias against success and 
failure. For Socialbaker’s Rezab, the American 
idea that failure is a stepping stone to success 
rings hollow.

“Even back in Communist 
times, technology and 
science education was 
always at a premium”

“Failure is looked at very differently in the 
region. I’ve seen this firsthand.” Rezab had 
an earlier start-up. “I was a ‘boy wonder.’ 
I was a young successful entrepreneur. I 
was in the national press.” But his company 
ultimately failed. “It comes back at you in the 
national press.

“Your mom reads it, your grandmoth-
er reads it. The whole market reads it. It 
becomes extremely difficult to find partners 
and people who will work with you or for you. 
Seven or eight out of 10 people that I wanted 
to work with will not work with me. People 
should embrace failure, but that is certainly 
not what is happening here.”

But attitudes to success are equally as 
ingrained, says Arkadiusz Hajduk, CEO of 
Poznan-based Prześwietl.pl — the “Duedil of 
Poland,” as he describes it. “The perception of 
failing as a start-up will change faster than the 
perception of success recognition,” he says. 
“It doesn’t matter if I’m not successful as long 
as the other guy isn’t as well. There is this old 
Polish joke saying if you have a neighbor and 
this neighbor has a beautiful house and beau-
tiful girlfriends as an American guy you go, 
‘God, please give me the same as he has.’ As a 
Polish guy you say, ‘God, please punish him.’

“In English you say ‘good for you.’ In Polish 
we don’t have that phrase.”

But talking to local entrepreneurs, there is a 
huge excitement in the region and, they say, 
things are changing fast. “What I can see from 
my perspective is it is changing dramatically 
in two respects,” says Hajduk. “One is a dif-
ferent kind of founder. A few years years ago 
it was young inexperienced students doing a 
start-up because they didn’t know any better.

“Now I can see more and more there are a 
lot of experienced founders. I am mentoring 
one accelerator here in Poland called Starter 
Rocket. Out of six teams, in only one the guys 
are in their early 20s. The rest the guys are 
over 30.”

They also refute suggestions that CEE en-
trepreneurs are afraid of going global. “What 
is happening more and more is that people 
realize they need to move quickly out of the 
region and have some footprint in the bigger 
markets,” says Stanislav Sirakov, a partner 
at the Sofia-based LAUNCHub accelerator. 
“Whether that’s the U.S., the UK or Berlin, we 
see many of our companies ready to move.”

And it isn’t just eternally-optimistic 
entrepreneurs who see the potential for the 
whole region. MCI Management’s Czechowicz 
agrees the future is looking very strong for 
the region. In fact, not in absolute terms, but 
relative to their GDP contribution to the EU, 
Czechowicz says, “there could be a situation 
where Eastern Europe produces more start-
ups than Western Europe.”
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Central 
Europe’s 
Funding

FUNDING

No matter how one tries to cut it, funding in 
Central and Eastern Europe remains prob-
lematic for the nascent start-up scene.

Data collated by the European Venture Cap-
ital Association for 2013 paints a very mixed 
picture and highlights the major differences in 
the region. In 2013, Polish VCs had €547 mil-
lion under management, more than 50 times 
the amount under management in Ukraine, 
despite the two countries having broadly 
similar populations.

Furthermore the data shows the continuing 
role played by public money in supporting 
the fledgling ecosystem. Of the five countries 
that raised new venture funds in the region in 
2007-13, four of them were strongly depend-
ent on government money — ranging from 
nearly half of all venture money in Hungary, 
to about a quarter in the other countries.

Dfferent countries have different priorities 
when it comes to tech investing. In Bulgaria, 
for example, almost all VC-backed invest-
ment over the last five years went into the 
tech sector, while nearby Ukraine, which 
was more successful in raising VC money 
saw far less invested in its tech sector. 
Likewise regional giant Poland saw its tech 
sector absorb almost half of all VC funds, 
while Hungary, which despite being much 
smaller, raised almost the same amount of 
VC money, invested far less in tech.

Given the economies of the region are  
all substantially smaller than those of west-
ern Europe, measuring VC investment as a 
percentage of GDP paints a very different 
picture. According to EVCA data, among all 
European Union member states, the rate  
of venture capital investments as a percent-
age of GDP was the highest in Hungary  
in 2012, and three times greater than the  
EU average.

The region lags behind the rest  
of Europe but there are some   
positive signs, writes Ben Rooney 

What is striking about the CEE region is just how 
varied the several countries are and how it doesn’t 
make a huge amount of sense to lump them all 
together. Poland is clearly the regional giant  in all 

categories. The data is provided by the European 
Venture Capital Association 2013 report. The EVCA 
grouped the countries of the Former Yugoslavia 
together with Slovakia for reporting purposes.

Across The Region Country By Country
The entire CEE region (which for these 
purposes includes Ukraine but neither Russia 
nor the Baltic States — they will be covered 
in another edition) does not compare well 
with the rest of Europe when it comes to 

both investment and exits.  However there 
are encouraging signs in that both exits and 
investments have turned up in the last year, 
perhaps indicating growth in the tech scene. 

Venture Investment In High-Tech Sectors

Total Exits of VC-Backed Companies In High-Tech Sector
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INVESTMENT PROFILE

You have been living outside Europe for the 
past couple of years. What has changed?

I think we are past our inferiority complex. 
People don’t sell early and investors are OK 
to ride their winners and take the time to get 
real value. European start-ups are overcoming 
the problem of geography: better tools and 
management techniques allow start-ups to go 
multi-country quickly. In the past every coun-
try had its own infrastructure. Companies like 
Booking.com and King have helped create a 
different playbook for international roll-out. 
You can run all marketing out of a place like 
London with teams of nationals and smaller, 
nimbler teams on the ground locally.

A recent report said Europe has produced 
30 tech companies worth over $1 billion be-
tween January 2000 and April 2014. What 
does Europe need to do to create more?

We need to continue to woo the big acquir-
ers and establish meaningful local centers. 
Google now has a big presence in London. We 
should push Amazon to have a bigger pres-
ence in Europe and make sure other corpo-
rate acquirers are close to our companies and 
more embedded into our local ecosystems. 

Fred Destin has returned to Europe after a spell in 
America. A 14-year technology veteran, he recently 
talked to Jennifer L. Schenker

Swapping med school for  
sculpture helped Slovenian  
Urška Sršen come up with   
smart tools for pregnant women,  
writes Jennifer L. Schenker

Bellabeat’s 
Leaf helps 
manage 
stress during 
and after 
pregnancy

1972
Born in Brussels, 
Belgium. 1993

Degrees in finance 
and engineering 
from the University of 
Brussels.

Feb 2000-
March 2001
Investment manager 
at Speed Ventures in 
London.

2006
Invests in French start-
ups Price Minister and 
Daily Motion.

2010
Moves to Cambridge, 
Massachusetts for 
Atlas Venture.

2011
Invests in Secret 
Escapes, Currency 
Cloud, Pillpack, among 
others.

1994
Studies at Hong Kong 
University of Science 
and Technology.

March 2004
Joins Atlas Venture in 
London.

2007
Makes seed 
investment in the 
UK’s Zoopla. Invests 
in and joins the board 
of new accelerator 
Seedcamp.

2010
First U.S. investment 
in adtech company 
Integral Ad Science.

June 2014
Moves back to 
London to join Accel 
as a Partner after 
ten years with Atlas 
Venture.

We are still struggling with the regulatory 
environments. The cost of complexity is that 
it is making it really hard for us to scale as fast 
as we could. 

Why are most of the biggest tech companies 
still coming from the Valley?

I don’t think anywhere on the planet can 
compare to the vortex of the Bay area. Europe 
hasn’t been able to build large tech compa-
nies. (Nokia was a flash in the pan and ARM 
isn’t that big). Look at telecoms. European 
governments killed the companies with 
licensing fees. From the VC point of view 
Europe was late to the bubble. VCs like Atlas 
started in the ‘80s; it took to 1995-1998 to get 
any scale. Then came the Internet bubble and 
we got our knees cut off. European venture 
is still in shrink mode but the good news is 
Mosaic and other new funds are being formed 
and new managers emerging. As for start-ups, 
Skype was the first exit that people outside 
of Europe took note of. Spotify and Transfer-
Wise are second generation. These guys are 
building bigger stuff so it is coming.

