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Preface
Mankind is sawing at the branch on which it is sitting on: 
every day we receive alarming news about the progress of 
climate change. Solutions are needed! The challenges are 
manifold: the need for action and the time pressure, but 
even more so the consequences of inaction. It is therefore 
all the more important that sustainable and responsible 
entrepreneurial action becomes the new principle for our 
economic activity instead of a maxim of “higher, faster, 
further”. Green start-ups can make a valuable contribu-
tion here.  

In the last ten years, more than 200,000 companies have 
been established in Germany as “green start-ups” in 
the fields of the circular economy, resource and energy 
efficiency, and renewable energies. Since 2006, more 
than 1.2 million new jobs have been created in Germany. 
However, green start-ups are an important target group 
not only from an economic perspective, but also from an 
ecological one: studies show that around two thirds of 
all “radical” innovations come from new ventures, rather 
than established companies.  

But what sustainability effects do these green start-ups 
and the corresponding support programmes have? Little 
is known about this so far. The German Federal Environ-
mental Foundation (Deutsche Bundesstiftung Umwelt 
DBU) sees itself as a learning organisation in the promo-
tion of green start-ups. The IMPACT guide is the result of 

a DBU-funded research project on the development of 
methods for measuring the impact of sustainability-orien-
ted start-up support. The project investigated innovative 
approaches for measuring and managing the economic, 
ecological and social impact of start-up support program-
mes. Previous studies were primarily limited to economic 
indicators such as the survival rate, the growth rate and 
the number of jobs created. Ecological effects, so-cal-
led “impacts”, such as the reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions, the increase in resource efficiency or the use of 
renewable raw materials have not yet been systematically 
measured for start-ups.  

But for these innovations to flourish, the framework con-
ditions must be right. This guide addresses the issue of 
systematic impact measurement and, with a combination 
of a sustainability-based impact model and controlled 
impact measurement methodology, provides tools for an 
evidence-based and multidimensional impact measure-
ment of support programmes. Thus, an analysis is possi-
ble not only at the level of individual start-ups (micro- 
level), but also at the programme level (meso-level) and  
the market, societal and ecological level (macro-level). 
This enables a holistic development of start-up support.

Alexander Bonde 
Secretary General of the German Federal Environmental 
Foundation (DBU) 
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1 Introduction
Are we creating measurable added value for our target 
groups? Are we having positive impacts on the economy, 
society and the environment with our programme offe-
rings? And how can we substantially improve these positi-
ve effects? Whether in the public, private or non-profit 
sector - these questions are gaining more importance 
against the backdrop of the major societal challenges 
(Grand Challenges), such as climate change, pandemics 
or natural resource scarcity, and the sustainability goals 
set by policy makers and supported by many societal  
actors.  We now see a clear shift from placing a mere  
focus on services provided to making impact the focus  
of discussion and the benchmark for public, corporate 
and social action.

The Grand Challenges and the sustainability 
goals formulated at regional, national and in-
ternational level require a multidimensional 
understanding of success of start-up support.

The example of the Federal Government’s High-Tech Stra-
tegy 2025 shows that there has been a fundamental shift 
in research and innovation funding over the past decade 
towards a so-called mission-oriented funding policy. In 
this context, the focus is on overcoming the Grand Chal-
lenges. Concrete “missions”, e.g. “developing new tech-
nologies”, “substantially reducing plastic emissions into 
the environment” or “safe, connected and clean mobility” 
are being defined as tasks for research and innovation, to 
which they should make a clear contribution. In contrast, 
this kind of mission and impact orientation, which goes 
beyond market success and economic targets, can hardly 
be found in start-up support programmes.

The goal orientation of start-up support has so far been 
almost exclusively on questions of market usability, com-
petitiveness and economic performance indicators. The 
survival rate of start-ups, their returns and market shares 
(scaling) or the number of jobs created are undoubtedly 
important success factors, but are limited to the econo-
mic added value for society. The Grand Challenges and 
the sustainability goals formulated at regional, national 
and international level require a multidimensional un-
derstanding of success of start-up support in the future. 
What contribution do the funded start-up projects and 
young companies make to reducing greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions, to sustainable lifestyles or to establis-
hing environmental and social standards in international 
supply chains? These are the kinds of questions that 
policy makers, citizens and entrepreneurs will be addres-
sing to the start-up support system and the funding and 
investment resources it provides.

This guide aims to support the development of a holistic 
understanding of impact and success in start-up support. 
The paper aims to strengthen the multi-dimensional 
impact measurement and assessment of start-up support 
programmes as well as a systematic and sustainability-
oriented impact management in the start-up support 
ecosystem. The application of the concept presented is 
intended to provide start-up support organisations with 
generalisable findings on both the programme and case-
by-case level.

The IMPACT Guide is explicitly aimed at public and 
private start-up supporters, regardless of whether their 
focus is more on financial funding or ideational support 
(e.g. mentoring, coaching, networking), and whether the 
support activities relate to the pre-seed, seed, start-up 
or growth phase. It serves to support programme mana-
gers, implementation teams and those entrusted with 
evaluation and accompanying research in systematically 
measuring and optimising the holistic impact of support 
programmes on target groups, the market, society and 
environment.

Impact management

Here, impact management is understood as delibe-
rately designing and managing processes and influ-
encing factors in order to achieve intended impacts 
of support programmes.
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The DBU Green Start-up Programme

The project IMPACT of sustainability-oriented start-up support

The DBU’s Green Start-up Programme is the first Ger-
man funding programme at national level to provide 
targeted support for start-ups whose innovative soluti-
ons contribute to a green economy. The focus is on both 
financial support and support for developing entrepre-
neurial competencies and skills.  

Green start-ups are particularly attractive high-poten-
tials, both in terms of economic performance as well as 
social and environmental impact. Their promotion is of 
great importance in view of the necessary transforma-
tion towards a sustainable economy.

More information about the programme: 
 www.dbu.de/startup

This IMPACT Guide was developed within the project
“IMPACT of sustainability-oriented start-up support: 
Innovative approaches for measuring and managing 
the economic, ecological and social impact of start-up 
support programmes” by the Borderstep Institute for 
Innovation and Sustainability.

Funded by the German Federal Environmental Founda-
tion, the IMPACT project developed a model and metho-
dological framework for a scientifically grounded, evi-
 

dence-based assessment of the economic, ecological 
and social impacts of start-up support programmes.

The development of these instruments aimed to provi-
de start-up supporters with innovative funding approa-
ches in control and steering processes for the achieve-
ment of their self-imposed impact goals. In this way, the 
project was to contribute to strengthening the transfor-
mation to a sustainable economy and to supporting the 
sustainability policy objectives in Germany.

Before turning to the present approaches to impact mea-
surement and assessment, it may be helpful to consider 
the following important aspects of impact management:

• Apply it effectively! By embedding holistic impact as-
sessment and management approaches into support 
programmes, the aim is to maximise a programme’s 
positive effects on the market, the environment and 
society. Establishing programme legitimacy and moti-
vating programme participants also play an important 
role here. Reducing impact measurement to a mere 
reporting instrument should be avoided. 
 

• Involve stakeholders! Implementing holistic impact 
management requires the participation and coopera-
tion of various internal and external stakeholders. In 
order to avoid misunderstandings, the interests and 
expectations of all stakeholders should be addressed 
at the very beginning of impact planning. Important 
aspects that require joint clarification include the sco-
pe of the impact assessment as well as the available 
resources. Clear and continuous communication as 
well as transparent working structures are thus crucial 
for successful impact management. 
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• Check the benefit-cost ratio! The question as to 
whether the introduction of a holistic impact ma-
nagement is “worthwhile” must always be examined 
on a case-by-case basis. Criteria to consider include 
the start-up support programme’s specifications, the 
specific programme phase and your own priorities and 
values. You should weigh up the arguments presented 
in chapter 2.3 (“Why measure and manage the im-
pact of start-up support programmes?”) for yourself. 
In general, it can be said that the benefit-cost ratio 
can be positively shaped by following a “lean impact 
management” approach, focusing on what is essential 
for you and keeping the effort “lean” in this way. As 
chapter 3.2 (“Impact analysis: What, when and how 
to collect and assess data?”) shows, there is a broad 
“menu” of analysis and assessment approaches that 
vary in complexity. 

• Link to existing management and reporting sys-
tems! Upon availability, use opportunities to save 
resources by linking impact management to manage-
ment and evaluation systems already established 
in your support programme (keyword: integrated 
management systems). For example, create synergies 
and avoid parallel worlds in data collection for impact 
management and quality management, which inclu-
des evaluations focusing on inputs and outputs. 

• Take account of influencing factors! As part of a ho-
listic impact management, you should consider which 
factors have a significant influence on the success of 
start-up and business support programmes. To this 
end, we have evaluated the current state of research. 
The table “Factors influencing the success of start-up 
and business support programmes identified on the 
basis of empirical studies” in the appendix provides 
an overview.

2 Moving towards impact  
orientation

 

             

“Taking into consideration impact objectives, espe-
cially in sustainable start-up support programmes, is 
important and becoming increasingly decisive in the 
development of a forward-looking start-up infrastruc-
ture. In order to ensure the competitiveness of the 
German and European start-up landscape, it is there-
fore essential to consider direct and indirect impacts 
at an early stage. Impacts not only pertain to indivi-
dual founders but also society as a whole. They must 
be seen in their entirety and ultimately represent the 
success of start-up support. The IMPACT Guide is the-
refore an important instrument both for future plan-
ning of new programmes and for improving existing 
start-up support offers.”

Dr Matthias Wittstock
Wittstock Consulting, former Head of Division for Start-
ups, Entrepreneurship, Advisory Services on Financing 
and Funding at the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Affairs and Energy

If we look at the many public and private start-up support 
programmes in Germany, it becomes apparent that only 
very few programmes are systematically evaluated and 
many have no or only a fragmented monitoring system 
in place. On the one hand, this can be explained by the 
fact that many programmes are still young and a system-
atic evaluation and monitoring system has not yet been 
established. On the other hand, this is also due to the 
fact that in contrast to innovation policy there has so far 
been little “mission-orientation” in start-up policy. Here, 
we observe a lack of requirements with regard to the 
measurement and assessment of the medium- and long-
term impacts of start-up support programmes on eco-
nomic, social and ecological objectives. This also is the 

Supplementary material

Supplementary material to the IMPACT Guide that 
provides examples of data-collecting instruments 
for the impact evaluation of start-up support pro-
grammes (e.g. questionnaires suitable for evaluati-
on in the pre-support phase or early support phase) 
is available for download on the Borderstep website: 

 www.borderstep.org/projects/impact-of-sustain-
ability-oriented-start-up-support/
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conclusion drawn in the final evaluation of the funding 
programme “EXIST Culture of Entrepreneurship”. It states 
that there are “no requirements ... to specify quantitative 
or qualitative target indicators” for the support program-
me and that there are “no requirements for a uniform 
system of indicators for project progress and for measu-
ring results set to beneficiaries”1. The Gründungsradar 
2020 (Start-up Radar) also concludes that “independent 
of start-up support services at universities, integration of 
monitoring and evaluation into programmes takes place 
too late and, in the case of complex topics, too short an 
evaluation period is chosen”2 (Stifterverband 2021, p.50).

It is evident that there is a clear gap in the German start-
up support system when it comes to including direct and 
indirect effects at an early stage. In order to close this 
gap, we first need to specify what exactly is meant by  
“impact”. For this purpose, the “results staircase of start-
up support” is presented in the following chapter. In  
addition, we highlight the main reasons that speak  
for applying impact orientation.

2.1 What is “impact”? 
The results staircase of start-up support 

In evaluation research and impact management practice, 
the theory of change is predominantly used (see infobox: 
Theory of Change), which assumes a linear relationship 
between the inputs, activities and outputs of a program-
me or project and the effects caused by them. With regard 
to the effects, a distinction is made between the outco-
mes (effects on the target group of the programme or 
project) on the one hand and the impacts (effects in the 
wider system) on the other. Depending on the impact phi-
losophy (see Chapter 3.1.2) applied, it is either assumed 
that effects can be causally attributed to an intervention 
and therefore, it is possible to quantify the interven-
tion’s specific impact share, or that the generated effects 
cannot be traced back solely to an intervention and only 
represent a contribution. Here, a results chain and a fun-
damental connection between the activities of start-up 
support and the resulting outcomes and impacts are to 
be assumed. Futher, it is assumed that along the results 
chain there are various external factors that influence the 
level and type of generated impact (see Annex, table 3) 
and that there may also be factors that prevent an impact 
altogether.

In order to illustrate the assumed logical relationship, we 
use the idea of the “results staircase”3, which has been 
adapted to the specific conditions of start-up support. It 
assumes that the levels of effect shown in Figure 1 can be 
set in motion by the “intervention” of a programme or a 
support activity.

The impact logic presented in the results staircase assu-
mes that sufficient resources (money, time, partners, etc.) 
are invested into a planned support programme (level 
1) and that the quality of those involved in the program-
me (supported start-up teams, programme managers, 
coaches and mentors, cooperation partners, etc.) is high 
or at least sufficient (level 2) to achieve defined outputs. 
The inputs “sufficient resources” and “quality of pro-
gramme participants” ensure that the support services 
are provided as planned (level 3), that they are used by 
the founding teams (level 4), and that the founding teams 
are satisfied with the services (level 5). The three outputs 
mentioned above then lead to or contribute to the effects 
on the “next levels”. 

