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Why now and why scale-ups?

• There is a need for innovation in EU

• Draghi (2024) and Letta (2024) both address 
this

• EU Powerhouse for startups & scaleups

• 28th of May 2025

• Innovation takes place in scale-ups yet only 
21% of startups grow into successful scale-ups

Introduction
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What are scale-ups?

Gazelles

Unicorns

Start-ups

High Growth 

Firms

Small Medium 

Entreprises

The business life cycle, based on Harvard Business Review (2005) & Rink & Swan (1979) 
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Scale-ups are companies at a specific stage of 
organisational development, characterised by 

rapid growth after achieving a product-market fit. 
They have a validated business model and they 

are strongly focused on expansion, economies of 
scale and strategic scaling.

“

”
Working definition thesis
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Current discussions surrounding space

• Ecosystems (Stam & Spigel, 2016)

• Agglomeration effects

• Sharing, matching and learning (Duranton & Puga, 2004)

• The Netherlands has severe spatial scarcity

• Need to decide on economic activity

• Discussion space and economy

Spatial elements scale ups

514-1-2026
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Scale-ups in policy documents

Different scales and their policy documents/organisations
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“ T               m     f      -ups are insufficiently understood and are rarely taken 
                                            m             .”

Problem statement & research gap

No research on scale ups as economic 
activities in spatial dynamics

No data driven geospatial visualization 
of scale-ups

Scale-ups

Economic 

activity

Spatial 

dynamics

Research gap and social and academic relevance

714-1-2026
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Methodology

To identify and analyse spatial factors that 
influence the development and location decisions 

of scale-ups in the Netherlands

“
”

Primary goal
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“W                m     x          g  g               b       f 
scale-                              m ?” 
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SQ1
How are scale-ups and their spatial characteristics defined in academic and 
policy literature? 

Intention to relocate

SQ1

Research question & conceptual framing

“W                m     x          g  g               b       f 
scale-                              m ?” 
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SQ2

Research question & conceptual framing

How has the geographical distribution of scale-ups in the Netherlands evolved 
over time? 

Location choice scale-up

SQ2

Intention to relocate

SQ1

“W                m     x          g  g               b       f 
scale-                              m ?” 
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SQ3

Research question & conceptual framing

What scale-up-specific factors influence the locational choices of scale-ups in the 
Netherlands? 

Location choice scale-up

SQ2

Intention to relocate

SQ1

SQ3

“W                m     x          g  g               b       f 
scale-                              m ?” 
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SQ4

Research question & conceptual framing

How does sectoral specialisation influence the distribution of Dutch scale-ups? 

Location choice scale-up

SQ2

Intention to relocate

SQ1

SQ3 & SQ4

“W                m     x          g  g               b       f 
scale-                              m ?” 
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Conceptual framing

Location choice scale -upIntention to relocate
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Methodology
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Methodology

Operationalisation 
scale-ups

≥ 10 FTEs 

≥ 20% annual growth 
(in FTEs) in three 
consecutive years

≥ 3 years
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Methodology

Additional datasets
Used for composing variables
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Methodology

• Explorative & longitudinal design

• Critical realism

• Retroductive logic

• No causal modelling only 
correlations

• No financial data

• No strategic firm level decisions

1814-1-2026
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• Individual scale-ups do not cluster more strongly than other companies, however..

• On municipal scale they clusters at ~64 km distance, based on Global Moran’s I

What is the geographical distribution over time?

Statistically significant hotspots, with shifts over time (own image)

Absolute

Relative
scale-ups/1000

2014-1-2026
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How has the geographical distribution of scale-ups 
in the Netherlands evolved over time? 

Key take away subquestion 2

• This map shows the trend in the number of 
scale-ups over 10 years (2012–2022)

• Red = growth in scale-ups, blue = decline

• This shows a shifting mechanism

Significant hexagons per 20 km² (Getis-Ord Gi*) and interpolation of trends (own image)

2114-1-2026
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What scale-up-specific factors influence the 
locational choices? 