You wrote that sky-high valuations for com-
panies like Instagram are justified and do 
not signify a bubble. Please explain.

The companies that achieve breakout in a 
cloud-enabled mobile environment with hy-
per growth can go from $100 million to $1 bil-
lion to $5 billion in a very compressed amount 
of time. Those that say these companies 
are overvalued are lacking in imagination. 
The world is extremely fluid because of this 
nonlinear acceleration but it is not a sign that 
we are in a bubble. That said, there is price 
inflation on early rounds that indicates that 
everybody thinks they can scale at the speed 
of Uber. There is a fear of missing out on the 
part of investors and a sense of irrational exu-
berance on the part of entrepreneurs, which 
is causing the market to overheat. 

Europe Is Over Its 
Inferiority Complex

Accel 
Partners’ 
Fred Destin, 
a speaker at 
the Pioneers 
Festival 

Like many entrepreneurs, Urška Sršen’s 
path has been anything but linear.

The 25-year-old Slovenian applied to med 
school, then changed course, deciding to 
study sculpture at the Finnish Academy of 
Fine Arts in Helsinki. She ended up co-found-
ing Bellabeat, a start-up that designs devices 
to track the health of pregnant women, new 
mothers, the unborn and the newly born.

Sršen’s odyssey has taken her from her 
hometown of Ljubljana to Zagreb in Croatia, 
and San Francisco. Along the way the com-
pany won first prize in the Pioneers Festival’s 
2013 start-up competition in Vienna; won 
a place in Y Combinator’s March class; and 
was voted ‘most likely to succeed’ among the 
Silicon Valley winter cohort. These accolades 
helped Bellabeat raise $4.5 million in May.

In September 2013, Bellabeat launched its 
first connected monitoring system for expect-
ant moms in Europe, and earlier this year it 
entered the U.S. market. The pocket-sized 
ultrasound tool allows mothers-to-be to track 
their pregnancies (including being able to 
hear, record and share their baby’s heartbeat) 
and works with an app that lets women re-
cord pregnancy-related data like weight gain, 
nutrition, and even fetal movements. The 
app, which has been downloaded more than 
200,000  times, also connects mothers with a 
community where they can swap advice.

“I believe the most dangerous thing we can 
do is to limit ourselves,” says Sršen, a sched-
uled speaker at the 2014 Pioneers Festival in 
Vienna. “It doesn’t matter if you are a doctor, 
a sculptor or a programmer. You can build 
great things together. Technology does not 
grow by itself; it grows out of different fields.”

Bellabeat did in fact grow out of the collabo-
ration of a doctor, a sculptress and a program-
mer. And it all started thanks to kite-surfing, 
one of Sršen’s hobbies. She connected with 
her co-founder Sandro Mur, a Croatian 
computer software expert, through the sport. 
When Mur met Sršen’s mother, an obstetri-
cian/gynecologist, she started talking about 
doctors’ need for an affordable, user-friendly 
system that would enable routine check-ups at 
home and send data to healthcare providers. 
Mur asked Sršen to help him. “We noticed 
when we were testing our system that there 
was an emotional value to this,” she says. 
“When pregnant women listened to the heart-
beat [of their unborn children] they wanted 
to share that with loved ones more than with 
care providers. So we decided to scale down 
and start with a consumer product that would 
allow pregnant women to do self-tracking 
and make it an emotional, engaging, social 
experience.”

Some 35,000 units of the ultrasound tool 

have been shipped to date. In late September 
the company released a new version, which 
allows moms to play music to their unborn 
and track reactions. After birth the same de-
vice can be used as a baby monitor. Bellabeat 
also announced two new products: a smart 
scale, Balance, that helps a new mother track 
her weight and that of the baby, and smart 
jewelry, called Leaf, which allows moms-to-be 
and new mothers to measure their activity, 
sleep and stress levels.

The hope is to grow a strong consumer user 
base, then pitch to doctors and other care 
providers to show them how they and their 
patients can benefit from Bellabeat’s system.

Growing a global company from Slovenia, 
or anywhere in CEE, remains challenging, 
says Sršen, Bellabeat’s COO. “There are quite 
a lot of start-ups from Slovenia but they don’t 
stay for very long,” she says. “A few genera-
tions back we figured out that we have to cre-
ate things by ourselves if we want to succeed 
so we are raised to be very hard-working and 
creative.” The bad news is “there is no possi-
bility of funding,” she says. The good news is 
“we are not afraid of going out and trying.”

At Mur’s urging, the company decided to try 
their luck in Croatia and set up shop in Zagreb 
but it proved impossible to raise money from 
investors anywhere in Central Europe or 
Germany, she says. The chance to join the Y 
Combinator cohort in the Valley was a lucky 
break that helped the company raise its first 
round and expand internationally.

Bellabeat’s products are only available on-
line or via a few boutique maternity shops but 
Sršen says Bellabeat is negotiating deals with 
major retailers in the U.S. and Europe. 

Pregnant With  
Possibilities
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Money talks, so women, who control more assets 
than the total amount of venture capital, may yet  
get a bigger voice in tech, writes Jennifer L. Schenker

Women Investing 
In Women

While there are still only a very small num-
ber of women venture capitalists and most 
private equity funds are still dominated by 
men, women around the world have deci-
sion-making power over investable assets 
that surpass the approximately $55 billion 
in global venture capital.

Women in the Middle East alone control 
well in excess of $60 billion in deployable 
capital. For example, Lubna Olayan, the CEO 
and Chair of the Board of Olayan Group, is 
worth upwards of $12.4 billion according to 
news reports, while Sheikha Moza bint Nasser 
of Qatar, the Chairwoman of the Qatar Foun-
dation for Education, Science and Community 
Development, manages over $7.9 Billion.

“If more women around the globe could be 
educated about investing in science, technol-
ogy and education for women in high-tech 
sectors imagine the collective impact and 
growth on our global economy,” says Anu 
Bhardwaj, a scheduled moderator at the 
Pioneers Festival in Vienna October 29th to 
30th and founder of Women INVESTING in 
Women, a global media company focused on 
educating young women and girls.

Bhardwaj compiled research on global 
investment trends for women during her 
Fulbright Scholarship at the Indian Institute of 
Technology in Mumbai and while completing 
her MBA at the Stockholm School of Econom-
ics in Sweden. 

She went on to invest $750,000 of her 
own capital to create Women INVESTING in 
Women, which has organized eight summits 
around the world with anchor partners 
such as Intel, PWC and NASDAQ collectively 
endorsing the economic empowerment of 
women as the goal. 

The group plans to hold its next Women 
INVESTING in Women summit in March 2015 
in partnership with UN Women at the UN 
Headquarters for the Beijing +20/Internation-
al Women’s Day celebrations.

“Philanthropy has been the traditional 

approach for women; however, educated 
women are now becoming actively engaged in 
both angel investing and private equity invest-
ing either through family offices or various 
institutional vehicles,” says Bhardwaj.

Since 2012, the global crowdfunding 
industry has witnessed a wave of women 
entrepreneurs getting funded and a new pool 
of women who are actively deploying capital 
in smaller investment allocations across a 
number of industry sectors, she says. 

That’s good news because the venture 
capital sector remains biased towards men, 
says Anne Ravanona, a scheduled speaker at 
the Pioneers Festival and founder and CEO of 
Global Invest Her, a Paris-based organization 
that aims to help women entrepreneurs get 
funded faster.

“The actual situation is that only 5% of VCs 
are women in America and only 19.6% of 
business angels are women. Some 80% to 95% 
of funding is in the hands of men so we know 
when people say there is no bias in funding 
women it is completely untrue,” she says.

Studies conducted by the U.S.’s Small Busi-
ness Administration Office of Advocacy and 
the Kauffman Foundation found that investors 
get a higher return on women-led businesses 
and, according to Dow Jones, VC firms that 
invest in women-led firms perform better 
than VC firms that invest entirely in men-led 
businesses, says Ravanona. 

Yet, the percentage of U.S. VC deals to 
companies with a female founder have risen 
from a mere 4% in 2004 to only 13% by June of 
2013, she says. 

“Look at the size of the opportunity to 
increase that.”

“Guys have figured out how to roller-coast-
er in with bravado but women try to get 
everything perfect before we talk to investors, 
and tend to underestimate how much money 
we need,” Ravanona says.