The term impact

Impacts are medium- and long-term effects that 
occur as a result of an intervention, e.g. a support 
programme. They can be positive or negative, in-
tended or unintended. Two levels of impact can be 
distinguished:

1. Outcomes: Short-term and medium-term effects 
on the target group(s) that are caused by or attribut-
able to an intervention.

2. Impacts: Long-term effects that are caused by or 
attributable to an intervention and refer to higher 
level changes in the economy (among customers, 
suppliers, market structures), society or environ-
ment.4 

http://www.borderstep.de
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Figure 1: The results staircase of start-up support
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Support services are provided as planned

Sufficient resources (money, time, partners ...) are invested

Founding teams use the services

Mobilisation of the target group and the quality of the programme participants are high or sufficient

Beneficiaries are satisfied with the services

Viability is clarified, team quality and resources develop

Performance (TBL) and resilience of the beneficiaries improve

Customers, market partners and stakeholders are changing 

Start-ups contribute to market transformation

Impacts on the environment and society are generated 

Source: Own figure based on Kurz & Kubek 2018, p. 5.

Level 6 shows the effects on the target group of the sup-
port programme (outcomes). In the case of start-up sup-
port programmes, the focus is on clarifying the viability of 
a business idea (“venture validation”), the development 
of team quality (suitable composition of the start-up 
team in terms of professional and human skills, founders’ 
competences) and the resources of the start-up team  
(financial resources, specialists, contacts to investors 
etc.). Clarifying the business viability is of fundamental 
importance. Here, a support programme can make an im-
portant contribution by working out the non-viability of  
a business idea, adapting and further developing it or, if  
necessary, abandoning the idea altogether. At this point, 
the logic of the results staircase assumes that the busi-
ness idea is positively validated in its original or adapted 
form.

The effects achieved at level 6 are the basis for ensuring 
that the start-up’s performance in economic, social and 
ecological terms (triple bottom line (TBL)) and its resi-
lience are higher than they would have been without the 
support programme (level 7). On the results staircase,  
the outcomes contribute to generating change beyond 
the target group. These impacts refer to changes in the 
start-up’s customers and other market partners (level 
8) as well as to the discernible transformation of the 
market, such as the generation of new market segments 
or the increase of market shares for sustainable products 
and services (level 9). At the end of the results staircase, 
the intervention of a support programme then generates 
desired ecological and societal effects (level 10).
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Global: The 17 Sustainable Development Goals

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with their 169 sub-goals enshrined in the UN Agenda 2030 were adopted 
in 2015 to steer the world onto an economically, socially and ecologically sustainable development path by 2030. The 
implementation of the SDGs at national level is based on the sustainability strategies of the member states and thus 
also influences the economic promotion and investments of the respective countries.

2.2 Impact on what? Three examples  
of target and impact horizons 
The objectives, guiding concepts and “impact horizons” to 
which a start-up support programme wishes to refer must 
be determined on an individual basis and depend on the 
programme’s specific political and other objectives.

We present three possible impact horizons to which im-
pact management can refer. The examples cover different 
geographical and political spheres (global, regional, 
national).

Theory of Change

The theory of change (TOC) has been developed to a 
large extent in the context of social entrepreneurship 
and corresponding support programmes. TOC explains 
how change can and should take place. It assumes that 
despite complex systemic conditions, linear cause-ef-
fect chains can be described and designed, and reveals 
all underlying assumptions. In particular, a TOC assu-
mes linear causality between inputs/incomes, activi-
ties, outputs, outcomes and impacts (“IAOOI”). While 
many TOC applications are limited to the chain up to 
the outputs or outcomes, other interpretations attach 
particular importance to the impact aspect. Various 
approaches exist to differentiate between outcomes 
and impacts.  

Here we follow the approach taken in the “Social Im-
pact Navigator”, which refers to outcomes as the effects 
on the target groups of an organisation or a program-
me, while impacts comprise the effects caused by the 
outcomes at the societal level (market, society, environ-
ment). The DeGEval – German Evaluation Society also 
defines outcome as “effects ... at the level of the target 
group(s)” (DeGEVal 2017, p. 69), but understands “im-
pact” to mean “impacts of an object of evaluation out-
side its intended scope” (DeGEval 2017, p. 67). From the 
perspective of mission-oriented start-up and innovation 
policy, the latter understanding is not expedient and is 
not followed here.5 6 
 

Source: The Global Goals.  
Available at https://www.globalgoals.org/. 

http://www.borderstep.de
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Regional: Horizon Europe

As one of the largest funding programmes for research and innovation worldwide, the European Union’s newly laun-
ched Horizon Europe programme aims to make a significant contribution to developing an innovation-based society 
and competitive economy and fostering sustainable development. Aimed at delivering on the EU’s strategic priorities  
of green and digital transitions, the programme focuses on global challenges such as “Climate, Energy and Mobility”  
and “Food, Bioeconomy, Natural Resources, Agriculture and Environment”.

National: The 12 missions of the High-Tech Strategy Germany 2025

With the High-Tech Strategy 2025, Germany is pursuing the goal of strengthening its future competencies and establis-
hing an open culture of innovation. Through strategic funding of research and innovation, the Federal Government is 
working to develop “knowledge for impact”. The funding activities are geared to the major challenges facing society  
and include a focus on the areas of “Sustainability, Climate Protection and Energy”, “Mobility”, “Urban and Rural Areas”, 
and “Economy and Work 4.0”.  A total of 3.5 % of the GDP is to be invested to this end by 2025.

Source:  
The German Federal Government (2021).
The High-Tech Strategy 2025 – Progress Report, p. 23.
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2.3 Why measure and manage the impact of 
start-up support programmes?
Aligning the management of start-up support program-
mes with impact dimensions has three main functions: 
On the one hand, it is a matter of thinking and acting in 
a mission-oriented way, i.e. designing a support pro-
gramme in an impact-oriented way from the very begin-
ning and developing a common understanding of the 
programme with a view to the Grand Challenges. This 
relates to the programme planning phase. Secondly, it 
is about learning & steering, i.e. about improving the 
programme. For this purpose, impact management can 
support in generating new insights into the efficiency 
and effectiveness of a programme which in turn can help 
to avoid deviations from set objectives and to introduce 
improvements. Thirdly, the collected programme data 
can be used to legitimise the effectiveness of the support 
programme, especially to external actors, and to moti-
vate programme participants. This serves to secure the 
programme. Impact management can thus function as 
an important innovation driver of start-up support and 
opens up the possibility for start-up support actors to ac-
tively maximise effects: The individual reasons that speak 
for impact management of start-up support programmes 
are listed in Figure 2. 

“The Impact Guide provides assistance with system-
atic impact measurement of start-up support pro-
grammes. It helps programme managers and pro-
gramme developers to make transparent their goals 
and ultimate effects and evaluate them at the output, 
outcome and impact level. Only this transparent ap-
proach enables continuous learning and improvement 
of the impacts of support programmes. This benefits 
all actors in the start-up ecosystem, especially start-
up founders.”

Julia Gunnoltz,  
Startup Affairs at the Berlin Senate Department for  
Economics, Energy and Public Enterprises

http://www.borderstep.de
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Figure 2: Reasons for impact management in start-up support

    Demonstrate the added value and meaningfulness of the programme for the target groups and society  
(contribution to solving the Grand Challenges) 

   Funding providers can verify the impact of their financial investments
   Make visible and better communicate indicator-based results and successes of start-up support 
    Use impact-oriented sustainability reporting as a long-term tool for policy advice ...
   … and as a PR instrument to create differentiation and strengthen reputation 
   Justify programme activities to funding providers and policy, also to ensure follow-up funding
    Help to make visible how participating start-ups contribute to sustainable development, and facilitate 

follow-up financing
    Motivate programme staff by demonstrating impact and the meaningfulness of their commitment
   Increase interest, commitment and participation of external actors (network, contacts)
    Trigger ripple effects and reproduce sustainable action: Contribute to the establishment of further impact- 

oriented support programmes and approaches

Learn & Steer 
(Optimising the programme)

Legitimise & Motivate (Securing the programme)

Mission-oriented Thinking & Acting  
(Planning the programme)

    Plan the programme in a goal- and mission-oriented 
way from the outset (Grand Challenges)

    Design the programme transparently along the defined 
impact objectives 

   Establish a common understanding of the programme
    Increase the attractiveness of the programme for  

potential programme participants
   Support the selection of programme participants
    Support more effective and targeted use of financial 

resources
    Enable comparability with other programmes in 

order to exploit synergy potentials

    Monitor the quality of the programme and  
determine its effects

    Support learning culture and learn from lack of 
achieving objectives 

          Increase the efficiency and effectiveness of the 
 support programme

    Improve demand-driven support by optimising  
inputs and outputs

    Continuously improve and maximise methods and 
processes of impact analysis

    Optimise the contribution to a mission-oriented 
innovation policy

    Maximise positive impacts on the environment  
and society

Source: Own figure.



www.borderstep.de

BORDERSTEP IMPACT GUIDE 

Source: Own figure.

Figure 3: Differences between programme evaluation and impact assessment

The distinction between the practice of programme 
evaluation in start-up support programmes to date and 
impact assessment makes clear that effects at the level of 

the target group(s) as well as at the societal level can only 
be achieved and measured on the basis of outputs.

Focus of programme  
evaluation to date Impact assessment

                   Inputs          Outputs        Outcomes       Impacts

Resources invested in 
the programme and the 
quality of programme 
participants

The services provided 
under the support pro-
gramme, and the use and 
target groups’ satisfaction 
thereof 

Effects of the program-
me’s intervention on  
the target groups and 
other stakeholders  
(additionality)

The broader changes that 
occur within the market, 
society and natural envi-
ronment as a result of the 
outcomes

2.4 Differences between programme  
evaluation and impact assessment
Programme evaluations in the field of start-up support to 
date have focused on the analysis of programme cha-
racteristics and selected performance data on resource 
inputs, activities and outputs. Outcomes (effects on the 
beneficiaries) are hardly considered and impacts (higher-
level effects beyond the beneficiaries) are usually not 
considered at all. Against this background, we distinguish 
between the practice of programme evaluation to date 
(which focuses on evaluating input, output and short-
term outcomes at the end of funding) and medium- and 
long-term impact assessment (outcomes and impact). 
These differ significantly in terms of the impact levels 
and the impact periods they consider.7 To determine 
programme effectiveness in achieving its ultimate impact 
goals, it is beneficial to go beyond programme evaluation 
practiced to date and undertake a comprehensive impact 
evaluation.

In order to be able to determine impact successes, it is 
necessary to consider the programme inputs and out-
puts. While impact assessment is linked to programme 
evaluation, it explicitly focuses on the outcome and 
impact dimension.8 At the level of outcomes, it exami-
nes the extent to which positive changes occur in the 
target group of the support programme as a result of the 
services and offers provided by a programme. Changes in 
the target group’s knowledge, attitudes, skills and living 
condition are made visible. These changes form the basis 
for sustainable changes beyond the target group in the 
market, society and environment, which are part of the 
impact dimension.
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2.5 The programme impact cycle
Processes of impact assessment and management of 
start-up support programmes can be understood as a 
cycle.9 In order to manage support programmes in an 
impact-oriented manner, impact must be considered 
from the onset. This means that desired effects, which are 
formulated as concrete goals, are ideally already taken 
into account when planning or revising a support pro-
gramme. Planning impact also includes the development 
of an impact philosophy (see Chapter 3.1.2) and a logic 
model (see figure 8) - an important step in making clear 
the intended cause-effect relationships of a programme 
and a prerequisite for subsequent impact evaluation and 
management.

Figure 4: The programme impact cycle

Source: Own figure based on Kurz & Kubek 2018, p. 7.

Based on a set of indicators tailored to the support 
programme (see Chapter 3.2.2), both quantitative and 
qualitative information is measured and evaluated during 
the impact analysis. The final step in the impact cycle 
involves the improvement of the programme based on 
the evaluation results. This also includes the external 
and internal communication of the results. Based on the 
improvements and renewed impact planning, the impact 
cycle begins anew. The programme impact cycle is part of 
a medium and long-term societal impact cycle, as shown 
in Figure 5.
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Figure 5: The big picture: Impact management as part of the societal impact cycle

Source: Own figure based on Kurz & Kubek 2018, p. 45.
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take the necessary first steps towards impact orientation. 
You should strive for securing an independent budget for 
evaluation or impact analysis, as even a “lean” impact 
management is hardly manageable without sufficient 
financial resources. Before-and-after surveys of benefi-
ciaries can then be carried out with reasonable effort to 
assess short-term effects on the beneficiaries and make 
rough impact potential assessments. Moreover, you can 
systematically analyse selected “representative” start-
ups after two or more years and create individual impact 
profiles (see chapter 3.2.3), which can then be used as a 
basis for impact-oriented improvements to your program-
me.