• Scale-ups require more square meters than 
other companies (~30%)

• The majority also move to larger locations 
within a year of becoming a scale-up

56%

5%

12%

6%

21%

Major increase (> +50%) Increase (+25% to +50%)

Stable (-25% to +25%) Decrease (-50% to -25%)

Major decrease (< -50%)

n median Mean Std. Dev.

BAG floor area scale-ups (office based) 6507 788 3405 10837

BAG floor area other companies (> 10 FTE’s) 
(office based)

74649 825 3186 11780

BAG floor area scale-ups (space intensive) 9007 1314 4316 17679

BAG floor area other companies (> 10 FTE’s) 
(space intensive)

82893 835 2896 11135

Descriptive statistics comparing scale-ups and companies with ≥ 10 jobs

Proportion of scale-ups (n=3387) moving to a new location and 

the change in square metres compared to their current location 

2214-1-2026
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Socio-demographic influence

• Social factors also have a spatial element

• Implies that there must be a housing programme to retain this demographic

Education 
level low

Education 
level 

medium

Education 
level high

Percentage < 
45 years

Percentage > 
45 years

Population 
density

Urban 
density

Scale ups 10 year ,898*** ,925*** ,933*** ,599*** -,511*** ,435*** ,629***

Correlation matrix with socio-economic factors and the number of scale-ups at municipal level

• The choice of location depends mainly on where the founders and employees live

“That's simply because we live and work here ourselves, and that applies to all our employees. In the Netherlands, it's very common 
to live close to where you work, or rather the other way around: you usually look for work close to where you live.”  - Interviewee

2314-1-2026
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Key take away subquestion 3

Venn diagram with scale-up-specific location factors (own image)

• Scale-up-specific factors define boundary 
conditions for growth

• Non-spatial factors have spatial implications

• Conditions operate across multiple spatial 
scales

• Local, regional and national

What scale-up-specific factors influence the locational 
choices of scale-ups in the Netherlands? 

2414-1-2026
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• Sectors have an anchoring effect on the distribution of scale-ups

Sectoral influence on scale ups

Heat map showing the locations of scale-ups in Top Sectors over the past 10 years (own image) 2514-1-2026
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Socio-economic factors

Education 
level low

Education 
level 
medium

Education 
level high

Urban 
density

Percentage 
< 45 years

Percentage 
> 45 years

Scale ups 10 year ,898*** ,925*** ,933*** ,629*** ,599*** -,511***

Agri&Food ,570*** ,592*** ,538*** ,337*** ,455*** -,468***

Chemie ,486*** ,492*** ,353*** ,244*** ,300*** -,242***

Creative 
industries ,798*** ,806*** ,932*** ,559*** ,447*** -,359***

Energy ,679*** ,694*** ,738*** ,531*** ,517*** -,388***

High Tech ,846*** ,876*** ,881*** ,618*** ,603*** -,504***

Life sciences & 
Health ,428*** ,469*** ,501*** ,389*** ,459*** -,360***

Logistics ,706*** ,703*** ,575*** ,390*** ,386*** -,329***

Horticulture ,176** ,192*** ,137* ,073 ,166** -,181***

Martime & Water ,836*** ,855*** ,835*** ,614*** ,592*** -,491***

ICT ,812*** ,840*** ,932*** ,626*** ,566*** ,-473***

Creative Industries HighTech

ICT Water & Maritime

Pearson correlation coefficients between scale-up activity and key socio-economic variables

2614-1-2026
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Creative Industries HighTech

ICT Water & Maritime

Knowledge and network factors

Energy

Network analysis with correlation of number of scale-ups in municipality (own image)
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Sector orientation factors

Horitculture

LogisticsLife Sciences & 
Health

Network analysis with correlation of number of scale-ups in municipality (own image)

Chemistry
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Key take away subquestion 4

• Sectoral factors have an anchoring effect

• The force is centripetal and works opposite 
of the trend analysis

How does sectoral specialisation influence 
the distribution of Dutch scale-ups? 