What’s more, VCs usually only invest in 
women when they are heading tech compa-

nies in retail in areas such as fashion and cos-
metics — areas that women are supposed to 
know something about, she says. A study by 
Pitchbook, a private equity and venture capi-
tal firm, found that in the U.S. only around 5% 
to 10% of investments by VCs in women-led 
companies were in areas like software and 
biotech while funding of women-led retail 
companies approached 40% of deals.

It is partly a communication problem. In 
order to be taken seriously by male venture 
capitalists one French woman entrepreneur 
went as far as hiring a coach to teach her how 
to walk and talk like a man. 

The solution isn’t to try to be more like men 
but to figure out how to best communicate 
with male investors, says Ravanona. 

Global Invest Her is launching an online 
portal to demystify the funding journey for 

women. It plans to offer a webinar called 
“Owning The Moment: Using Gender Acumen 
In Pitching To Male Investors,” which will be 
run by gender specialist John Fayad. The one-
hour webinar can be coupled with one-on-one 
training sessions with the specialist to learn 
how men’s brains are wired so that women 
can tweak their pitches accordingly.

Aurore Belfrage, a co-founder of Swedish 
social gifting service Wrapp and a sched-
uled speaker at the Pioneers Festival, is also 
focusing on training women entrepreneurs. 
Belfrage is now COO at Your Middle East, a 
media company focused on shifting the way 
the news is covered in that region and being 
“agents of positive change.” 

Entrepreneurship is one of the most popu-
lar topics on the site, says Belfrage; Your Mid-
dle East team has organized workshops for 

the region’s entrepreneurs during a roadshow 
that kicked off in Istanbul in April and in-
cludes stops in Dubai, Amman, Tunis, Riyadh, 
Cairo and Doha. The events include master 
classes run by successful entrepreneurs and 
business people and model pitch sessions 
with entrepreneurs. “We don’t market it as a 
women’s event but most of the start-ups who 
come and pitch are women,” she says. 

“There are a lot of amazing women in this 
region in tech.”

Belfrage’s advice to women: “Label yourself 
as an entrepreneur and give yourself the free-
dom to think world domination.”

While Global Invest HER and Your Middle 
East coach the entrepreneurs, Women 
INVESTING in Women is coaching high-net-
worth women to invest in private equity, 
venture capital, crowdfunding platforms and 
women entrepreneurs. 

“It is a virtuous circle,” says Ravanona. 
“We need more women entrepreneurs, to 
get more women entrepreneurs funded, then 
when they are successful to get them to be 
angel investors and invest in other women. 
We also need to tap into women at the top 
level in corporates and reach other high-net-
worth women that today are concentrating 
on philanthropy and convince them that they 
should be moving more of that money into 
companies powered by women.” 

INVESTING

Belfrage: give 
yourself the 
freedom to 
think world 
domination

Ravanona: 
Only 5% of VCs 
in the U.S. are 
women

Bhardwaj: 
women are 
becoming 
engaged 
in angel 
investing

The Gender-GEDI Index meas-
ures countries’ entrepreneur-

ial environments, scoring 
nations from 0 to 100. Twen-
ty-two countries received a 
Gender-GEDI score of less 

than 50, indicating that many 
of the conditions needed 

for female entrepreneurship 
development are lacking in 
the majority of countries.
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PREZI
WWW.PREZI.COM

BUDAPEST, HUNGARY
What it does: Zooming presentation software.
Why it’s hot: Prezi’s cloud-based tool has more than 45 
million users and 120 million presentations, and is used 
by 80% of the Fortune 500. The company has raised more 
than $15.5 million from Accel Partners, Sunstone, and 
the TED Conference (TED’s first investment in a start-up). 
Prezi has been cash flow positive since 2009, and doesn’t 
anticipate any further funding rounds.

SOCIALBAKERS
WWW.SOCIALBAKERS.COM

PRAGUE, CZECH REPUBLIC
What it does: Social media analytics and optimization.
Why it’s hot: The Socialbakers platform enables brands 
to measure, compare, and contrast the success of their 
social media campaigns with competitive intelligence. It 
claims more than one million visits per month. In 2014 
the company closed a $26 million Series C round led by 
Index Ventures and opened an Asia-Pacific headquarters 
in Singapore. Clients include half the Fortune 500.

APIARY
APIARY.IO

SAN FRANCISCO, CA, U.S.
What it does: Collaborative API building tool.
Why it’s hot: Apiary offers a quick way to prototype an 
API without writing code; it also allows all team members, 
and clients, to contribute to the design. With engineering 
operations in Prague, Apiary has gathered more than 
35,000 APIs. Customers include Akamai and GoodData. 
In September 2013 it raised $1.63 million from Flybridge 
Capital Partners and Baseline Ventures.

BASE
GETBASE.COM
PALO ALTO, CA, U.S.
What it does: CRM and sales productivity platform.
Why it’s hot: Base offers CRM and sales pipeline 
management software, used by more than 5,000 
customers, from small firms to GE, 3M, NCR and Xerox. 
It has had more than a quarter-million downloads. With 
R&D offices in Kraków, Poland, it has raised $23 million 
from RRE Ventures, Index Ventures, The Social+Capital 
Partnership, OCA Ventures, I2A and angels.

CODESHIP
WWW.CODESHIP.IO

VIENNA, AUSTRIA
What it does: Continuous software deployment platform.
Why it’s hot: Codeship enables software updates to be 
released quickly, automatically and multiple times a 
day to a public cloud. The service is used by hundreds of 
software engineering team worldwide. In February it raised 
$2.6 million in Series A from Sigma Prime Ventures, 
Boston Seed Capital’s and Devonshire Investors, bringing 
total funding to $3 million. 

COMPRIMATO
COMPRIMATO.COM

BRNO, CZECH REPUBLIC
What it does: JPEG2000 compression software.
Why it’s hot: Comprimato’s JPEG2000 software is 
based on standard graphics processing units that deliver 
compression up to 10x faster than existing software 
at a fraction of the price. Currently used by the digital 
cinema market, Digimetrics and Stanford University. 
In September 2014 it raised €1 million from existing 
investors Credo Ventures and Y Soft Venture Capital.

ARENIM TECHNOLOGIES/CRYPTTALK
WWW.CRYPTTALK.COM
STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
What it does: Call encryption services.
Why it’s hot: CryptTalk, developed in 2009 by Hungarian 
start-up Arenim, supports secure calling and instant 
messaging. Encryption occurs directly between the 
communicating peers; no central servers are involved. 
More than 100 million secure phone calls have been 
completed. The company received €1.4 million from 
Energen Group and wants to raise another €10 million.

ESTIMOTE
WWW.ESTIMOTE.COM

KRAKÓW, POLAND & NEW YORK, NY, U.S.
What it does: Sensors and analytics.
Why it’s hot: Estimote’s iBeacon-compatible beacons can 
be attached to any object, giving location and contextual 
awareness. The Estimote SDK enables smartphone apps 
to understand their proximity to objects, connecting the 
real world to smart devices. More than 10,000 developers 
worldwide are working with its beacons. In December 2013 
Estimote raised a $3.1 million seed round.

FARMERON
WWW.FARMERON.COM
OSIJEK, CROATIA
What it does: Web-based farm management tools.
Why it’s hot: Farmeron helps bring dairy farm records 
online and boosts farms’ results with actionable 
metrics. Its statistics and reports can be used to monitor 
production performance and adjust production plans as 
well as support government reporting requirements. In 
May it raised $2.65 million in funding from agricultural 
investors, bringing total funding to more than $4 million.

FLIPPS
WWW.FLIPPS.COM
SOFIA, BULGARIA
What it does: Mobile-to-TV delivery platform.
Why it’s hot: Flipps allows users to find and send movies 
and other content from smartphones to connected TV 
screens. The app has been downloaded 10 million times; 
the company’s patented technology works with 250 
million connected TVs and 5,000 manufacturer models. 
Flipps has raised $2.9 million in three rounds; investors 
include Tim Draper and Earlybird Venture Partners.

INDOO.RS
WWW.INDOO.RS
BRUNN AM GEBIRGE, AUSTRIA
What it does: Real-time indoor navigation.
Why it’s hot: Indoo.rs provides Indoor position technology 
that can be built into apps and services to support a range 
of solutions for travelers, retailers, airports and railway 
stations; it’s currently collaborating with San Francisco 
International Airport. It also plans to license a chipset 
that can be built into devices. In January 2013 it raised a 
six-figure seed round led by Tecnet Equity.