3 Impact management of start-up 
support programmes

 

“In recent years, universities in Germany have esta-
blished a strong, dynamic culture of start-up support 
with the help of many committed actors from re-
search, business and policy. In order to feed into and 
channel this innovative vigour for designing a liveable 
future, we see impact management as the next major 
task for start-up support at universities. The IMPACT 
Guide provides initial orientation on how impacts 
of start-ups and university support programmes at 
different levels can be systematically measured and 
analysed in an evidence-based way.” 

Dr Klaus Sailer 
Professor for Entrepreneurship at the Munich University 
of Applied Sciences and Spokesperson for the think tank 
“Denkfabrik Hochschulen und Entrepreneurship”
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Are you still providing services or already  
having an impact? Assessing your status quo 
1 Impact-oriented newcomer
You are developing a new, innovative start-up support 
programme. In view of ecological, social and economic 
challenges, you understand the importance of holistic 
impact orientation and want to incorporate this into your 
new programme from the outset. The planning phase of 
your support programme offers you the ideal scope to  
design and manage your programme in an impact-orien-
ted way. This means that the specific impact manage-
ment strategies and plans you develop are already part  
of the design process of the programme.

2 Impact-oriented change maker
You plan on relaunching your existing support program-
me or rather, revising and expanding current program-
me offers and services. Taking up impact management 
practices can support your relaunch and provide you 
with important insights into where you can start to make 
changes to the programme.  

3 The next step for those experienced in evaluation 
You have been supporting start-ups with the services 
offered in your programme for some time now. You 
monitor relevant parameters continuously and conduct 
evaluations or commission them at regular intervals to 
gain insights into the results of your programme. In the 
context of the upcoming programme revision, you would 
now like to go a step further. By carrying out a first impact 
analysis you are moving towards impact orientation, 
initially focusing on a before-and-after comparison of the 
supported start-ups (cohort). This allows you to measure 
the short-term effects on the beneficiaries (outcomes) 
and to undertake an initial assessment of the medium- 
and long-term impact potential. On this basis, you then 
address the medium- and long-term effects of your exis-
ting support programme, for example by using a bench-
marking approach (see Chapter 3.2.3) to compare your 
beneficiaries with a control group. 
 
4 Continuous optimiser with impact objectives 
You make ongoing adjustments to your well-established 
support programme, but not on the basis of comprehen-
sive evaluations and reviews, but rather continuously and 
in small steps. This is for example due to the fact that the 
funding of the programme takes a rather short-term focus 
and is provided by your funding provider as tranche fun-
ding.  While this may limit your scope for action in setting 
up an impact management system, you can nevertheless 
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3.1 Impact planning
3.1.1 Setting outcome and impact objectives  
Central to impact planning is the formulation of objecti-
ves and the regular reflection of already set objectives, as 
this is the prerequisite for evidence-based impact assess-
ment and management of start-up support programmes. 
Accordingly, sufficient time and energy should be devoted 
to both setting and adapting objectives. Hereby, the fo-
cus should be on establishing the programme objectives 
in a participatory process in order to establish a common 
understanding of the intended programme effects.

Both the management team of the support programme 
and relevant stakeholders, such as higher-level funding 
providers and supported start-ups, should be involved 
in the process. The implementation of different work-
shop formats is suitable here. Ultimately, clearly defined 
impact objectives also offer advantages for the program-
me’s public relations activities and the acquisition of new 
programme funds.

When specifying the impact objectives, it can be helpful 
to formulate the set objectives at three levels: the target 
group level of the supported start-ups (micro level), the 
programme level (meso level) and the societal level  
(macro level):

The multi-level perspective

The now widely used heuristic of the multi-level perspec-
tive (MLP) is regularly applied in innovation systems and 
transformation research. It represents a systemic way 
of thinking and an approach to illustrate complex rela-
tionships and processes that take place on and between 

different levels of observation. Its advantage is that the 
system representation can be individually defined and 
constructed depending on the context of application and 
knowledge interest.10

Which objectives are pursued at programme level? 
Here it proves useful to consider both direct pro-
gramme objectives and organisational objectives.

What changes does the programme aim to  
achieve in the start-ups it supports?

Higher-level  
programme objectives: 

Changes in the market, society  
and environment

Direct  
programme objectives: 

Objectives for the programme and  
the supported start-ups
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Figure 6: Setting objectives for a start-up support programme at micro, meso and macro level

What long-term effects are to be created or 
influenced by the programme at the societal 
level?

Here, distinguish between economic, social 
and ecological effects. 

Source: Own figure.
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Macro level

When formulating objectives the SMART criteria (specific, 
measurable, achievable, reasonable, time-bound) can be 
used for orientation and to avoid mere activity descripti-
ons.

On this basis, the objectives concept for the Green Start-
up Programme of the German Federal Environmental 
Foundation was developed, which is shown in Figure 7.

Higher-level  
programme objectives: 

Objectives for changes in the market,  
society and environment

Direct  
programme objectives: 

Objectives for the programme and  
the supported start-ups
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Figure 7: The objectives of the Green Start-up Programme of the German Federal  
Environmental Foundation (DBU)

Source: German Federal Environmental Foundation.

   Select start-ups with high impact potential 
(social benefit, level of innovation, market 
potential, sustainability challenge, implemen-
tation capability, team competence,  
team diversity)   

   Create an attractive, innovative and tailor-
made funding instrument for green start-ups 
(personal, flexible, fast, unbureaucratic)

   Modernise the DBU’s funding focus and raise 
its profile in the start-up ecosystem

   Develop future DBU partners

   Initially enable and accelerate innovative 
solutions for the environment, sustainability 
and the economy

   Support a significant development step  
towards sustainable business success through 
financial and ideational support   

       Test & integrate new ideas in the  
“DBU ecosystem” (internal, networks, project 
partners, etc.)

  Environmental relief  
        Achieve environmental relief through inno-

vations that contribute to the agricultural, 
energy and transport transitions 

        Create environmental relief through the 
dissemination and multiplication of ecolo-
gically viable solutions (lighthouse activi-
ties, sector focus)

    Economic performance & market  
transformation 

        More long-term commercially successful 
start-ups that grow and thus create jobs 
and generate value and market changes

        Contribute to sustainable market trans-
formation through model solutions with  
a high leverage effect

        Civil society  
development

        More start-ups oriented towards additio-
nal social benefits that go beyond econo-
mic performance to create added value  
for society 

    Attractiveness &  
appreciation of sustainable business

        More green pioneers as role models for 
sustainable economic activity   
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3.1.2 Developing an impact philosophy
In addition to defining impact objectives, it is important 
for transparent impact planning that the programme 
and evaluation team in charge clarifies the fundamental 
understanding with which the impacts of a support pro-
gramme are to be viewed and analysed. We refer to the 
clarification of basic assumptions and understanding as 
“impact philosophy”. With regard to the impact philoso-
phy, two decisions must be made: 

1.      In impact planning and impact analysis, does one rat-
her follow the “causality school” or the “contribution 
school”? The two schools of thought are presented in 
chapter 3.2.1.

2.    What basic understanding of the impact of a program-
me should be built upon? Three basic conceptualisat-
ions are presented below.

When planning the impact evaluation, it makes sense to 
clarify the basic understanding of the cause-effect rela-
tionships of a support programme. Which of the following 
three conceptualisations is most appropriate depends 
on the prerequisites and framework conditions of the 
programme11:

Programme-focused causal attribution
This conceptualisation is suitable if the support program-
me is fundamentally capable of achieving the intended 
impact objectives on its own, seperately of contextual 
factors or other support programmes. However, this is 
often not the case with individual programmes or support 
measures, as there are often alternative ways to achieve 
the planned impacts. Hence, this conceptualisation is 
seldom a favourable cause-effect model used for impact 
evaluation.

Joint causal attribution
This conceptualisation proves useful if the support 
programme generates the effects together with other pro-
grammes, support measures or influencing factors. For 
instance, this may be another programme that comple-
ments the support programme being evaluated. This also 
includes influencing factors such as the experiences and 
competencies that the supported start-up teams bring 
to the support programme as “inbounds” (see Chapter 

2.1) or also the quality of other programme participants, 
e.g. the cooperation partners. Further, this also includes 
factors pertaining to the environment, such as legal regu-
lations or market dynamics, which can have a significant 
influence on the market success or ecological impact of 
a supported start-up. For most support programmes, the 
basic understanding of joint causal attribution is likely to 
apply.

Figure 8: Conceptualisation of programme-focused causal attribution

Absence of this support programme

Support programme

No impacts

Impacts

Source: Own figure based on Rogers (2016, p. 1).
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Support programme

Alternative and multiple causal paths
This conceptualisation posits the support programme to 
be one of several possible ways to achieve the impacts. 
While one programme may produce the intended im-
pacts, they may also be generated by other programmes, 
interventions or contextual factors. This may be the case 
if start-ups have the option of accessing support services 
through another programme or measure, or if different 
programmes from different organisations aim to generate 
the same impact. For example, there may be a number 
of programmes which share the same guiding objective 
to improve start-up support. Some of these programmes 
may aim to achieve this by improving government start-
up funding programmes, while others launch targeted 
private sector initiatives.

This conceptualisation has important implications for the 
impact evaluation. In the case of a counterfactual design 
being applied that compares supported start-ups with 
non-supported start-ups, the services used by the non-
supported start-ups must be taken into consideration.  
If a programme aims to generate changes that form the 
same objectives as other programmes, it is especially  
important to consider this in the programme-specific 
theory of change and logic model (see Chapter 3.1.3)  
and to collect appropriate data. This will help to determi-
ne the extent to which the effects are attributable to the 
evaluated programme in question.

Figure 9: Conceptualisation of joint causal attribution

Figure 10: Conceptualisation of alternative and multiple causal paths

Other support programme
or contextual factors

Support programme

Impact

Source: Own figure based on Rogers (2016, p. 2).

Source: Own figure based on Rogers (2016, p. 2).

Other support programme
or contextual factors

Impacts
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3.1.3 Developing a logic model
Based on the developed impact philosophy, the impact 
logic systematically links the defined impact objectives 
to the programme resources and services used to achieve 
these objectives. An impact logic helps to present cause-
effect relationships of a programme in a simplified way 
and to distinguish between programme outputs and 
intended outcomes and impacts.

Logic models are commonly used to illustrate a program-
me’s impact logic. They promote impact-oriented thin-
king and form the basis for successfully implementing all 
impact management processes:

• In impact planning, logic models are a transparent 
way of illustrating a support programme’s impact 
logic and can thus contribute to creating an internal 
understanding of the intended effects of the support 
activities. They can also be used as a communication 
tool to reflect on planned impact mechanisms with 
other actors involved in the programme, such as 
network partners. 

• In impact analysis, logic models are useful for deve-
loping and selecting relevant indicators for impact 
measurement. 

• In terms of impact management and optimising 
impact, logic models can support programme adjust-
ments and can also be integrated into external and 
internal communication and reporting processes. 

Logic model for start-up related support activities

For start-up support programmes, the following logic mo-
del can be used as an instrument for multi-dimensional 
impact assessment and evaluation. It builds on the multi-
level model of objectives setting of a start-up support 
programme presented above (see Figure 6). In combi-
nation with the concept of impact analysis presented in 
chapter 3.2 (“Impact analysis”), it is the first standardised 
analytical framework for start-up support that includes 
economic as well as ecological and societal target variab-
les, and thus specifically enables the holistic evaluation 
of the success of start-up-related support activities.

Causal chains

The logic model represents the inherent impact logic of 
start-up support programmes by applying the theory of 
change. The general logic model of a start-up support 
programme shown in Figure 11 draws on the idea of the 
causal chain and structures this chain according to the 
levels of the results staircase (see figure 1). Unlike in the 
results staircase, the individual levels or elements are 
presented according to the input-output-outcome-impact 
logic of the theory of change.

The model can be read as both a linear and a multiple 
chain of effects with feedback loops. It also allows to 
apply the three impact philosophies described in chapter 
3.1.2. In addition, it considers alternative and multiple 
causal paths (see Chapter 3.1.2). When developing the 
logic model, it is important to clarify which cause-and- 
effect relationships have already been “proven” and whe-
re one has to work with hypotheses that then have to be 
tested in the impact analysis. In this way, the model can 
be continuously improved and it becomes more realistic.

Basic dimensions of programme evaluation

In evaluation research and practice, four basic dimen-
sions are distinguished for the study and assessment of 
programmes:12

Conditions: These include the institutional, geographic 
and cultural context in which a programme is embedded, 
as well as the structural and procedural organisation of 
the organisation, association or network that carries out 
the programme. However, the conditions of a programme 
are also shaped by the financial, human or other re-
sources that are brought into the programme as resource 
inputs. The same applies to the qualifications with which 
members of the target groups enter the programme. For 
example, these include  the participants’ knowledge, 
attitudes, values and competencies. The participants’ 
qualifications (incomes) and the resources invested into 
the programme can be considered as programme inputs.

Plan: Concept specifying which objectives and results 
are to be achieved with the programme by when/where/
with whom and which activities are to be used to achieve 
these objectives. The programme concept can be unders-
tood as an “intervention plan”. This is based on implicit 
or explicit impact assumptions.