3014-1-2026
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Clustering effects

• Large companies (>250 FTE’s) with surrounding scale-ups

• No significant clustering around large companies

• Perfect clustering results in a orange diagonal

Schematic overview of clustering compared to large companies (own image) Clustering 10 km buffer around large companies (own image)

Other

Culture & services
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Trade & hospitality

Industry & energy
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Clustering of scale-ups around large companies (>250 FTE)
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Consistent networks

Small boxplot

• Those above or below 1 can help the region 
specialise further

• Attract closely to retain these scale-ups

3214-1-2026
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Overrepresented networks

Median above one

• Cluster-reinforcement zones where scale-ups are 
relatively more prevalent

• Monitor

3314-1-2026
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Key take away subquestion 4

• No significant clustering, but

• Networks give a region a direction

• For the enrichment ratio:

How does sectoral specialisation influence 
the distribution of Dutch scale-ups? 

1 / 1
Attract SteerMonitor
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General dynamics

Intention to relocate

• Trend outside the Randstad

• Centrifugal force

• Higher rents

• Less available space

• Competition for functions
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Networks and sector specific

Intention to relocate

• Sectors have a centripetal force

• Knowledge

• Workforce

• Space requirements

• Networks give directions
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Scale-up-specific

Intention to relocate

• Function as boundary conditions

• Socio-demografic

• Suitable location (infrastructure 
and square meters)

MUST HAVES NICE TO HAVES
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Observed spatial dynamic

Location choice scale -upIntention to relocate
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Discussion & conclusion
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Discussion

• Scale-up locations are neither fixed nor random

• The geographical distribution happens with simultaneous processes:

• spatial shifting over time

• spatial anchoring in specific regions and sectors

• Scale up paradox

“W                m     x          g  g               b       f 
scale-                              m ?” 
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Why policy cannot ignore spatial dynamics?

                                                            

• Spatial and scale-up policy are fundamentally interdependent

• Main focus is currently on sectors ór space and not together 

• Direct firm (financial) support alone

Current focus policy is separated (own image)
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What policy should do!
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Framework works on multiple spatial scales (own image)
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choose a text level. 
Choose from:

• Sub-bullet 

3 Default text

4 Title/Quote
5 Subtitle
6

1. Numerical bullet7

a. Alphabetical bullet8

Source9

Default text

WANT TO KNOW MORE?
Go to the tab 'SLIDEBUILDER’ and click
on the button ‘INSPIRATION'

Home Text level down

Text level up

Inspiration

Interpretation and limitations

Context

• Dutch institutional context

• 10-year period (2013-2022)

• Employment-based growth

Limitation

• No causal relations only correlations

• Spatial patterns no firm level decisions

• Only registered main business locations, some missing scale-ups
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Choose from:

• Sub-bullet 

3 Default text

4 Title/Quote
5 Subtitle
6

1. Numerical bullet7

a. Alphabetical bullet8

Source9

Default text

WANT TO KNOW MORE?
Go to the tab 'SLIDEBUILDER’ and click
on the button ‘INSPIRATION'

Home Text level down

Text level up

Inspiration

Recommendations (for future research)

Type Recommendation

Practical
(exploratory)

Providing suitable premises (often 800–1200 m²),

Facilitating appropriate locations, developing brownfields

Housing options that match the young, highly skilled labour pool

Focus on national networks through: Monitor, Attract or Steer

Future research

Including financial performance

Combine qualitative and quantative data (on firm level)

Investigate housing and demographic conditions in relation to scale-ups

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
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Conclusion

“W                m     x          g  g               b       f 
scale-                              m ?” 

Conceptual

• A comprehensive framework to understand and analyse scale-ups’ spatial 
dynamics

Theoretical

• Adding to the literature by demonstrating the complex nature of scale-
up geography

• And showing a shifting and anchoring in scale-up distribution

Policy related

• Policy cannot engineer growth, but can shape 

• Scale-up geography is economic and spatial at the same time

Theoretical

Conceptual

Policy
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