IFINITY
GETIFINITY.COM

WARSAW, POLAND
What it does: Micro-location software using beacons.
Why it’s hot: Ifinity uses beacon technology for cities, 
education, healthcare, museums and commercial 
spaces. Its Virtual Warsaw project was one of five winners 
of Bloomberg Philanthropy’s Mayors Challenge to solve 
urban problems. Recently raised a seed round from 
SpeedUp Venture Capital with a $12 million valuation.

RIMAC AUTOMOBILI
WWW.RIMAC-AUTOMOBILI.COM
SVETA NEDELJA, CROATIA
What it does: High-performance electric vehicles.
Why it’s hot: Rimac Automobili develops and produces 
high-performance electric powertrain systems, battery 
systems and full vehicles. It holds the official Guinness 
world record for the world’s fastest-accelerating electric 
automobile. The company’s Concept One car has been 
chosen as the Race Director and for passenger laps 
during the first season of the Formula E electric car races.

RUNTASTIC
WWW.RUNTASTIC.COM
LINZ, AUSTRIA
What it does: Activity, fitness and sleep tracker.
Why it’s hot: Runtastic gathers and manages sports data 
to increase performance. Sports data from its Orbit device 
is tracked via an app and can be uploaded to Runtastic’s 
social fitness community site. There are 40 million 
registered users; the app has been downloaded more 
than 90 million times. In October 2013 Axel Springer 
acquired 50.1% with an eight-digit-euro investment.

TWOTAP
TWOTAP.COM
SAN FRANCISCO, CA, U.S.
What it does: Universal shopping cart.
Why it’s hot: Launched in Romania, Two Tap aims to 
simplify ordering; it enables consumers to buy any product 
from any retailer on any mobile app or website. In the 
six months to August 2013 transactions grew by 50x; 
it works with more than 200 retailers. Also in August, it 
closed $2.7 million in seed funding from Khosla Ventures, 
Transmedia Capital, Digital Garage and angels. 

UXPIN
WWW.UXPIN.COM
GDYNIA, POLAND
What it does: UX design platform.
Why it’s hot: UXPin makes user experience design easier; 
it offers more than 900 pre-made UI templates and 
patterns, custom reusable elements, and a fast drag-
and-drop interface. In October 2013 the company raised 
$1.6 million in seed funding from Andreessen Horowitz, 
Freestyle Capital, and IDG Ventures.

BETEGY
WWW.BETEGY.COM
WARSAW, POLAND
What it does: Subscription-based football predictions site.
Why it’s hot: BETEGY provides predictions for the five 
most popular European football leagues using a self-
learning algorithm to process and evaluate statistical 
indicators. It claims it can forecast the result of a match 
with up to 80% probability. Investors include bmp media 
investors. In May BETEGY signed a three-year software 
license with Chinese lottery provider SunLoto.

BREWIE
WWW.BREWIE.ORG
BUDAPEST, HUNGARY
What it does: Automated brewing machine.
Why it’s hot: Brewie’s kitchen counter-top brewing 
machine enables users to brew their own low-cost craft 
beer without any prior knowledge of brewing. Users 
can brew 20-25 liters of beer in five hours for about 20 
eurocents. The machine is controlled via a smartphone 
app. Brewie is the 2014 winner of Startup Sauna 
Budapest. It hasn’t raised any external funding yet.

GAMING LIVE
GAMINGLIVE.TV
POLAND
What it does: News and entertainment for gamers.
Why it’s hot: Gaming Live is a live-streaming platform for 
game and eSports-related content, with social network 
features. The company is currently focused on Europe. 
The site offers content producers tools to monetize their 
activities and reach new audiences. Received $27,000 in 
funding from SeedCamp in May 2014.

IMAGGA
IMAGGA.COM
SOFIA, BULGARIA
What it does: Image recognition Platform-as-a-Service.
Why it’s hot: Imagga offers business customers a set of 
APIs for automated image tagging, categorization and 
meta-data extraction. The company sees its service as 
a solution for websites that seek to monetize images. 
Launched in September 2014 after a public beta phase, 
the Imagga service is currently processing millions of 
images. Imagga is seeking VC funding.

INTELCLINIC
NEUROON.COM

WARSAW, POLAND
What it does: Intelligent sleep mask.
Why it’s hot: IntelClinic claims its NeuroOn mask is the 
first consumer device that can measure sleep waves, eye 
movement, and other activity with professional accuracy. 
It helps users adjust their sleep cycles to fit their natural 
patterns. IntelClinic hit its Kickstarter goal of $100,000 in 
a day, in December 2013, ultimately raising $438,000. 
The NeuroOn is expected to ship in January 2015. 

BUSINESS MAP/KANBANIZE
KANBANIZE.COM

SOFIA, BULGARIA
What it does: Visual project management service.
Why it’s hot: It offers visual management solutions that 
enable real-time collaboration through customizable 
Kanban boards. It enables users to pinpoint productivity 
issues. Customers range from consumers using its free 
community service to Fortune 500 companies. The 
company has received close to $340,000 in funding from 
Bulgaria’s Eleven Accelerator Venture Fund.

PETCUBE
PETCUBE.COM
KIEV, UKRAINE
What it does: Remote wireless pet camera.
Why it’s hot: Petcube’s device allows pet owners to talk 
to and play with animals remotely using a smartphone 
app. The company raised some $250,000 on Kickstarter 
while enrolled in the hardware start-up accelerator 
HAXLR8R in Shenzhen, China. Some 2,000 people have 
already pre-ordered Petcube, which is scheduled to ship in 
October 2014.

IDERMA/TEDDYTHEGUARDIAN.COM
WWW.TEDDYTHEGUARDIAN.COM
ZAGREB, CROATIA
What it does: A toy bear with embedded medical sensors.
Why it’s hot: Embedded certified medical sensors 
measure a child’s heart rate, oxygen saturation, and 
body temperature, then capture and send the data to a 
pediatrician’s app. As winners of the 2013 VentureOut 
Challenge, an initiative by World Bank’s infoDev in 
collaboration with CRDF Global, it received $10,000 in 
seed funding. Bears can be pre-ordered now.

VETCLOUD
VETCLOUD.CO
BELGRADE, SERBIA
What it does: Veterinary practice management.
Why it’s hot: VetCloud is a SaaS tool that provides 
scheduling and CRM for vets, combined with a big data 
engine. Currently in private beta with clinics in London, 
California and eastern Europe, VetCloud enables vets to 
use their data to make business decisions. It has raised 
close to $800,000 from TechStars and Bulgaria’s Eleven 
Accelerator Venture Fund.

One of the great strengths 
of the CEE region is a strong 
emphasis on engineering 
and mathematics; not 
surprisingly, this is reflected 
in the kinds of start-ups 
the region produces. To 
identify the top companies 
we spoke to investors and 
entrepreneurs from the 
region and further afield. 
To qualify, companies had 
to have been started in 
the region or maintain a 
significant presence there. 
We have not included start-
ups from the Baltics or 
Russia as these will feature 
in another edition. We 
have included Austria and 
Ukraine.

Top

25
Hottest CEE 
Start-Ups
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Peter Thiel, eat your heart out. 
The celebrity PayPal co-founder and Silicon 

Valley investor famously complained, “We 
wanted flying cars, instead we got 140 char-
acters.” Well the good news, Peter, is we now 
have both. The dream of a car that turns into a 
plane is a short step, or perhaps drive or even 
flight, closer to reality, thanks to Juraj Vaculik 
and Štefan Klein, the pioneers behind Bratisla-
va-based AeroMobil.

At the 2014 Pioneers Festival in Vienna, 
Vaculik and Klein will unveil version 3.0 of 
the AeroMobil, a six-meter-long steel and car-
bon-fiber car that can fly with a range of some 
875 kilometers or drive with a top speed of up 
to 200 km/h.

The roots of this extraordinary vehicle lie in 
the troubled history of the region. Growing up 
in what was then a city in Communist Czecho-
slovakia was a daily reminder of the oppression 
under which they lived. “Bratislava sits right 
on the border,” says Vaculik, AeroMobil’s CEO. 
“There is the Danube river and on the other 
bank of the Danube is Austria. For us it was like 
a dream country, we can see it but we could 
never go there.”