Implementation: This includes the activities and actions 
carried out during programme implementation. In the 
case of support programmes, this refers to the specific 
support activities.
Results:  On the one hand, these include direct pro-
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Money, time, partners, 
facilities, etc.

Services provided and 
use of the offers 

Development of team 
quality, competences 
and resources of the 
beneficiaries

Changes in custo-
mers, market part-
ners and other direct 
stakeholders

Quality of applicat-
ions and programme 
participants

What we aim to  
achieve at the  
beneficiary level.

What we want to 
contribute to on a 
societal level with  
our support.

       Resources        Services         Team  
development

        Direct  
stakeholders

       Markttransforma-
tion       Performance

        Participants

What is invested  
into the support  
programme.

What we offer and 
with what satisfaction 
it is used. 

                

Inputs 
Resources, participants

        
Outcomes

Effects at the benefi-
ciary level

Outputs 
Services

     
Impacts

Effects at higher 
system level

Number of partici-
pants, degree of use, 
etc.

       Use of the services 

Participants’ and pro-
gramme stakeholders’ 
satisfaction

Emergence of new 
markets and change 
in existing markets

Emergence of  
ecological and  
societal effects 

Changes in the  
performance (TBL) 
and resilience of the  
beneficiaries         Satisfaction

            Society

Figure 11: General logic model of a start-up support programme

Source: Own figure based on Kurz & Kubek 2018, p. 35. 

Conditions

Results

Implementation

        Market-  
transformation       Performance

Pl
an

Alternative causes

gramme outputs. These are the (countable) services and 
products of a programme generated by the interventions, 
the participation and utilisation quantities as well as the 
target group members satisfaction with the interventions. 
On the other hand, results also refer to outcomes, i.e. the 

short-term or medium-term changes achieved by 
the intervention in the target group, as well as the 
impacts caused by the outcomes in the economy, 
environment and society.
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Alternative causes

Depending on which impact philosophy you follow 
(see chapter 3.1.2), causes beyond the support pro-
grammes under consideration must also be consi-
dered in a logic model. These possible alternative 
causes for outcomes and impacts should then be 
explicitly included in the logic model.

Factors influencing the success of start-up support 
programmes and start-ups

The success of a start-up support programme is influ-
enced by participant-, programme- and context-speci-
fic factors. An overview of factors influencing the suc-
cess of start-up and business support programmes, 
which have been identified on the basis of empirical 
studies, can be found in the appendix.

In order to understand and take into account the 
participant-specific factors, a resource-based view of 
start-up projects and start-ups is helpful (see infobox 
“Resource-based View”). Furthermore, the impact of a 
support programme is also significantly influenced by 
programme-specific factors (programme characteris-
tics). Finally, the effect of a start-up support program-
me also depends on contextual factors (environment 
and network factors), which are also presented in the 
appendix.13

A logic model should therefore also include important 
programme- and context-related factors of impact. 
In the case of the environment and network factors, 
external conducive environmental influences and 
conditions play an essential role, which can influence 
the start-up ecosystem and thus also the develop-
ment paths of start-ups. The impact of start-up 
support programmes should never be considered 
independently of the economic, political and social 
contextual factors, as this can lead to considerable 
misjudgements of the programme’s effects.

Adaptating the logic model to your use case

Before you turn to the next step of impact analysis, 
i.e. data collection and evaluation, you should reflect 
on the following points in order to adapt the presen-
ted logic model for start-up-related activities and the 
data collection approach to your specific use case:  

Resource-based View

The Resource-based View is a theory from strategic 
management that primarily considers the resources 
and competencies of a company that are relevant to 
competition. In the context of start-up support, the 
focus is therefore on the desired strengthening of 
those resources and competencies that can provide 
a supported start-up with competitive advantages. 
For this purpose, the present logic model refers to 
the DIN SPEC 90051-1: Sustainability assessment 
of start-ups: Part 1 - Concept and criteria for the as-
sessment of potential and actual impact of venture 
projects and young enterprises on the environment, 
society and economy. In the category “enablers”, 
it lists the following five drivers: Vision & Strategy, 
Team, Processes, Partnerships & Resources and  
Product/Service & Market Position.

1.    What is the function of the application in your case? 
For orientation, you can draw on the reasons for  
impact management mentioned in chapter 2.3. 
Possible reasons include:

• Continuous improvement of an existing programme
• Evaluation of the impact of a new or young program-

me and need for change 
• Impact monitoring and management aligned with the 

objectives of a support programme or its funders
• Reporting of impacts to decision-making bodies,  

funding bodies (co-financing) and other stakeholders
• Legitimation of the efficienct and effective use  

of funds
• Comparison of the effects and the use of funds with 

other support programmes

2.    In what institutional and programme context does the 
application take place?

Which environmental conditions and context factors 
(environment and network factors) are relevant for  
the use case?

• National or regional start-up culture
• Policy-induced or policy-supported target markets, 

regulatory frameworks
• Financing conditions: access to venture capital etc.
• Access to attractive markets
• Effective cooperation structures, access to suitable 

expert networks 
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Which programme-specific factors (programme  
characteristics) are relevant for the use case?

• Political and institutional objectives and stipulations  
(e.g. through EU co-financing)

• Breadth and profile (e.g. generic or technology/sector/
sustainability-focused)

• Age/development phase of the support programme
• Reputation of the support programme
• Age/development phase of the supported target groups

3.2 Impact analysis: What, when and how to 
collect and evaluate data? 
In addition to an objectives concept and a logic model, 
holistic impact measurement and evaluation of a support 
programme requires both a data collection and measure-
ment concept and an impact evaluation methodology. In-
dicators contained in the data collection concept can be 
used to check whether the defined impact objectives are 
achieved along the logic model levels. They support in 
assessing the programme’s progress and impact and thus 
serve as an important instrument for a learning start-up 
support programme.

In accordance with the impact logic levels underlying the 
impact model, not only impact indicators are identified to 
measure long-term effects, but also outcome indicators 
that provide information on the progress of the start-ups 
participating in the support programme. In addition, 
output indicators are formed, since outputs form the 
basis and condition for the emergence of outcomes and 
impacts. Furthermore, defining input indicators provides 
insights into the resources invested in the programme. 
These can provide information on programme efficiency 
and effectiveness when considering the input-output 
nexus and the input-impact nexus.

Before we address the questions “What to collect?”, “How 
to collect?” and “When to collect?”, we will first reflect on 
the opportunities of impact analysis and its limitations.

3.2.1 Causality and contribution: Possibilities 
and limitations of impact analysis
The practice of impact management usually builds on the 
theory of change (see infobox on p. 10) and assumes linear 
impact chains. In most cases, it is explicitly or implicitly 
assumed that an effect can be assigned to a cause and that 
the extent to which impacts have been due to an interven-
tion (e.g. a support programme) can be established. The 
development of an individual theory of change for a single 
support programme is considered necessary in evalua-
tion research, although there are warnings against overly 
simplistic assumptions and an excessively limited choice 
of methods.14 With regard to the question of the extent to 
which assessed effects or changes can be causally attri-
buted to a particular intervention or a particular support 
programme, a basic distinction can be made between two 
schools of thought. The first will be referred to as the “cau-
sality school” and the second as the “contribution school”.
 
The causality school: grasping causal chains and  
proportion of impact 

The causality school assumes that there is a linear causal 
chain and that an effect can be assigned to a cause and 
that the share of an intervention or a support programme 
can be delimited. It assumes a clear cause-effect relation-
ship. A key question in this context is the attribution of a 
certain cause (e.g. a support programme) to an effect that 
is likely to occur in the future (ex ante) or has already oc-
curred (ex post). In evaluation and impact management, 
various methods and strategies for causal attribution are 
proposed and applied, including15:

• Estimation of the counterfactual situation (i.e., what 
would have happened without the intervention or the 
support programme)?

• Checking the consistency of the impact data obtained 
(evidence) with regard to the theory of change deve-
loped for the programme and the causal relationships 
assumed therein

• Exclusion of alternative explanations through a  
logical, data-supported (evidence-based) process.

In the causality school, to which the Impact Manage-
ment Project (IMP) also belongs (see chapter 3.2.5), the 
change that would have occurred anyway even without 
the intervention (the support programme) is termed 
“deadweight”. According to the causality school, the gross 
effect minus the deadweight effect is the net effect that 
can be attributed to the intervention.

The Contribution School: Understanding  
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combined effects

In contrast to the causality school, the evaluation com-
munity of the contribution school is much more cautious 
with regard to the assessability of causes and causal 
chains as well as the quantitative delimitability of impact 
shares.16 As the contribution school suggests, the focus 
should not be primarily on linear causal chains and cau-
salities, but rather on understanding effect mechanisms, 
i.e. the question of how something takes effect and what 
role an intervention (in this case a support programme) 
plays in interaction with other areas of influence and 
influencing factors.17  For instance, we can distinguish 
between the roles of a trigger, a supporter, a facilitator 
and an accelerator.18  The effects of a support programme 
are understood as a “network of simultaneously occuring 
causes”, in which there can be linear and non-linear re-
lationships and different feedbacks19. Thus, it is not only 
a question of what has been achieved, but also why and 
how.20 In view of the generally longer periods of time until 
a support programme produces effects on the beneficia-
ries, the contribution school suggests that the focus and 
scope of the evaluation be precisely defined and that the 
following steps of the contribution analysis be taken:21

1. Thoughtfully lay out the practical cause and contribu-
tion issues to be addressed,

2. Develop the long-term timeline of events related to 
the intervention,

3. Identify key causal paths and their timelines,
4. Develop related theories of change,
5. Evaluate the intended changes that have occurred,
6. Identify critical cause questions,
7. Develop impact narratives for the pathways and
8. Conclusions on the likely contributions made by the 

intervention and how they occurred.

The time dimension: special features of impact  

analyses of new ventures and start-ups

Impact research shows that the faster the effect becomes 
apparent, the easier it is to attribute it to a specific cause, 
e.g. a support programme. Furthermore, the more time 
that passes, the greater the significance of other influen-
ces 22, such as other support programmes that are subse-
quently participated in, or market dynamics and political 
framework conditions. The simplicity of attributing a 
cause thus decreases on the time axis, while the influen-
ce of other factors and activities increases. Here, some 
evaluation researchers also speak of the “evaporation of 
the effect”.

In the case of start-up support programmes, there is also 
the special feature that they take effect in a phase of 
start-up or company development in which typically no or 
hardly any effects can emanate from the supported start-
ups, as they are not yet on the market or are only at the 
beginning of their market participation. Thus, in an early 
phase, e.g. at the end of funding, only the future impact 
potential can be assessed (ex ante) and only at a later 
point in time, e.g. 2 or 5 years after the funding, actual 
effects can be determined retrospectively (ex post). Alt-
hough only the impact potential can be estimated in early 
phases, it is plausible to assume that there is a connec-
tion between the intentions of founders and start-ups to 
achieve certain performance and impact goals and their 
actual subsequent behaviour. Entrepreneurship research 
has provided empirical evidence for this connection on 
the basis of the theory of planned action23.24 

http://www.borderstep.de
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3.2.2 What to measure?  
Selecting suitable indicators
An indicator is understood as an “empirically measurable 
variable that gives an indication of a construct that is 
important for evaluation but not directly observable or 
measurable, and thus makes it accessible for qualitative 
or quantitative data collection”25. The selection of indica-
tors for impact evaluation depends on the defined impact 
objectives for the respective support programme and 
the impact philosophy applied (see Chapter 3.1.2). The 
development and selection of qualitative and quantitati-
ve indicators for inputs, outputs, outcomes and impacts 
must also be based on the basic approach of the impact 
analysis (see Chapter 3.2.3) and the desired timing of the 
assessment (see Chapter 3.2.4).

There is no need to reinvent the wheel when developing 
and selecting indicators. Both general and start-up-rela-
ted evaluation research offer important foundations here, 
but rather for the input and output categories and to a 
limited extent for short-term outcomes. For the medium- 
and long-term outcomes and especially the impacts, in-
ternationally established metrics and indicator concepts 
should be used. These include:

• Global Reporting Initiative (GRI): The GRI standards 
and guidelines for sustainability reporting formulate 
important principles for determining content and indi-
cators (stakeholder involvement, materiality, etc.) and 
relevant principles for ensuring reporting quality (ba-
lance, comparability, etc.), but also propose compre-
hensive cross-sectoral and sector-specific indicators. 

• Impact Reporting and Investment Standards (IRIS): 
The IRIS network has developed a globally recognised 
system for measuring, managing and optimising im-
pact. The current IRIS taxonomy comprises more than 
600 impact indicators, from which the most relevant 
and target-oriented ones for the respective user can 
be selected.

• Impact Management Project (IMP): The IMP provides a 
forum to build global consensus on the measurement, 
management and reporting of sustainability impacts. 
It brings together a community of over 2,000 practitio-
ners to share best practices, explore technical issues 
in greater depth, and identify areas where further con-
sensus is needed in measuring and managing impacts. 
The five impact dimensions identified by the IMP (see 
Chapter 3.2.6) as well as the indicators that are useful 
for this purpose also provide important orientation for 
the impact evaluation of start-up support program-
mes.

From the large number of possible indicators, selected 
examples of indicators are given in Figure 12.

Use est- ablished  indicator  concepts 

https://www.globalreporting.org/standards/
https://iris.thegiin.org/metrics/
https://impactmanagementproject.com/
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Figure 12: Example indicators for inputs and outputs in the context of the evaluation of start-up 
support programmes

Source: Own figure based on Kurz & Kubek 2018, p. 62.

   Amount of the programme budget 
    Number of programme staff in full-time positions
     Number of actively participating programme  

partners 
    Committed/provided workload of the programme 

partners in working days 

    Amount of grant in EUR per calendar year  
for personnel costs 

    Amount of grant in EUR per calendar year  
for consultancy services  

    Number of consultancy hours provided by  
the programme per start-up per calendar year 

   Number of events per start-up per calendar year 

   Proportion of successful applications  
    Proportion of female founders among all founders 

with a successful application 
    The programme team’s experience in start-up  

support in number of years 

What is invested into the support programme. What we offer and with what satisfaction it is used.

Outputs
(Services)

Inputs 
(Resources, participants)

Resources

Participants

 Services

    Number of start-ups participating in the  
programme per cohort, per year and/or overall 

    Number of start-ups participating in the individual 
programme offerings

     Proportion of start-ups participating in the  
individual programme offerings 

Use of the services

    Number of start-ups that are satisfied with the 
financial support they receive

    Number of start-ups that are satisfied with the 
transfer of knowledge

    Number of start-ups that are satisfied with  
the event offer

    Degree of satisfaction of the programme managers 
with the programme 

    Degree of need for changes to the programme from 
the perspective of the start-ups 

Satisfaction

http://www.borderstep.de
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Figure 13: Example indicators for outcomes and impacts in the context of impact analysis

   Entrepreneurial orientation
   Sustainable Entrepreneurship Competence Index  
   Cash Runway  
   Social capital (access to resource providers)

   Customer satisfaction  
   Sustainability empowerment of customers   
   Energy/waste/water savings per customer 
   Number of customers benefiting from this  
    Proportion of suppliers with environmental/ 

social standards

   Achievement of defined funding objectives 
   Start-up rate  
   Earnings before interest and taxes (EBIT)  
   Market share 
   Employees in full-time equivalents   
   Sustainability score according to DIN SPEC 90051-1   
   Mortality rate  
   Resilience score

What we aim to achieve at the beneficiary level. What we want to contribute to on a societal level  
with our support.

Impacts
(Effects at higher system level)

Outcomes
(Effects at the beneficiary level)

Team development & Resources

Performance & Resilience

Direct stakeholders

   Share of start-ups transforming the market 
    Contribution to the growth of environmentally 

friendly market segments 
    Number/proportion of start-ups with high market 

scaling of environmental innovations
    Contribution to the establishment of sustainable 

industry standards 

   GHG reduction in t CO2 eq. p.a. & cumulative  
    Number/proportion of climate-neutral/positive 

start-ups 
   Secondary raw material quota 
   Energy/waste/water savings p.a. & cumulative  
   Impact score: change/benchmarking
    Score contribution to individual SDGs: change/ 

benchmarking 

Market transformation

Society & Environment

Source: Own figure based on Kurz & Kubek 2018, p. 62.
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A detailed list of possible indicators can be found in the 
appendix. When selecting suitable indicators, it is import- 
ant to ensure they fit the developed logic model. It is 
advisable to consider the following questions when  
selecting indicators for the impact analysis of your start-
up support programme:

• Collectability and measurability: Can the indicator 
be collected and measured at all? Clarify whether the 
data sources required for data collection are available 
and accessible.

• Data collection intervals: How often and at what  
intervals must data be collected for the indicator?

• Timing of data collection: When is the right point in 
time to collect data? Clarify whether an indicator 
should be collected before or at the beginning, during 
or at the end or after the end of the funding. Outcome 
and impact indicators can also be collected in the 
short term, medium term or long term after the end  
of funding.

Figure 14: Considering the cost-benefit ratio of indicators

• When developing and choosing indicators, the cost-
benefit ratio of an indicator should be taken into 
account. Ideally, the effort of collecting a relevant 
indicator is low. In the case of relevant indicators that 
require a great effort to collect and evaluate, it must 
be weighed up on a case-by-case basis whether the 
cost-benefit ratio is reasonable. The same applies to 
less important indicators which require little effort for 
collection. Irrelevant indicators which demand a lot  
of effort to collect data should of course be avoided.  
It should also be pointed out that in general, it is more 
difficult to measure the benefits than the costs - espe-
cially when developing indicators for future impacts. 

Check usage

Avoid completely Check usage

Ideal indicators
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High effort Low effort

Source: Own figure.
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3.2.3 How to collect and evaluate data?  
Deciding on the basic approach to  
impact analysis
Evaluation research and practice provide a wide range of 
proven methods and approaches to data collection and 
evaluation. In addition, many years of experience in the 
field of evaluation allow for the formulation of important 
principles which should be considered when collecting 
and evaluating data for the impact analysis. For instance, 
the DeGEval – German Evaluation Society formulates the 
following four principles in its “Standards for Evaluation”:
1. usefulness, 2. feasibility, 3. fairness, and 4. accuracy. 
Two aspects that are of great importance with regard to 
data collection are highlighted as follows:

• “Data collection methods and data sources should be 
selected in such a way that the reliability of the collec-
ted data and their validity in relation to answering the 
evaluation questions are ensured in accordance with 
professional standards”.26

• “In general, an evaluation means additional work for 
the people and/or organisations involved in the object 
of evaluation, for example if they support data col-
lection or provide data themselves. In order to secure 
the cooperation of those involved and affected, not 
to jeopardise the acceptance of the evaluation and to 
conserve the resources available for the evaluation, 
the burden for those involved should be minimised as 
far as possible.”27 

In the context of impact analysis of start-up support pro-
grammes, a number of additional aspects should be taken 
into account when choosing data collection methods: 

• The founders or start-ups funded supported through 
the programmes are target groups that undergo highly 
dynamic changes during and after the funding period 
(team composition, business model pivots, market 
development, growth, mortality, etc.).

• In addition, as already presented in Chapter 3.1.2, as 
so-called “impact carriers”, founding teams and start-
ups find themselves in the start-up or growth phase 
which typically show no or hardly any impacts yet. 
Thus, in an early phase, e.g. at the end of funding, of-
ten only the future impact potential can be estimated 
(ex ante) and only later actual impacts can be deter-
mined retrospectively (ex post).

Two basic options can be distinguished for the impact 
assessment and evaluation of start-up support pro-
grammes: On the one hand, the analysis and evaluation 
of the funded cohort and, secondly, the comparison of 
the funded cohort with a comparison group. So far, the 
evaluation of start-up support programmes has focused 
almost exclusively on analysing and assessing the funded 
cohorts. This is due to the fact that the effort for cohort-
internal evaluation is lower and the validity is conside-
red sufficient. Since the effort required for evaluation is 
an important aspect, cohort-internal evaluations are a 
legitimate and pragmatic approach, but with regard to 
their validity (see Chapter 3.2.1) they are associated with 
clear limitations. As a result, the choice of data collec-
tion methods and the approach to impact evaluation is 
guided by the dimensions of effort and relevance shown 
in Figure 15.

Against this background, the following five approaches to 
impact analysis can be taken into consideration. The first 
three are based on cohort-internal analysis and evalua-
tion and only allow for assessing short-term outcomes 
and the medium- and long-term impact potential. Only 
the two evaluation approaches that focus on comparative 
evaluation allow for assessing actual medium- and long-
term outcomes and impacts:

(1) Qualitative initial assessment  on the basis of sur-
veys and interviews with beneficiaries: This is an “entry-
level” evaluation approach that requires comparatively 
little effort, but is also very limited in terms of the validity 
it provides. For example, interviews can be conducted 
with individual beneficiaries in the middle or at the end 
of the funding period, allowing for initial estimates of 
outputs and outcomes. However, the analysis is limited 
to qualitative aspects and is carried out without quanti-
tative indicators. Cautious initial estimates of potential 
funding effects are possible, but cannot be “extrapola-
ted” or generalised.

(2) Quantitative before-and-after comparison:  The 
second approach goes further as it is more quantified and 
systematically uses key  indicators. Here, a before-and- 
after comparison of the beneficiaries also proves useful. 
For this purpose, self-assessments of the applicants as 
well as surveys at the beginning and at the end of the 
funding period can be used. The variety of methods is 
greater here than in approach 1. For example, online 
workshops or focus groups can also be conducted with 
the beneficiaries during the funding period in order to 
discuss important aspects of the support provided and  
its impact.
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Figure 15: What to collect and how to evaluate: Approaches to impact analysis

Effort

Validity

Cohort-internal evaluation
Funding phase

Ex-ante evaluation of potential impact

Comparative evaluation 
Funding and impact phase

Ex-post evaluation of actual impact 

Qualitative initial assessment, e.g. based on interviews  
with beneficiaries

Quantitative before-and-after comparison  
(e.g. by means of surveys, focus groups)

Cohort comparison with  
benchmarking data

Cohort comparison 
with control group

Ecosystem approach: Same as 2, additional  
data collection with programme stakeholders

Source: Own figure. 

(3) Ecosystem approach:  The third approach builds on 
approach 2, extending data collection and evaluation 
beyond the beneficiaries to also cover other programme 
participants and stakeholders as well as the ecosystem of 
the support programme and its environment. This entails 
a greater effort, but also increases validity, since the 
information provided by the beneficiaries can be cross-
checked against the assessments of other participants 
and, if necessary, be validated and expanded. In addition, 
this allows for analysis of possible impact contributions 
made by the entrepreneurial ecosystem and the support 
ecosystem.

(4) Cohort comparison with benchmarking data: This 
approach differs fundamentally from the previous ones, 
as not only the supported cohort but also comparison 
groups are considered here. Moreover, the greater effort 
required for this approach pays off only if the assess-

ments are also conducted some time after the end of the 
funding phase, e.g. two or five years later. This makes it 
possible in the first place to analyse and evaluate me-
dium- and long-term effects.

(5) Cohort comparison with control group: The “royal 
league” of impact analysis is the comparison with a sys-
tematically selected control group. The comparability  
of the control group is higher than in the benchmarking 
approach in option 4. The latter usually only allows 
comparison with a largely anonymous group of other 
start-ups or companies. The reliability and validity of the 
control group approach is therefore higher.

The cohort-internal evaluation and the comparative  
evaluation are discussed in more detail in Chapters  
3.2.5 and 3.2.6. 

http://www.borderstep.de
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3.2.4 When to collect data? 
With regard to the question of when to collect data, 
a basic distinction can be made between programme 
phase-dependent data collection and that independent 
of programme phases. For instance, relevant data can be 
collected before the actual start of the support program-
me, e.g. during the application process. Data collection 
during programme implementation, i.e. at the beginning, 
during and/or towards the end of the support program-
me, is mainly carried out to check whether it is on track 
to deliver on its intended outcomes and impacts and to 

forecast potential impacts. It should be timed in a way 
that fits the programme schedule as well as the formula-
ted objectives along the programme’s impact logic.
 
On the other hand, providing evidence about the long-
term effects produced requires data collection in the im-
pact phase, i.e. several years after the end of the funding 
phase. Data can also be collected independently of the 
support programme phases from sources such as general 
start-up surveys and benchmarking and economic data-
bases, and then be used for comparitive evaluations.
 

Figure 16: Data collection in different phases of a support programme

Source: Own figure.

Challenge: Reaching out to beneficiaries after  
the support phase

The more time passes until data is collected after the end 
of the respective support phase, the more difficult it be-
comes to reach former start-up beneficiaries. This is what 
many start-up support programmes experience when 
they try to contact their “alumni” after a few years in 
order to carry out questionnaires or conduct interviews. 
A possible solution to this issue of long-term availabili-
ty may be to make participation in surveys both during 
and after the support phase a requirement as part of the 
funding conditions.

If necessary, this can also be made a prerequisite for the 
disbursement of final funding, or additional financial or 
other incentives can be provided for those beneficiaries 
willing to participate in surveys after the funding phase. 
It may also be helpful to maintain and update contact 
management databases regularly.

                

Time independent 
General start-up surveys, sustainability ratings, benchmarking databases, etc.

   
Support phase

At the beginning, during and/or 
at the end of the funding period

Pre- 
support phase 
E.g. during the applica-

tion process

     

Impact phase 
After 2, 5 and/or X years
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3.2.5 Cohort-internal evaluation:  
Assessing potential impact
Relevant approaches to cohort-internal evaluation have 
already been presented in Chapter 3.2.3. In addition, 
cohort-related data collection instruments and concepts 
that can support the assessment of impact potential will 
be discussed here.

From the multitude of possible data collection methods 
that can be used in the context of a cohort-based impact 
evaluation, the following can effectively support the 
impact analysis:

The Impact Management Project’s assessment  
approach

The evaluation approach employed by the Impact Ma-
nagement Project (IMP) provides another way to unders-
tand and evaluate impacts. This approach can support 
both cohort-internal and comparative evaluation. While 
it was developed to measure and evaluate the outcomes 
and impacts of businesses or organisations, its basic 
principles can also be applied to support programmes. 
The IMP evaluation approach has been developed on the 
basis of many years of experience of numerous evaluation 
institutes and impact investment organisations.  