For CTO Klein that dream, always visible but 
always out of reach, was the inspiration for 
his passion in life — flying. “I was educated as 
a pilot in 1970,” he says. “I have flown for 40 
years.” Even though the oldest aircraft factory 
in the world was in Prague (now the capital of 
neighboring Czech Republic), flying in Commu-
nist Czechoslovakia was at best a simulacrum 
of freedom. “I could only fly in a range of 100 
kilometers from the airport, no more. It was 
very frustrating.”

It was there that the idea was hatched. A car 
that could fly. Isolation, says Klein, worked in 
their favor. “Of course at this time we didn’t 
have any information from any other projects 
in the West. Therefore our technical solution is 
different to everybody else’s.”

Even after Communism collapsed and Czech-
oslovakia threw off the yoke of oppression, that 
same desire for freedom remained. “Of course 
a lot of things have changed and there is no 
Communism, and there are no borders — we 
are in the European Union — but there are still 
obstacles which make travel not so free,” says 

no easy task. “Airplanes must be narrow and 
very light, while cars are solid and heavy,” says 
Klein. “These two things work perfectly in sep-
arate industries but in this merged one it was 
difficult to find the right materials.” Even when 
they found the right materials there was always 
the ultimate test: did it feel right?

“There were plenty of times when we would 
find some solution and it could be useful, but it 
was somehow handicapped because it respect-
ed only one of the sides, and not the balance of 
design and functionality,” says Klein. “Balance 
of emotions was crucial for us. It was one of 
the reasons it has taken us so long. But we are 
patient and we are happy to have it perfect.” 

When on the road the AeroMobil looks a bit 
like a giant bug with its wings swept back. At 
six meters long, it is no Smart Car, the compact 
car made by Daimler, but it is designed to be 
able to be used in a normal city and park in 
conventional spaces. The makers claim it has a 
similar performance to a roadster.

The one thing it doesn’t have is a spacious 
hold. In order to gain certification as a Light 
Sports Aircraft (LSA), the take-off weight can be 
no more than 650 kg. In fact the car clocks in 
some 200 kg lighter, which means little more 
than two people and a few cases can be carried.

On the take-off strip, the bug transforms 
itself. Those wings stretch out to span 8.2 
meters, and a rear-mounted propeller fires up 
driven by the Rotax 912 engine. In under 200 
meters of runway or even a grass strip, the 
plane takes off at 130 kph. 

Critics of the AeroMobil have suggested that 
while its performance as a car may be fine, a 
video of an earlier flight did not inspire confi-
dence. “It would seem that stability in the air 
continues to be a major challenge for roadable 
aircraft,” wrote Flying Magazine.

An AeroMobil spokesman said in response: 
“Flying Magazine was referring to our first test 
flight where we see AeroMobil take off in high 
crosswind and at low height. Tests we have 
done this year proved that we have no issues 
with stability. We are very confident in the 
flight characteristics of 3.0. We are doing final 

tests and we’ll be releasing video from 
these tests at the end of October.”

While trials so far have all taken 
place from runways or at the 

very least landing strips, 
Vaculik says one key target 

market is developing 
nations. “We can use 
the current infra-
structure of roads or 
private airports, but 
we don’t want to be 

dependent on this,” 
he says. “It’s built so that a 

grass strip is all that is needed for landing and 
takeoff.” He says it needs just 50 meters of 
runway to land.

AeroMobil is aiming to have a production 
model of its third prototype for sale in 2016 or 
2017. While work continues on perfecting the 
power plant (car engines and aircraft engines 
are very different beasts, designed to work in 
completely different ways) and trials continue 
on different engines, a large amount of effort 
is going into surmounting considerable legal 
obstacles. AeroMobil has to be certified as both 
a car and a plane and in pretty much every 
country in which it will operate. 

“It is built so that it can be certified in an 
existing category but we need to do this work,” 
says Vaculik.

The LSA category, he says, “is only about 12 
years old and was created just because of new 
possibilities of new technology and materials. A 
lot of companies here in central Europe started 
to use the planes which did not fit in the exist-
ing categories. This was created for them.”

But, says Klein, they are pushing to have a 
whole new category of flying car created. “A 
motorcycle is not a two-wheeled car; it’s not a 
bicycle with an engine. It is a separate category. 
For us it is very important to create a new 
category of flying car.”

While the dream of a flying car has burned 
inside Klein from his days as a frustrated pilot 
behind the Iron Curtain, it was not until 2009 
that he was able to create AeroMobil, mainly 
with funding from Vaculik. And it is only re-
cently that the company has started to take off. 

The turning point happened last year. “On 
exactly 25 September we were invited by NASA 
to showcase the AeroMobil study in Montréal. 
All we showed them was a video [but] we got 
so much respect and attention from industry 
experts, the media, [and] possible partners 
that this was the date when I felt that this ven-
ture will be big,” says Klein. “I decided that I 
would put even more money on the table. Now 
it’s growing extremely fast and we’re hiring 
new people literally each week.”

While neither of the men will be drawn on 
the expected market price (“Our price at the 
beginning will be around the same price as a 
luxury sports car”), they believe that the mar-
ket is more than just wealthy private individu-
als or frustrated commuters. “The first market 
will be early adopters with deep enough 
pockets.“ Having demanded one so long ago 
perhaps Peter Thiel will be the first customer.

But the biggest potential market, is in places 
that have a lack of infrastructure. “That’s many 
of the growing economies like China, Africa, 
Middle East,” says Klein. “It is like in that U.S. 
movie “Back to the Future”: where we are 
going we don’t need roads.”

To Dream,  
To Fly

Vaculik. “In the DNA of AeroMobil is the feeling 
of freedom, freedom to travel.”

“Waiting for planes you have to include 
going from your home, then to the airport and 
then wasting hours at the airport,” he says. 
“Sometimes the flight is the shortest part of the 
journey. We waste a lot of time, energy — and 
most important — we waste a lot of emotions.”

This idea of emotion is one that both men 
come back to time and again. Along with 
solving the considerable technical issues of 
building a car that flies (or a plane that drives) 
is the need for the owner to engage on a per-
sonal level.

“The good things, and the things that are 
changing the world, must not only be func-
tional, but they must also be emotional,” says 
Klein, who says he has had long talks with de-
signers from Volkswagen, BMW and Mercedes 
about the importance of emotion.

That is why the AeroMobil doesn’t look like 
other flying cars, which tend to look like planes 
with their wings cut off. “The biggest obstacle 
was to produce a non-handicapped car and a 
non-handicapped plane. Our position was to 
have a very sporty car which is very attractive 
which has the same emotions as a sports car. 
After transformation we want to have 
an airplane which has the same char-
acteristics of normal planes like a 
Piper or a Cessna,” says Klein.

This, as you can imagine, is 

FLYING CARS

Producing flying cars has proved such a 
huge technical challenge that despite 
some 100 or so designs being put 
forward, just three have ever been 
certified as aircraft. 
1917: The Curtiss flying car was first 
exhibited in New York in February 1917. 
The aluminum plane had three wings 
that spanned 40 feet (12.2 meters) 
and was powered by a 100hp Curtis 
OXX engine. It never actually flew, 
achieving at best a few hops.
1946: The 947kg aluminum-bodied 
Airphibian, which had its first test flight 
on May 21, 1947, featured detachable 
wings and a tail section and could fly 
at 110 mph and drive at 55 mph. The 
150-horsepower Airphibian was the 
first flying car to be certified by the Civil 
Aeronautics Administration (now the 
Federal Aviation Administration). Just 
four were built. 
1947: Henry Dreyfuss’s ConvAirCar 
also had a detachable wing and 
engine unit. The wing attachment was 
powered by a 190 hp Lycoming aero 
engine, the fiberglass-bodied car had 
a 25.5hp Crosley engine. The maiden 
flight took place on 1 November 1947 
at San Diego. The ConvAirCar never 
went into production.
1959: Aerocar. The second flying car 
to receive FAA approval, the 34-foot 
(10.36 meter) wingspan Aerocar 
incorporated folding wings that allowed 
the car to become a plane within five 
minutes. On the road, the wings and 
tail unit were towed behind the vehicle. 
The oil crisis and the rise of Japanese 
imports killed it off. Just six were made.
2006: The Terrafugia Transition was 
the first “roadable aircraft” in half a 
century to win certification to fly, in 
2010. With an anticipated price of 
$279,000, the carbon-fiber Terrafugia 
Transition is due out in 2015.
No history of flying cars can ignore 
the Moller Skycar, a vertical take-off 
and landing aircraft that uses four 
maneuverable, ducted fans for takeoff, 
flight, and landing. Moller has been in 
development since the late 1960s, but 
has yet to achieve significant flight.