Since 2016, the IMP has brought together a practitio-
ner community of over 2,000 companies and investors 
brought to build a global consensus on how to assess 
potential environmental, social or governance risks and 
how to measure and evaluate positive impacts.28

The evaluation of available results can be guided by the 
following five impact dimensions developed by the IMP. 
To this end, we have adapted the questions on outcomes 
and impacts to support programmes and have also drawn 
on questions from the DIN SPEC 90051-1 Specification on 
the sustainability assessment of start-ups: 

Recommended reading: Sustainability assessment of start-ups –  
The application tool of the DIN SPEC 90051-1 Specification

The DIN SPEC 90051-1 provides start-ups, start-up sup-
porters, investors and assessment institutions with a 
concept for assessing the potential and actual sustain- 
ability impacts of start-ups. The corresponding application 
tool summarises the most important aspects for practical 

use. It can serve as a useful tool in start-up support, for 
instance when selecting sustainable start-ups for start-
up support programmes, for incubator and accelerator 
programmes, or for developing subsequent training and 
mentoring concepts.  

• Data from application documents and  
the selection process

• Data from the organisation running the support  
programme: compilation and/or survey of  
programme managers

• Self assessment of applicants or beneficiaries,  
e.g. by means of online tools and standards,

• Specific tasks for start-ups: e.g. using standardised 
tools to calculate the CO2 footprint or  
GHG emissions 

• Surveys with beneficiaries, programme managers, 
evaluators, programme partners, experts, e.g. as-
sessment of the resilience of the beneficiaries.

• Interviews with grantees, programme managers, 
evaluators, programme partners, experts

• Feedback forums or focus groups with multiple  
beneficiaries, entire cohort, etc. 

Data-collection instruments for cohort-internal evaluation

http://www.borderstep.de
https://www.beuth.de/en/technical-rule/din-spec-90051-1/329926946
https://www.borderstep.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/DIN-SPEC-90051-1-Application-tool_EN_final.pdf
https://www.borderstep.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/DIN-SPEC-90051-1-Application-tool_EN_final.pdf
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Source: Impact Management Project: Five dimensions of impact, and DIN SPEC 90051-1 Specification for sustainability assessment of start ups.

Impact dimension Impact questions to be answered per dimension

What • What positive, actual effects has the funding programme achieved in relation to 
its target groups (outcome) and on environment, society and market (impact)? 

• What unintended, positive or negative effects has the funding programme had on 
the target groups (outcome) and on environment, society and market (impact)?

Who • Did the support programme reach its primary target group (here: start-ups)  
and which other external or internal stakeholders were reached? 

• To what extent do the changes that have occurred serve the target groups and 
stakeholders (outcome) and, beyond that, positive ecological, social and  
economic developments?

How much • How big is the effect on the target groups (outcome) and on environment,  
society and market (impact) in terms of scale, depth and duration?

Contribution • To what extent has the support programme contributed to the changes? 
Would these changes have occurred regardless of the support programme?  
What improvements or deteriorations in the target groups, other stakeholders, 
and with regard to the environment, society and market would there be in the 
absence of the support programme?

Risk • Is the achievement of effects being impeded or even prevented by certain influ-
ences or risks? If so, what are the risks and how can the influences be assessed?

3.2.6 Comparative evaluation:  
Benchmarking and control groups
Relevant approaches to comparative evaluation have 
already been presented in Chapter 3.2.3. Hereafter, we 
elaborate on them and present data collection instru-
ments suitable for effectively supporting Besides elabo-
rating on them, this chapterIn addition, the approaches 
will be explained in more detail here and relevant survey 
instruments and concepts presented that can effectively 
support impact evaluation. 

Systematic comparison: The benchmarking approach

While the first two approaches to impact evaluation 
focus on the beneficiaries, the benchmarking approach 
provides for the possibility to use selected indicators to 
compare the group of beneficiaries with the average of all 
start-ups in a country or large start-up groups with similar 
characteristics. 

If the comparison shows that there are clear differences 
between the supported group and the benchmarking 
group in terms of performance, development and ef-
fects, it can be assumed that this is at least in part due 
to the start-up support programme. The benchmarking 
approach can be used individually, but at best it should 
be combined with the evaluation approaches presented 
above.

https://www.borderstep.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/DIN-SPEC-90051-1-Application-tool_EN_final.pdf
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Possible sources of reference and benchmarking data

Data-collection methods for comparative evaluation

German Startup Monitor
The German Startup Monitor (DSM) is one of the most 
comprehensive studies on the start-up ecosystem in 
Germany and is published annually by Bundesverband 
Deutsche Startups e.V. (German Startups Association)  
in cooperation with various partners.

Green Startup Monitor
The Green Startup Monitor (GSM) analyses the signi-
ficance of green start-ups that contribute to a green 
economy with their innovative products and services.  
It is published by the Borderstep Institute for Innova-
tion and Sustainability and Bundesverband Deutsche 
Startups e.V. and funded by the German Federal Envi-
ronmental Foundation (DBU).

German Social Entrepreneurship Monitor 
The Deutscher Social Entrepreneurship Monitor (DSEM)  
provides an annual overview of the potential, needs 
and challenges of social enterprises in Germany.  

 
The study is published by the Social Entrepreneurship 
Netzwerk Deutschland e.V. (Social Entrepreneurship 
Network Germany) and the Euclid Network, with sup-
port from the Bertelsmann Stiftung, SAP SE and Stif-
tung Wirtschaft Verstehen.
 
Borderstep Institute and ImpactNexus
The project “Score4Impact: Making Climate Protec-
tion Investable by Start-ups” is funded by the German 
Federal Ministry for the Environment as part of its 
National Climate Initiative. It is developing a database 
with climate- and sustainability-related reference and 
benchmarking data of start-ups.

KfW Entrepreneurship Monitor and KfW Start-up Report:  
With its annual  KfW Entrepreneurship Monitor and KfW 
Start-up Report, KfW Research presents the latest scien-
tific findings and insights on start-up development in  
Germany.

• Evaluation of former beneficiaries’ corporate web-
sites and other publicly accessible sources

• Use of economic databases on former beneficiaries 
• Use of data and assessments or commissioning of 

sustainability rating agencies and sustainability 
impact assessment institutes

• Use of indicators and evaluations of large-scale 

general surveys (e.g. German Startup Monitor, Green 
Startup Monitor, KfW Start-up Report)

• Use of benchmarking databases (e.g. from the  
Score4Impact project)

• Comparative benchmarking studies on the basis of 
above mentioned data sources

• Use of own studies/surveys

For advanced evaluators: Comparison with  
a control group 

Causal effects of support programmes for young compa-
nies cannot be estimated and evaluated independently  
of their context. In addition to the effects of a support 
programme, there may be other favourable environ-
mental influences and disruptive factors in the start-up 
ecosystem that influence the development path of a 
supported start-up. If only the supported start-ups are 
considered, there is a risk that the identified effect is not 
attributable to the support programme but to general 
developments, such as an increasingly supportive market 
environment. The effect of a support programme can be 
defined as “additionality”. This represents the differen-
ce between the development path of the “intervention 
group” and a non-supported control group.  

The most recognised and innovative methodological 
approach for assessing additionality is the (randomised) 
controlled trial29, supplemented by qualitative research 
results30. Internationally, this is the dominating approach 
in impact research and is used widely in scientific studies. 
In Germany, however, the method is still rarely applied 
in impact studies and is almost completely absent from 
start-up research. While the systematic comparison with 
a control group represents one of the most complex eva-
luation approaches, it is also able to produce the most 
accurate evaluation results on the effect of support pro-
grammes. It can therefore be classified as the “top tier”  
of comparative impact evaluation. 

http://www.borderstep.de
https://www.deutscherstartupmonitor.de/ 
https://www.borderstep.de/green-startup-monitor-2021-zahlen-und-fakten/ 
https://www.send-ev.de/projekte-items/dsem/
https://www.borderstep.org/projects/score4impact/
https://www.borderstep.org/projects/score4impact/
https://www.kfw.de/About-KfW/Service/Download-Center/Research-(EN)/KfW-Gr%C3%BCndungsmonitor/
https://www.kfw.de/About-KfW/Service/Download-Center/Research-(EN)/KfW-Gr%C3%BCndungsmonitor/
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3.3 Improving and communicating  
your impact
“As an impact-driven organisation, our first and  
foremost aim is to create a social and ecological  
added value and contribute to system innovation  
for a circular economy. This impact orientation can 
only unfold and develop optimally with the right  
support structures in place. The IMPACT Guide  
provides crucial impulses to sensitise providers  
of start-up support about the importance of em- 
bedding and implementing the impact dimension  
in their support programmes in the long term.” 

Ina Budde 
Co-Founder & CEO, circular.fashion

Planning and designing start-up support programmes 
in an impact-oriented way and using selected indicators 
to evaluate the achievement of the formulated impact 
objectives form the basis for establishing processes of 
continuous improvement to maximise impacts. Commu-
nicating these results and learning processes in a trans-
parent manner also forms an important pillar of impact 
management.

3.3.1 Mission-oriented thinking:  
Programme design
The grand challenges facing humankind today require 
increased mission-oriented thinking and action in policy 
and society. In this regard, the start-up support system 
and its actors plays an important contributing role. For 
support programmes, it becomes indispensable to place 
a central focus on the topic of impact. This means integ-
rating impact orientation and impact creation into the 
core of the programme and developing the programme 
along defined impact objectives. Only if all programme 
participants have a common understanding of impact 
and the impact objectives at programme and societal 
level can the programme be analysed with regard to 
its creation of a measurable added value for the target 
group(s) and its contribution to positive effects on the 
environment, society and economy. Thinking in terms 
of mission and impact in the course of planning the 
programme thus enables setting in motion learning and 
improvement processes. These are a prerequisite for con-
tinuously enhancing and maximising the desired effects 
of the programme.

3.3.2 Learn & steer: Using results for  
programme optimisation
The results of the impact analysis and their internal 
communication create a good basis for impact-oriented 
programme management at both the strategic and opera-
tional level. The data collection and assessment concept 
and its selected indicators are hence key to making visib-
le the achievement of impact objectives and changes that 
are taking place.

Improvements to the support programme towards better 
achieving the defined programme objectives can be made 
on the basis of the evaluation results. Here, continuous-
ly generated data for the input and output indicators is 
suitable for operational programme optimisation. By ana-
lysing the ratio of output to input, programme efficiency 
can be reviewed and improved. Moreover, analysising the 
outputs provides essential information on programme 
quality through insights into the beneficiaries’ satisfac-
tion with the services. On this basis, it can be determined 
whether the programme offers are in need of change and, 
if necessary, existing offers can be adjusted and impro-
ved or wholly new programme offers can be planned and 
implemented.
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Integrating storytelling in internal  
and external communication

When communicating the results of your support 
programme to specific internal or external target  
audiences, it can prove effective to go beyond  
merely presenting the numbers and hard facts.  
Use storytelling to put the data you collected and 
analysed as part of the impact evaluation in the  
context of your organisation’s overarching system  
of values and goals - and in this way, effectively 
reach your target groups. 

Further, the data collected for the outcome and impact 
indicators in the course of the impact evaluation are  
suitable for strategic programme management and
optimisation. By analysing the results on the develop-
ment of start-up quality and start-up performance, the 
effects on the support programme itself and the funding 
organisation, as well as on the environment, society and 
economy, it is possible to identify the need for program-
me adjustments in line with the set objectives concept.
These insights can be used to optimise the programme in 
line with the objectives at programme and societal level. 
Ideally, beneficiaries and other programme stakeholders 
will be involved in the improvement process. If the results 
suggest it necessary, the programme can undergo a com-
plete reorientation, including making adjustments to the 
programme’s impact logic and reformulating programme 
objectives.

3.3.3 Legitimate & Motivate:  
Securing the programme
Presenting and communicating your evaluation results  
to your target groups is an important step in the program-
me impact cycle. It enables the legitimisation of your 
funding approach by decision-making and public players 
and creates external and internal understanding for the 
efficiency and effectiveness of your programme’s use of 
financial resources. In addition, credible and transparent 
communication sets an example for other actors in the 
start-up support system, who can use your impact ma-
nagement approach as orientation for their own work. 

In order to effectively report on the economic, ecological 
and social impacts of a support programme, it is useful to 
develop a communication strategy. For this purpose, the 
following questions can be used for guidance:

• What goals are you pursuing by communicating the 
results of your holistic impact assessment and eva-
luation? Here, differentiate between different impact 
levels of communication: Are you striving for cognitive 
impact (knowledge goals), affective-emotional impact 
(change in attitude, increased involvement, shift in 
perspective) and/or conative impact (action goals)?

• Who is your communication aimed at? Do you want 
to communicate impact results internally to manage-
ment bodies, programme staff or other organisational 
units, or is it an externally-focused communication 
activity? Specifying your target audience can help you 

to pick up on results that are relevant to the respecti-
ve target group. In addition, this allows you to develop 
suitable communication formats and channels.

• How often do you plan to report on the results? 

To report on the impacts of your support programme in 
a transparent way, create a systematic overview of the 
results by placing them in the overall context of your em-
ployed impact logic. In addition, disclose information on 
the impact objectives and the approach of your support 
programme, present and visualise the results achieved, 
and also address the overall methodological approach of 
the impact evaluation.

The questions posed above can also help to decide on 
the right selection of communication formats, which 
often range from presentations and videos to reports and 
publications. It is recommended to start communicating 
the results internally with the respective programme par-
ticipants. In addition to written dissemination formats, 
internal workshops can prove particularly useful, as they 
provide an opportunity to jointly reflect on the results 
and can form the basis initiating operational and strate-
gic improvements to the support programme.

As the reasons for impact management of start-up sup-
port programmes presented in Chapter 2.3 show, the mo-
tivation of those involved in the support programme also 
plays an important role in securing its success. Reporting 
and communicating the effects of the programme can 
serve as a major motivator for programme staff by revea-
ling the impact and meaningfulness of their own actions.

http://www.borderstep.de
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Translating the results of your programme work into a visual context is indispensible for communicating effectively  
to external but also internal audiences. A wide range of visualisation techniques can be employed, ranging from pre-
senting information in pie charts to area charts. As the below examples show, “cockpits” can be useful for presenting 
indicators with Likert-type scales, while spider diagrams can be used for presenting indices such as entrepreneurial 
orientation, sustainable entrepreneurship competencies or resilience. Quotes drawn from qualitative information  
can be of interest for providing more personal insights.

Visualising data for internal and external communication

Potential contribution of the product/service to solving sustainability challenges

Sustainable entrepreneurship competencies at the beginning and at the end of the funding period

Competencies in 
managing conflicting 

objectives

Normative  
competencies

At the beginning of the funding period At the end of the funding period 

Systems thinking  
competencies 

Competencies in  
strategic management

5 (high)1 (low)

Interpersonal  
competencies

Competencies in  
future-oriented  

thinking

3.2

4.27

4.5

1

2

3

4

5
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4 Outlook: Tasks and next steps
The impact management of start-up support programmes 
is still in its infancy. The Impact Guide shows how such an 
impact management can be established and developed 
for the benefit of funding agencies, programme managers 
and beneficiaries. In order to move from the input-out-
put-focused programme evaluation practiced to date 
towards holistic impact management of start-up support 
programmes, a number of tasks have to be tackled. In 
the following, we present the requirements and next 
steps needed for a full “roll-out” of impact management 
in start-up support. For this we distinguish between the 
individual programme level and overarching measures.

Initiatives and impulses at the level of individual  
support programmes

As the response to the project “IMPACT of sustainability-
oriented start-up support” shows, the interest taken by 
funding bodies, programme managers, accompanying 
researchers, start-ups and associations in the topic of 
impact management has increased significantly in recent 
years. Despite this awareness, however, the prerequisites 
for establishing effective impact management are still 
lacking. To move in the right direction, first steps can be 
taken at the level of individual support programmes:

• Planning impact: for example, organising and plan-
ning evaluation budgets and setting initial impact 
objectives.

• Analysing impact: Introducing first pilot projects and 
taking measures that require little effort. For example, 
this can take the form of including relevant impact-re-
lated data in the application documents and querying 
relevant indicators at the beginning of the support 
and funding period. Reporting requirements can also 
be formulated as part of the conditions of funding and 
participation, e.g. requiring beneficiaries to partici-
pate in surveys for before-and-after comparisons or 
focus groups.

• Improving impact: In addition to conclusions drawn 
from the programme’s internal impact analysis and 
evaluation, it can also prove useful to exchange expe-
riences in impact management with other support and 
funding programmes. For this purpose, we propose 
an “Impact Management Forum” of funding institu-
tions below, which should facilitate regular informal 
exchange of experiences.

Development of a mission statement for impact- 
oriented start-up support

Support programmes are an essential instrument for 
incentivising developments that contribute to meeting 
societal and environmental policy objectives, developing 
solutions to the major future challenges (Grand Challen-
ges) and achieving the sustainable development goals.  
In the long term, new mission-oriented guiding principles 
for the start-up support system in Germany are import-
ant and urgently needed. An important next step would 
thus be to develop a vision for the national or European 
landscape of start-up support programmes with a time 
horizon that is similar to the one set by climate protec-
tion policy or the high-tech strategy.

“Impact Management Forum” of start-up support  
organisations and funding institutions

So far, little experience has been gathered in the rather 
young field of impact management of start-up support 
programmes. Therefore, it is all the more important that 
those who would like to advance in this direction and 
implement first steps can exchange their experiences  
and learn from each other. To this end, we propose esta-
blishing a nationwide “Impact Management Forum” of 
start-up support organisations, funding institutions and 
associations.

Establishment of reference and benchmarking  
databases

There is a great need for developing and generating 
reference and benchmarking data for comparison groups. 
In the future, this will be key to answering the question 
of where start-up support programmes actually make a 
difference in the results chain of supported start-ups. In 
this regard, the reference and benchmarking data being 
developed in the “Score4Impact” project funded by the 
German Federal Ministry for the Environment from 2021 
to 2024 can build an important basis. For funding provi-
ders and programme managers, making use of speciali-
sed assessment service providers, e.g. for self-assessment 
tools for start-ups, also presents an important option in 
the future.

http://www.borderstep.de
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Creation and further development of methods  
and data

In evaluation research and practice, a great deal of 
experience and know-how has been built up over the 
past decades on how evaluations can be carried out 
efficiently and effectively. However, impact evaluation is 
still a young and underdeveloped subfield of evaluation, 
for which methodological and data-related foundations 
have yet to be created or further developed in the coming 
years. Important steps in this direction are, for example:

• Developing and adapting existing international 
standards on impact management and sustainabi-
lity assessment and reporting (GRI, IRIS, IMP, etc.), 
especifically for founders and young companies (start-
ups) or establishing specific standards for start-ups, 
e.g. through the internationalisation of the DIN SPEC 
90051-1 Specification on Sustainability Assessment of 
Start-ups.

• Initiation of a research programme by national go-
vernments or on a European level for method develop-
ment and data collection in the field of impact re-
search and analysis of start-up support programmes. 
Such a programme should be used to further develop 
national, European or international research and 
innovation indicators.

• Without the participation of former programme be-
neficiaries, start-ups and young companies, a sound 
impact analysis is not possible in the long term. The 
more start-ups establish and operate their own impact 
and sustainability management from the outset, the 
easier it will be to collect necessary data. In order to 
obtain meaningful comparative data, participation of 
a large number of start-ups and beneficiaries is im-
portant. Therefore, very lean reporting requirements 
for start-ups that provide them multiple benefits 
should be examined. Data collection would then not 
only serve to analyse the impact of support program-
mes, but also and in particular for the start-ups’ own 
use, e.g. in investor communication. 
 

Further development of the IMPACT Guide

The IMPACT Guide provides an initial methodological 
framework for embedding impact orientation in start-up 
support programmes. It can and should also be used to 
develop internal hand-outs and training tailored to one’s 
own support programme. Since impact evaluation and 
impact management represent a completely new field of 
action in start-up support, experience must first be gat-
hered in the coming years. This will also provide insights 
and produce more experience on how the methodological 
framework and indicators proposed here can be deve-
loped further. We look forward to receiving your sugge-
stions and recommendations!

Think &  Act for  Impact
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Glossary
Causality school: In the context of impact management, 
the causality school primarily follows a mono-causal un-
derstanding of impact which means that, in contrast to the 
contribution school (see “Contribution school”), it ascribes 
causal links between achieved effects and an intervention 
and assumes that it is possible to determine what propor-
tion of impacts has been caused by an intervention. 

Contribution school: In the context of impact manage-
ment, the contribution school follows a multi-causal 
understanding of impact that focuses on the how and why 
of impact and the role of an intervention in interaction with 
other influencing factors. It assumes multi-causality and 
interactions with other factors.

Effects: Effects are changes that occur as a result of an 
intervention. They can be positive and negative, intended 
and unintended. 

Evaluation: The systematic analysis of an intervention and 
its design, implementation, results, achievement of ob-
jectives and impact “based on empirical evidence. Implies 
an assessment based on transparent criteria for a specific 
purpose.”1 While the assessment of short-term effects has 
dominated in evaluation practice to date, impact evaluation 
(see “Impact evaluation”) goes further to also examine and 
assess medium- and long-term effects.

Impact evaluation: The systematic analysis of effects that 
are caused by an intervention, especially medium- and 
long-term effects at outcome and impact level. Impact eva-
luations counteract the inadequacies of current evaluation 
practice, which mainly focuses on the assessment of the 
achievement of objectives and short-term effects at input 
and output level.

Impact management: Here, impact management is unders-
tood as deliberately designing and managing processes and 
influencing factors in order to achieve intended impacts of 
support programmes. For example, it includes developing 
impact objectives and an impact logic in the context of 
impact planning, developing suitable indicators for data col-
lection in the context of impact analysis, as well as learning 
and control processes for improving impact.

Impact objective: The short, medium or long-term effects 
an intervention intends to achieve in the future. 

Impact philosophy: Refers to the basic understanding emp-
loyed by the evaluation to assess and evaluate the effects of 
an intervention.

Impacts: In the context of impact management, these refer 
to the higher-system level changes that occur in the econo-
my, society and environment as a result of an intervention.

Indicator: An indicator is understood as an “empirically 
measurable variable that gives an indication of a construct 
that is important for evaluation but not directly observable 
or measurable, and thus makes it accessible for qualitative 
or quantitative data collection.”2

Inputs: In the context of impact management, these refer to 
the financial, human and material resources invested into 
an intervention.

Logic model: A logic model serves as a simplified illustra-
tion of the impact logic of an intervention and contributes to 
impact-oriented thinking and action along all intervention 
levels (planning, implementing, steering). 

Outcomes: In the context of impact management, these are 
the changes that occur in the target group(s) as a result of 
an intervention.

Outputs: In the context of impact management, these refer 
to the services and offers produced by an intervention and 
to what extent and with what satisfaction they are used by 
the members of the target group.

Theory of Change (ToC): A theory of change shows how 
an organisation or an intervention it carries out intends 
to trigger a chain of results that leads to intended effects. 
The application of a ToC helps to illustrate the theoretical 
assumptions and causal linkages of an intended path to 
impact and can thus contribute to organisational learning 
and programme management.

1   DeGEval Gesellschaft für Evaluation e.V. (2017). Standards for Evaluation, first revision 2016, first edition, Mainz: DeGEval. P. 66. 
2  Ebd. P. 67.
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Appendix 
Tabel 3: Factors influencing the success of start-up and business support programmes identified  
on the basis of empirical studies

Participant-related factors
• (Lack of) competences and skills of entrepreneurs or participants (Jagoda et al., 2016)
• Internal team reasons for abandoning start-up projects (Kulicke, 2013, p. 10)
• Characteristics of the start-up team/start-ups before programme participation (Link & Scott, 2012a)
• Intellectual property rights (patents, word marks, copyrights) of participating teams/start-ups (Link & Scott, 2012b)
• (Low) interest of the participants (Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)
• (Negative) attitude towards support programmes (Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013) 

Programme features
• Breadth and profile of programme design (Bank et al., 2017)
• Reputation of the programme or programme sponsor (Bank et al., 2017)
• Awareness of the programme among target groups (Bank et al., 2017)
• Attractiveness of the programme location for target groups (Bank et al., 2017)
• Fit of programme goals and approach (Kulicke, 2018)
Preparation of the programme
• Planned and well-structured process prior to programme start (Bank et al., 2017)
• Targeted selection of participants (Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)
• Tipping points for self-reinforcing participant recruitment (Bank et al., 2017)
• Clarification of the participants’ interests and motives (Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)
Input
• Financial resources of the programme (funding, staff, infrastructure, etc.) (Gulotta & McDaniel, 2006).
• Sufficient funding for the programme (Bank et al., 2017; Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)
Activities
• Design/quality of practical support activities (Kulicke, 2018; Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)
• Quality and scope of services (innovation, marketing, finance, soft skills) (Heydebreck et al., 2000; Hung Kee et al., 2019)
• Invitation of interesting speakers and/or lecturers (Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)
• Participation of famous and successful entrepreneurs (Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)
• Qualification tailored to the target group (Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)
• Financial offers or referrals tailored to the target group (Rupasingha et al., 2019)
• Surveys on the funding programme (Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)
Efficiency
• Efficiency of programme implementation (Kulicke, 2018)
• Funding costs per job created (“cost-per-job indices”) (Felsenstein, 1992)
• Deadweight effect (Felsenstein, 1992)
Outputs
• Achievement of the goals of the business plan (Kulicke, 2013) or the start-up-related funding goals
• Monitoring programme performance (Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)
• Resource-based view: strengthening the competitiveness of participating start-ups (innovation, intellectual property rights, team com-

petence, marketing competence) as a basis for performance (Pergelova & Angulo-Ruiz, 2014)
• Participant satisfaction (Jagoda et al., 2016)
• (Lack of) fulfilment of the participants’ expectations (Remeikiene & Startiene, 2013)