The Not Too Glorious 
History Of Flying Cars 

Above: The 
cabin has 
room for two 
people

A newer 
version will 
be unveiled at 
Pioneers 

Above: The 
AeroMobil 
2.5 before 
take off

Growing up behind the Iron 
Curtain, AeroMobil’s founders 
long dreamed of freedom,  
writes Ben Rooney
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Where in the world will 
the next big trend in 
innovation come from? 
Cisco is betting on Central  
and Eastern Europe, 
writes Ben Rooney

Networking giant Cisco has never made a 
secret of its aggressive acquisition strategy, 
which should be good news for start-ups in 
Central and Eastern Europe as the company 
gets set to deepen its ties with the region.

The company lists 174 acquisitions dating 
back to 1995. Last year it bought ten compa-
nies, including for the first time two from CEE 
(Vienna-based SolveDirect and Cognitive Se-
curity, a 28-person company headquartered 
in Prague). 

Cisco, working with the Pioneers Festival 
team, will select five teams to join its first 
European Entrepreneurs in Residence (EIR) 
program. It will make the announcement at 
the Festival, an annual conference in Vienna 
that this year takes place on 29th and 30th Oc-
tober. Cisco EIR focuses on companies that are 
innovating in Internet of Everything/Things, 
security, big data and analytics, smart cities 
and other transformational opportunities.

While other companies have looked to the 
larger tech hubs such as London, Stockholm or 
Berlin to connect with tech talent, Cisco has cho-
sen to base its program in the Austrian capital.

Hilton Romanski, who leads corporate 
development at Cisco and is a guest speaker 
at the Festival, says working with start-ups 

in Vienna is part of the company’s long-term 
strategic ambition to strengthen its engage-
ment with the CEE region.

“We looked at the world about seven ago and 
said, ‘where do we think the next big trends 
around innovation and venture formation are 
going to occur?’,” says Romanski. “Very quickly 
we zeroed in on Central Europe.”

“The reason why we are so passionate about 
being in the region and having this engage-
ment with Pioneers is because we see a lot of 
very compelling innovation happening across 
multiple sectors that we care about, whether 
it is IT automation, services, video, security, 
really right across the gamut of things we care 
about,” he says, adding that he sees the region 
as a place where Cisco can potentially acquire 
more companies.

Romanski acknowledges that while the level 
of engineering and mathematical skills in the 
CEE is high, business skills are not as well de-
veloped. But, he said, this is a relatively easy 
problem to solve.

“You have to weigh the trade-offs,” he says. 
“This market is full of really talented scientists 
and mathematicians that have come out of an 
educational system that is really world class and 
they are inventing things that are really inno-

vative but you need to package and really drive 
that into a marketplace. I would rather solve 
that problem than marketing something that 
ultimately anyone can replicate pretty quickly.”

Winning companies will get funding from 
Cisco in the form of a convertible note, as well 
as the free co-working space in the city. But, 
says Thomas Werner, one of the two Cisco 
people running the accelerator, the most 
important thing the company will bring is a 
combination of its mentors and staff, along-
side the opportunity to connect with Cisco 
customers. Of the 300-plus applicants (see 
the panel below), about half are from the CEE 
region including the Baltics and Russia.

How does Cisco see the process working? “I 
want to find start-ups that are close to us and 
what we do, but extremely innovative,” says 
Werner. “After six months of incubation I want 
to have a co-development, co-market, co-usage 
agreement to take them on the route from 
product to market 12 months after the program 
itself. That will be a very tangible outcome.”

Alongside Werner, the program will be run 
by Martin Bittner. The two entrepreneurs 
were part of SolveDirect, a Vienna-based 
provider of cloud-delivered services man-
agement integration software and services 

acquired by Cisco in April 2013.
“The city of Vienna was very open, letting 

us use their projects for use cases,” says Bit-
tner. “Pioneers are very active in the start-up 
community. The elements came together 
pretty well here and our mission is Europe-
an wide so it’s not that important where the 
program is.” 

Bittner says he hopes that some of the 
teams will be able to work with the Vienna 
authorities to deliver a program that can 
really help solve some of the city’s problems, 
maybe in the area of the Internet of Things. 
One in ten applicants to the EIR program said 
it was working in the IoT space. 

“I would like to have a start-up that solves 
a problem that everyone gets,” says Bittner. 
“That would be something like we can save 
the cost of lighting in the city by millions 
and make it secure. Those type of things are 
things that normal people get.”

Cisco has bullishly predicted that 50 bil-
lion devices will be connected to the Internet 
by 2020, so that’s just five years away. The 

company also released a white paper that 
said the Internet of Everything had the po-
tential to unlock $14 trillion of value globally. 
To put that into perspective, the combined 
GDP of the 27 member states of the Europe-
an Union in 2012 was $16 trillion.

Hilton stands strongly behind the compa-
ny’s projections. “If you imagine the things 
that are currently not connected but by 
virtue of the fact that IP anywhere is now a 
reality simply because it’s cheap enough — a 
sensor on a piece of clothing, or sitting on 
a jet engine at 30,000 feet, or sitting on the 
shop floor — that is a relatively inexpensive 
individual value proposition that in aggre-
gate begins to become very robust because 
it redefines the processes that have so far 
been manual and closed in nature,” he says.

“Think about the trillions of dollars that 
are involved in all the different processes 
right now that are associated with any 
number of things that IP will go to add much 
more value to. The numbers add up  
very quickly.”

CISCO START-UP COMPETITION

“This market is full of talented 
scientists that have come out 
of an educational system that 
is really world class”

Cisco Looks East 
For Innovation

Cisco Start-Ups 
Cisco’s Entrepreneur in Residence challenge attracted 
more than 300 start-ups from across the world to take 
part in the six-month program happening in Vienna next 
year. These are the applicants.

What Category Are They In?

Hardware
Hardware & Software
Software
Other

8
86
196
12

What Sector Are They In?

Big Data & Analytics
IoT/IoE & Sensors
Business & Productivity
Advertising & Marketing
Consumer Electronics
Other

35
35
23
17
16
177

Category

Sector

Number

Where Are They From?

Austria
Italy
Germany
UK
U.S.
Other CEE
Bulgaria
Spain

Switzerland
Hungary 
Baltics
Czech Republic
Poland
Romania
Others

62
27
23
19
15
15
12
10

10
10
8
7
7
6
72

Country Number

How Much Money Have They Raised?

€ 0
€1-€25k
€26k-€75k
€76k-€125k
€126k-€200k
€201k-€300k
€301k-€500k
€501k-€800k
€801k-€1 million

76
50
52
26
23
22
49
17
8

Funding raised to date Number

Number

Source: EVCA 

Dominik Bartsch released 
under Creative Commons 4.0
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More than 1,000 start-ups from 63 
countries applied to the start-up 
competition that will take place at the 
Pioneers Festival at Vienna’s Hofburg 
Palace October 29th-30th. 

Hardware and software start-ups from 
a variety of fields were encouraged to 
apply. To qualify, the companies had to 
be less than three years old. A panel of 
judges chose 50 finalists. They have been 
invited to Vienna to pitch to investors 
from top-tier VC firms such as Accel Part-
ners and Sequoia Capital. The grand prize 
includes partner meetings at Y Combi-
nator, Techstars and Lemnos Labs and a 
$50,000 seed investment by SpeedInvest 
plus one month of free mentorship and 
pitch training. 
 
The 50 finalists specialize in some 20 
areas of tech: everything from agriculture 
to artificial intelligence and robotics. 
Informilo shines a spotlight on eight:

Fifty Pioneering Start-
Ups Will Compete for 
the Grand Prize in 
Vienna, writes  
Jennifer L. Schenker 

Company: Robo Technologies 
Based: San Francisco, California and 
Vienna, Austria 
Launched: September 2013 
Funds raised to date: $200,000 
Stage of product development: Receiv-
ing pre-orders. 
What it does: Using Robo smart blocks, 
kids can play with and build many differ-
ent types of robots. iOS and Android 

apps guide them as they build, and 
suggest possible designs while also 
instructing them about the capabilities 
of each smart block they use.
Differentiator: Robo provides for a fun 
way to learn programming because kids 
get to see their creations come to life with 
coding. Once they have built a robot, a 
child can then learn to program it using 
intuitive commands in Robo’s app.

Company: Niwa 
Based: Almeria, Spain; London England; 
and Miami, Florida. 
Launched:  June 2014 on Kickstarter. 
Funds raised to date: +$150,000 on Kick-
starter and $50,000 from an accelerator. 
Stage of product development: Beta 
What it does: The team participated in 
HAXLR8R, a program for hardware start-ups 
in Shenzhen, China; it has been working di-
rectly with Chinese factories for the past five 
months and is ready to start manufacturing. 
Differentiator: Uses an array of sensors 
and actuators inside a unit that will fit 
in your living room to create the perfect 
growing environment for vegetables, 
several kind of fruits, herbs, flowers and 
houseplants. Using a smartphone app you 
can watch your food or plant grow, track 
and understand its progress, water it and 
control climate variables.

Company: Space Leap 
Based: Vienna, Austria 
Launched: September 2013 
Funds raised to date: Zero 
Stage of product development:  
Working on prototype. 
What it does: Drone delivery of medical 
and emergency goods to areas in need 
in developing countries and to logis-
tics hubs and hospitals in developed 
countries. No last mile Amazon-style B2C 
delivery in highly-regulated countries 
envisioned for now. 
Differentiator: Space Leap says it aims 
to be the first company to create a legal, 
commercially-viable drone delivery 
service of this type.

Company: Perspective Robotics 
Based: Zurich, Switzerland 
Launched: March 2014 
Funds raised to date: €330,000 
Stage of product development:  
In beta. 
What it does: The Fotokite is a tethered 
flying camera. No piloting skills are 
required: it starts with a simple hand 
rotation gesture, and flies straight to the 
pointed direction. This self-contained 
system is equipped with an HDMI video 
downlink that provides uncompressed 
live video feedback. The two-axis camera  

gimbal, as well as the vehicle position, 
can be controlled from a smartphone or 
tablet via an app. The tether can carry 
power, allowing the flying camera to 
work for hours. The product will first be 
used by the media and is currently being 
tested by journalists at BBC Labs and 
National Geographic. 
Differentiator: The Fotokite allows ver-
satile aerial photography without power 
constraints; the tether solves interaction 
and safety issues; and the company 
claims anyone can learn to deploy it in 
less than five minutes.  

Company: Cyberith
Based: Vienna, Austria
Launched: Prototype developed in 2012; 
incorporated in February 2014.
Funds raised to date: $361,452 in 43 days 
via Kickstarter. An additional €100,000 has 
been raised from a private investor.
Stage of product development: More 
than 370  of the Virtualizer’s third proto-
type sold through Kickstarter; the products 
are expected to start shipping in March. 
What it does: Allows online gamers to 
step inside their favorite games and con-
trol their in-game characters with their 
own movements, including walking, 
running, jumping and crouching.
Differentiator: The Virtualizer is pow-
ered by a common USB connection. It 
claims to be compatible with all gaming 
software on the market and to be the 
first to offer 360-degree tangle-free 
rotation and a vertical free-motion ring 
for full freedom of movement in virtual 
reality. A new version with added haptic 
feedback promises to increase immer-
sion by adding tactile sensation to the 
virtual reality experience.

Company: Forever Identity
Based: New York, New York, U.S.
Launched: November 2013
Funds raised to date: $120,000 from 
Innovation Factory and friends and family.
Stage of product development: A first 
version of the prodcut was launched in 
April.
What it does: Creates a visually and psy-
chologically accurate 3D presentation (i.e., 
a hologram) of a person, living or dead, 
using a proprietary platform based on ar-
tificial intelligence and artificial empathy, 
enabling advanced interaction with people 
and future generations. The Foundation 
Identity product brings historical figures to 
life. The Digital Eternity product requires 
clients wishing to leave a legacy to dedicate  

six to ten days to work with a team of 
technical experts, along with a biographer, 
ghost writer and psychologist, to do emo-
tional mapping and 3D data capturing 
to record the natural movements of 
facial muscles and body motions and the 
person’s voice. The company says the 
hologram is able to recognize an inter-
locutor’s identity and decide the answer 
based on the intimacy level; recognize 
sounds and music and connect them to 
memories; and react in real time to ques-
tions and gestures with natural move-
ments, facial expressions and posture.
Differentiator: The products promise to 
allow people to interact with an histori-
cal figure or their ancestors or to reach 
out to future generations.
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SMART TOYS

INTELLIGENT FLYING CAMERA

IMMERSIVE GAMING

Company: Autonomous Tractor 
Corporation (ATC)
Based: St. Michael, Minnesota, U.S.
Launched: January 2012
Funds raised to date: $4 million
Stage of product development: Beta 
What it does: A complete rethink of a 
tractor’s design and functionality, including 
the need for a driver. ATC’s The Spirit can 
steer and avoid obstacles on its own and 
notify others when help is needed. The 
design eliminates expensive components 
used in existing tractors, cutting the cost 
in half. It also promises to offer 20% better 
fuel economy; can perform in one pass of 
the field what would normally take three; 
improve crop quality by 50% or more; 
reduce chemical use and significantly 
reduce soil compaction issues.
Differentiator: ATC has developed a 
proprietary motor which provides for more 
exact control of the vehicle’s movement. 
Its in-field hardware and software, which 
rely on radio frequency technology, help 
ensure sub-centimeter accuracy in fields. 
And it uses artificial  intelligence to make 
each component of the tractor “smart” so 
it can make ongoing decisions without a 
human driver.

7

DRIVERLESS TRACTORS

Company: Human Intelligence
Based: Prague, Czech Republic
Launched: June 2012
Funds raised to date: Zero
Stage of product development: Alpha 
release expected by November.
What it does: VIVI is an intelligent digital 
clone that, thanks to artificial intelligence, 
thinks and acts like you do and can help 
manage your digital life, doing your work 
online, freeing you to do things in the 
physical world.
Differentiator: VIVI’s platform includes 
PortraitID, a digital passport with all the 
pertinent information about your life, 
and Information Bank, which stores 
life-tracking data. The company says 
that combined, these two services and a 
cloud-based neural network system give 
VIVI the intelligence to act as an online 
stand-in.

6

DIGITAL ASSISTANT

DIGITAL PATH TO ETERNITY

Picture:  
Okavango Wilderness Project  
/ @okavangowild
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GUEST ESSAY

How do scientists take up the chal-
lenge of becoming entrepreneurs?

In Cork, Ireland last summer six 
teams of scientists came together 
to explore that very question at 
the SOSventures IndieB.io start-up 
accelerator program. Now after demo 
day more than half those teams will 
receive the funding to make their 
dreams come true.

So how did a bunch of biotech 
scientists and students transform 
themselves into budding entrepre-
neurs in three months? 

To get at the answer let us indulge 
in a little personal history and 
some philosophy. Growing up as a 
computer nerd I often wondered at 
the ability some people had to be 
persuasive.

It was not until my late 20s that I 
realized that those people were also 
the ones earning all the money and 
that my ability to regurgitate lots of 
facts was not helping me earn very 
far above minimum wage.

I decided that I needed to learn 
how to be persuasive and indeed 
how to sell stuff as I was working 
just as hard as the sales guys and yet 
I was not paid anywhere near what 
they were. Sparing you the gory 
details of my personal journey I will 
share a few core lessons from that 
time in my life: 

 Who you are is more about a future 
you glimpse than it is about your past. 

 Context is decisive. If you create 

the right context then desired be-
haviors will emerge. 

 To persuade anyone of anything 
you need to get them to care and 
caring is best achieved through 
well-articulated, true stories (even if 
the truths are future ones).

Start-ups are some of the highest- 
pressure places to work. It requires 
a series of efforts of balance not 
unlike learning to ride three different 
bicycles in three different directions 
at once for the first time.

You need to balance how you spend 
money. You need to balance the 
efforts you make between getting a 
product to fit the market and making it 
profitable to produce, sell, market and 
maintain. You need to balance your 
team and their efforts.