Network-related factors
• Effective cooperation structures (Bank et al., 2017)
• Access to suitable expert networks (Bank et al., 2017)
Environment-related factors
• Policy-induced/-supported target markets (Link & Scott, 2012b)
• Access to attractive (lead) markets (Bank et al., 2017)
• Tax breaks and incentives for venture capitalists to invest in start-ups (Chen & Phillips, 2016)
• Market opportunities and hurdles (Kulicke, 2013, p. 10)

Source: Fichter et al., 2021 (the studies that empirically identified the individual influencing factors are listed in Fichter et al. 2021).31 
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Tabel 4: Examples of proposed indicators for the programme evaluation and impact evaluation  
of start-up support programmes

Inputs
(Resources, Participants)

Outputs
(Services)

Outcomes
(Effects at the beneficiary level)

1 Resource inputs of the programme  

1.1 Total programme budget
1.2  Number of programme staff in  

full-time positions
1.3  Number of hours of programme staff 

per supported start-up
1.4  Total amount of financial support 

available and per beneficiary
1.5  Number of actively participating 

programme partners
1.6  Committed/provided workload of the 

programme partners in working days 

2  Quality of applications and  
programme participants

2.1  Number of applications that:
  a. have successfully passed the  

initial screening of the support  
  programme

        b. were approved
2.2  Proportion of applications out of all 

applications that:
  a. successfully passed the initial 

screening of the support programme
        b. were approved
2.3  Gender composition: Proportion of 

female founders among all founders 
among:

  a. all applications
        b. approved applications
2.4  Experience of the programme team 

in number of years in start-up  
support

3  Services for beneficiaries and use of the services 

3.1  Grants approved in euro per calendar year for:  
   a. Personnel costs
          b. In kind/travel/external services 

c. Consulting services
3.2  Grant paid out in euro per calendar year for: 
  a. Personnel costs 

 b. In kind/travel/external services 
c. Consulting services

3.3  Average consulting/supervision/mentoring/coaching hours per 
start-up team per calendar year by:

  a. Support programme 
b. Mentors/coaches

3.4  Average number of events per start-up per calendar year  
to promote:

  a. Entrepreneurial skills 
b. Networking 
c. Funding

4 Use of the offers

4.1  Number of start-ups participating in the programme per cohort,  
per year and/or in total.

4.2  Number and proportion of start-ups that participated in  
programme offer X, Y, Z

5  Satisfaction of programme stakeholders  
(beneficiaries and others, if applicable)

5.1  Satisfaction of the beneficiaries with the support and various offers 
provided with regard to:

  a. Financial support  
b. Knowledge transfer 
c. New partnerships 
d. Efforts of the programme 
e. Flexibility of the programme 
f. Events

5.2 Satisfaction of other stakeholders:
  a. Satisfaction of the programme managers with the support  

programme 
b. Satisfaction of external collaborators with the support  
programme

5.3  Degree of need for change to the programme from the  
perspective of:

  a. Beneficiaries  
b. Programme managers of the support programme 
c. External collaborators

6 Team development and resources

6.1  Development of team quality in the funding period 
(or 2, 5 or X years after the funding, if applicable, in 
comparison to a comparison group) with regard to: 

  a. Degree of presence of required competencies in 
the founding team 
b. Degree of definition of team roles 
c. Degree of team members’ emotional attachment 
to the start-up

6.2  Development of entrepreneurial orientation of the 
founding team in the funding period with regard to:

  a. Degree of positive risk appetite 
b. Degree of innovation 
c. Degree of proactive action 
d. Degree of competitive orientation 
e. Degree of autonomy of employees

6.3  Development of sustainable entrepreneurship  
competencies in the funding period with regard to:

  a. Degree of competencies in strategic  
management 
b. Degree of competencies in managing conflicting 
objectives  
c. Degree of competencies in future-oriented  
thinking 
d. Degree of systems thinking competencies  
e. Degree of normative competencies 
f. Degree of interpersonal competencies

6.4  Development of the funding situation in the funding 
period (or 2, 5 or X years after the funding, if applic-
able, in comparison to a comparison group) with 
regard to:

  a. Average length of cash runway 
b. Volume of newly approved funding 
c. Volume of new debt capital 
d. Volume of newly received equity capital 

6.5 Social capital (access to resource providers)

7 Performance and resilience of the beneficiaries

7.1  Business development in the period of funding (af-
ter end of funding and/or 2, 5 or X years thereafter, 
if applicable, in comparison to a comparison group) 
with regard to:

  a. Average sales growth per year 
b. Average earnings growth (EBIT) per year 
 c. Average total volume of sales per year 
d. Average total EBIT per year

 e. Market share

f. Degree of successful definition and integration of 
KPIs 
g. Average number of employees in full-time  
equivalents 
h. Total number of employees in full-time  
equivalents 
i. Proportion of supported start-ups that did go into 
insolvency (survival rate)
7.2  Development of the start-ups’ sustainability  

performance in the funding period:
  a. Sustainability score according to DIN SPEC 

90051-1 
b. Degree of contribution of the product/service to 
selected SDGs 
c. Degree of comprehensiveness, systematics 
and functionality of the corporate sustainability 
concept 
d. Degree of successful definition and integration 
of sustainability-related KPIs

7.3  Development of the start-ups’ resilience in the 
funding period:

  a. Resilience score (degree of availability of requi-
red competencies and resources in the founding 
team), formed on the basis of the following indivi-
dual indicators: 
b. Team stability 
c. Average length of cash runway 
d. Market stability 
e. Degree of innovation

7.4  Achievement of defined objectives in the  
funding period:

  a. Degree of achievement of start-up specific tasks 
& defined development steps as formulated in the 
application and/or funding agreement

7.5  Start-up rate: Number/proportion of beneficiaries 
who started a business during/after the funding 
period

Optional additional outcomes category:  
Effects on the support programme and the  
funding organisation

Defined desired effects on the funding institution/ 
organisation:
  a. within the funding institution 

b. among direct stakeholders of the support  
programme

http://www.borderstep.de
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Inputs
(Resources, Participants)

Outputs
(Services)

Outcomes
(Effects at the beneficiary level)

1 Resource inputs of the programme  

1.1 Total programme budget
1.2  Number of programme staff in  

full-time positions
1.3  Number of hours of programme staff 

per supported start-up
1.4  Total amount of financial support 

available and per beneficiary
1.5  Number of actively participating 

programme partners
1.6  Committed/provided workload of the 

programme partners in working days 

2  Quality of applications and  
programme participants

2.1  Number of applications that:
  a. have successfully passed the  

initial screening of the support  
  programme

        b. were approved
2.2  Proportion of applications out of all 

applications that:
  a. successfully passed the initial 

screening of the support programme
        b. were approved
2.3  Gender composition: Proportion of 

female founders among all founders 
among:

  a. all applications
        b. approved applications
2.4  Experience of the programme team 

in number of years in start-up  
support

3  Services for beneficiaries and use of the services 

3.1  Grants approved in euro per calendar year for:  
   a. Personnel costs
          b. In kind/travel/external services 

c. Consulting services
3.2  Grant paid out in euro per calendar year for: 
  a. Personnel costs 

 b. In kind/travel/external services 
c. Consulting services

3.3  Average consulting/supervision/mentoring/coaching hours per 
start-up team per calendar year by:

  a. Support programme 
b. Mentors/coaches

3.4  Average number of events per start-up per calendar year  
to promote:

  a. Entrepreneurial skills 
b. Networking 
c. Funding

4 Use of the offers

4.1  Number of start-ups participating in the programme per cohort,  
per year and/or in total.

4.2  Number and proportion of start-ups that participated in  
programme offer X, Y, Z

5  Satisfaction of programme stakeholders  
(beneficiaries and others, if applicable)

5.1  Satisfaction of the beneficiaries with the support and various offers 
provided with regard to:

  a. Financial support  
b. Knowledge transfer 
c. New partnerships 
d. Efforts of the programme 
e. Flexibility of the programme 
f. Events

5.2 Satisfaction of other stakeholders:
  a. Satisfaction of the programme managers with the support  

programme 
b. Satisfaction of external collaborators with the support  
programme

5.3  Degree of need for change to the programme from the  
perspective of:

  a. Beneficiaries  
b. Programme managers of the support programme 
c. External collaborators

6 Team development and resources

6.1  Development of team quality in the funding period 
(or 2, 5 or X years after the funding, if applicable, in 
comparison to a comparison group) with regard to: 

  a. Degree of presence of required competencies in 
the founding team 
b. Degree of definition of team roles 
c. Degree of team members’ emotional attachment 
to the start-up

6.2  Development of entrepreneurial orientation of the 
founding team in the funding period with regard to:

  a. Degree of positive risk appetite 
b. Degree of innovation 
c. Degree of proactive action 
d. Degree of competitive orientation 
e. Degree of autonomy of employees

6.3  Development of sustainable entrepreneurship  
competencies in the funding period with regard to:

  a. Degree of competencies in strategic  
management 
b. Degree of competencies in managing conflicting 
objectives  
c. Degree of competencies in future-oriented  
thinking 
d. Degree of systems thinking competencies  
e. Degree of normative competencies 
f. Degree of interpersonal competencies

6.4  Development of the funding situation in the funding 
period (or 2, 5 or X years after the funding, if applic-
able, in comparison to a comparison group) with 
regard to:

  a. Average length of cash runway 
b. Volume of newly approved funding 
c. Volume of new debt capital 
d. Volume of newly received equity capital 

6.5 Social capital (access to resource providers)

7 Performance and resilience of the beneficiaries

7.1  Business development in the period of funding (af-
ter end of funding and/or 2, 5 or X years thereafter, 
if applicable, in comparison to a comparison group) 
with regard to:

  a. Average sales growth per year 
b. Average earnings growth (EBIT) per year 
 c. Average total volume of sales per year 
d. Average total EBIT per year

 e. Market share

f. Degree of successful definition and integration of 
KPIs 
g. Average number of employees in full-time  
equivalents 
h. Total number of employees in full-time  
equivalents 
i. Proportion of supported start-ups that did go into 
insolvency (survival rate)
7.2  Development of the start-ups’ sustainability  

performance in the funding period:
  a. Sustainability score according to DIN SPEC 

90051-1 
b. Degree of contribution of the product/service to 
selected SDGs 
c. Degree of comprehensiveness, systematics 
and functionality of the corporate sustainability 
concept 
d. Degree of successful definition and integration 
of sustainability-related KPIs

7.3  Development of the start-ups’ resilience in the 
funding period:

  a. Resilience score (degree of availability of requi-
red competencies and resources in the founding 
team), formed on the basis of the following indivi-
dual indicators: 
b. Team stability 
c. Average length of cash runway 
d. Market stability 
e. Degree of innovation

7.4  Achievement of defined objectives in the  
funding period:

  a. Degree of achievement of start-up specific tasks 
& defined development steps as formulated in the 
application and/or funding agreement

7.5  Start-up rate: Number/proportion of beneficiaries 
who started a business during/after the funding 
period

Optional additional outcomes category:  
Effects on the support programme and the  
funding organisation

Defined desired effects on the funding institution/ 
organisation:
  a. within the funding institution 

b. among direct stakeholders of the support  
programme
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(Effects at higher system level)

8 Impact on direct stakeholders of the beneficiaries 
(e.g. customers)

Changes in stakeholders of the start-ups in the funding 
period (2, 5 or X years after funding, if applicable, in 
comparison to a comparison group) with regard to:
8.1 Customer satisfaction
8.2 Sustainability-related empowerment of customers
8.3  Proportion of suppliers that comply with environ-

mental and social standards in supply chains
8.4  Average number of memberships in sustainability-

oriented associations/networks per start-up
8.5  Average number of sustainability-related collabora-

tions per start-up
8.6  Number of supported start-ups that achieve a 

measurable and significant sustainability effect on 
customers

8.7   Proportion of funded start-ups that have achieved 
a measurable and significant sustainability effect 
on customers

8.8 Energy/water/waste savings per customer
8.9 Number of customers benefiting from this

9 Market transformation

Developments in the market transformation of suppor-
ted start-ups in the funding period (or 2, 5 or X years 
after funding, if applicable, in comparison to a compa-
rison group):
9.1  Number/proportion of supported start-ups that can 

be classified as “market changers”
9.2  Number/proportion of supported start-ups that 

contribute to the growth of environmentally friend-
ly market segments

9.3  Number/proportion of supported start-ups with 
high market scaling of environmental innovations

9.4  Number/proportion of supported start-ups that 
contribute to the establishment of sustainable 
industry standards

9.5  Number/proportion of supported start-ups that 
were/are key drivers for the overall growth of the 
respective market per start-up

10 Society and environment

Development of environmental relief in the funding pe-
riod or after 2, 5 or X years, if applicable, in comparison 
with a comparison group:
10.1    Degree of environmental relief through most 

important environmental relief effect per product/
service

10.2    Degree of diffusion of the main environmental 
relief effect

10.3    Total GHG reduction (in t CO₂ eq.) per year per 
start-up

10.4   Average GHG reduction (in t CO₂ eq.) per year per 
start-up

10.5   Number/proportion of climate-neutral/climate-
positive start-ups

10.6   Secondary raw material quota and total primary 
raw materials saved in t

10.7  Average impact score of cohort/beneficiaries, 
change, benchmarking.

10.8   Average score of the contribution of the cohort/
beneficiaries to individual SDGs: change/bench-
marking
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