To have the will to make it through 
the start-up process people have to 
learn a variety of relatively straight-
forward skills, their teams need 
to gel and they have to become 
obsessed with making something 
change in the world. Above all this 
they need to be able to articulate 
what they are doing in such a way as 
to be able to persuade nearly anyone 
that what they are doing is worthy of 
the attention, investment, purchase, 
belief, time and care of others.

Scientists most often come from a 
research background in an academ-
ic setting. Academia operates under 
a particular covenant. The pursuit, 
discovery and dissemination of new 

truths is both noble and essential to 
our species and our culture. Every 
technology we possess owes its ori-
gin to hard-working and dedicated 
scientists who have labored long to 
uncover fundamental insights.

That said there are drawbacks to 
the academic covenant and some are 
thrown into focus when scientists 
try to become entrepreneurs. The 
fundamental underpinning of scien-
tific discovery is the scientific meth-
od, which precludes anything from 
ever being held as truth, leading to 
a culture of tearing down others’ 
hypotheses as a routine activity.

There is a culture of being dis-
passionate as opposed to persua-
sive. Competitive, and sometimes 
combative, argument and reasoning 
are used in combination with the 
citation of others to win followers to 
a theory.

The academic covenant and the 
context of education are in many 
ways directly at odds with the cov-
enant of commerce and as a result 
those few scientists who do decide 
to found companies almost never 
create lean, low-risk start-ups.

All the SOSventures accelerator 
programs are spaces where people 
come and operate under the covenant 
of entrepreneurship; where what is 
valued by the community is often 
completely different from that valued 
by communities operating under a 
different covenant such as academia.

Rather than seeking the perfect 
proof of a product’s efficacy it is 
more important to make sure that 
a product fits a market. Rather than 
persuading people with rational 
argument and facts, there is a higher 
emphasis placed on emotion, story 
and getting people to care.

There is also a large emphasis 
placed on getting things done 
speedily and cost effectively rather 
than exhaustively testing to gain 
perfection.

The best accelerator programs 
provide a combination of hot-house, 
live theater and boot camp where 
you must collaborate to succeed and 
where self determination is placed 
above instruction, where visibility is 
placed above rigor. That is not to say 
rigor is to be ignored — far from it. 
The products must work and deliver 
value, yet they must do it cost effec-
tively. Every action has a cost and 
every cost must be managed  
and understood.

Such environments are rare  
in the world and the IndieB.io 
program in Cork is the first to tackle 
synthetic biologists and produce 
teams who have made the jump 
from one covenant and context to 
another. The program is now open 
for new applicants both in San 
Francisco and in Cork next year and 
we look forward to making a new 
batch of future scientific dreams into 
commercial realities.

Scientists Into 
Entrepreneurs

Bill Liao is a venture  
partner with SOSventures

INVESTMENT

Rewarding 
Innovation
Investors look favorably on 
companies that innovate, 
writes Ben Rooney

Is innovation actually rewarded? 
History is littered with companies that 
produced innovative products only to 
find them unrewarded by the market. 

The video format wars of the 1980s 
pitched Betamax against VHS, but who 
remembers Philips’s Video 2000 format, 
regarded by many to be the most innova-
tive? The technology sits in a museum.

However, according to an exclusive poll 
conducted by eToro, a social investment 
network, it appears that when it comes to 
investors, innovation is rewarded.

In a poll of 200 users conducted earlier 
this year on behalf of Informilo, eToro 

investors favor, by a substantial margin 
of more than 3:1, innovative companies. 
When asked “Do you prefer to base your 
decision to invest in a company on how 
innovative the company is?” more than 
two-thirds (77%) said yes.

However innovation does not trump 
financial performance when it comes to 
investor decisions. Some 55% of respond-
ents rated financial performance higher.

While investors look favorably at inno-
vative companies, innovation without a 
clear purpose or that comes at the cost 
of financial performance is likely to be 
met with far less favor, and investment, 
hurting the bottom line in more ways 
than one.

Investors favor companies that make 
products or services they use themselves. 
Loyal customers show their loyalty to the 
brand in more than one way. There is a 
potentially powerful lesson in this survey 
for companies. If they are seen as being 
more innovative their customers are 
likely to be more willing to invest in them 
and use their services, a virtuous circle 
that comes with its own rewards.

Do you prefer to base your 
decision to invest in a 
company on how innovative 
the company is?

Is innovation more 
important than a 
company’s current financial 
performance when making 
an investment decision?

45%

50%

65%

55%

50%

35%

Is brand value more important 
than current financial 
performance when making an 
investment decision?

Are you more likely to 
invest in a stock, if you 
use that company’s 
products?

77%
23%

Source: eToro polled 200 users in summer 2014. 
Not all users responded to all questions

YES NO

Powered by eToro
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Advertising, Sponsorship and Subscriptions

A range of opportunities are available for sponsors wishing to effectively  
reach the start-ups, VCs, and ecosystem influencers attending these events.  
Annual subscriptions are available for €1,000; Informilo is pleased to offer a 
special subscription rate of €250 per year for start-ups and entrepreneurs. 

Please quote “Pioneers” to receive a 10% discount on a subscription to Informilo.
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Featuring:  
What Happens If Bitcoin Wins?
One Woman’s Fight To Change An Industry
Can Banks Ever Be Platform Businesses?
The 25 Hottest Start-Ups In Fintech

Where Business Meets Innovation

Digital disruption is looming over 
the horizon for the finance sector. 
Can the industry adapt in time, 
writes Jennifer L. Schenker

CONTINUED ON PAGES 02-03

What CEO wants to see the company’s 
share price tumble by 8%, announce mass 
layoffs, and be forced to issue a profits 
warning because one of its cash cows is 
suddenly looking lame?

That was the task for Eelco Blok in April 
2011 when the then recently-appointed CEO of 
Dutch telco KPN saw first hand the havoc being 
played out in his industry by start-ups that 
created a way for people to send text messages 
over the Internet. Three years later Facebook 
paid $19 billion for one of those upstarts, 
WhatsApp — more than the market cap of KPN. 

Welcome to the new order, where even the 
smartest people at the top are blind-sided by 
seismic shifts in their sectors. If the CEOs of 
banks aren’t careful, the banks could be next. 

“There is no more ‘business as usual’ — 
success requires embracing disruption,” says 
Deborah Hopkins, Chief Innovation Officer at 
Citi. That is why Citi appointed Hopkins — who 
has twice been named one of the most pow-
erful businesswomen in America by Fortune 
magazine — not only to transform the company 
internally but also to head up its venture unit.

Hopkins’s challenge — and that of execu-
tives at rival institutions — is to ensure that 
banks are at the center of the digital economy.

Until now banks could afford to ignore most 
start-ups. Digital-only banks like Moven, Sim-
ple and Fidor, which rushed to cater to digital
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ACCELERATING  
STARTUPS FROM 
PROTOTYPE TO IPO

UPCOMING MENTORING EVENTS

Seedcamp Week Berlin

Office Hours 
Helsinki

Office Hours 
Bucharest

Office Hours 
Paris

Europe is home to some of the 
most ambitious startups in the 
world, and we’re proud to have 
helped so many of them expand 
beyond their roots. From GrabCad 
in Estonia, Farmeron in Croatia, 
and Brainient in Romania; to 
Minubo in Germany, and EDITD 
and Transferwise in the UK; we 
continue to work with them as long-
term partners on their journey.

We provide up to $250K in initial 
funding and access to our  
world-class network of investors  
and mentors. 

To find out more, talk to us at  
@seedcamp or join us at one of our 
upcoming mentoring events.

Contact: 
seedcamp.com 
@seedcampfacebook.com/seedcamp 
facebook.com/seedcamp

20 startups will spend 3 days meeting over 100 Seedcamp mentors.  
Successful startups will receive investment and join the Seedcamp family in London.

19th November 2014 20th November 2014 9th December 2014
Join us at Slush.org Join us at 2014.howtoweb.co Apply at seedcamp.com

Since 2007 we’ve backed 
over 130 ambitious  
startups from around 
the world to help them 
build billion-dollar global 
companies. Together these 
companies have gone on  
to raise over $200m from 
tier-1 investors.

1st-3rd December 2014, apply at seedcamp.com


