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LSEG FOREWORD

COMMENTARY
VALDIS DOMBROVSKIS  
VICE-PRESIDENT FOR THE EURO AND SOCIAL DIALOGUE, ALSO IN CHARGE OF FINANCIAL 
STABILITY, FINANCIAL SERVICES AND CAPITAL MARKETS UNION, EUROPEAN COMMISSION

“ �OUR GOAL IS CLEAR: WE WANT 
MORE INNOVATIVE COMPANIES 
TO START IN EUROPE, SCALEUP 
IN EUROPE, AND COMPETE 
GLOBALLY FROM EUROPE”

BUILDING THE CAPITAL MARKETS 
UNION FOR THE FUTURE OF  
EUROPE’S ECONOMY

Small and innovative companies represent the future of 
economic activity and employment in Europe. As startups, 

they are among Europe’s top job creators, accounting for only 
17% of employment, but creating more than 42% of new jobs. 
And as innovators, they will be the ones delivering the products 
and services on which our future prosperity will depend. 

I am delighted that London Stock Exchange Group (LSEG) 
and its partners have once again put together a report with 
1,000 inspiring small and medium-sized European companies. 
The report itself provides these businesses with a well-deserved 
showcase to a wider audience of investors, and �lls me with 
optimism about the future of Europe’s entrepreneurs. But it also 
highlights the challenges we face to ensure these companies 
can grow and realise their full potential. 

Through the Capital Markets Union, the Commission is working 
to ensure that enough funding can �ow from savers and investors 
to entrepreneurs and small business owners across Europe. With 
the European Parliament, member states, the business sector, 
and civil society we are building and improving the ecosystems 
that smaller and innovative companies need to grow and prosper. 
Our goal is clear: we want more innovative companies to start in 
Europe, scaleup in Europe, and compete globally from Europe.

We have already achieved a lot in this regard, in particular 
to boost early stage funding. As of this year, new rules entered 
into application for the EU label for Venture Capital funds – 

EuVECA. They will make it easier for fund managers of all sizes 
to run these funds, and for a greater range of companies to 
bene�t from their investments. In parallel, we have launched 
VentureEU, a pan-European Venture Capital Fund of Funds 
programme, which is expected to trigger up to €6.5bn of new 
investment in startups and scaleups across Europe. 

In March, we presented a proposal to enable the growth 
of EU crowdfunding platforms, by allowing them to operate 
across the EU based on a single authorisation. If adopted by 
the European Parliament and member states, this would help 
platforms scaleup and offer more choice for investors, and 
more opportunities for entrepreneurs to attract funding.

Equity �nance holds particular promise for �rms seeking 
long-term investment to sustain innovation, value creation 
and growth. Out of 20 million small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) in Europe, only about 3,000 are listed on 
stock exchanges. To begin to remedy this situation, we have 
adopted new rules to simplify and reduce the cost of issuing a 
prospectus. In May, the Commission proposed simplifying rules 
for SMEs listed on SME Growth Markets, a speci�c category of 
trading venue dedicated to small issuers. 

This is just a snapshot of our efforts to build a single market 
for capital in the EU. I call for support to help make a success of 
this important project, and ensure that we will have many more 
thousands of companies to inspire Europe in the future. 

LSEG FOREWORD

“The �rms in this report  
can lay claim to almost 
10,000 trademarks and 
patents between them”
Nikhil Rathi 
CEO, London Stock Exchange plc and Director of 
International Development, LSEG

Welcome to the third annual 1000 Companies to 
Inspire Europe report. In this pioneering report, 

London Stock Exchange Group (LSEG) is proud to 
identify the most dynamic and fastest-growing, high-
growth potential firms throughout Europe.�We offer our 
congratulations to them all. 

With an exceptional�24% three-year average compound 
annual growth rate (with the top 10% growing at an 
amazing 102% on average), it is no surprise they boast 
average two-year job creation rates of 37%. The largest 
sector featured is Manufacturing & Engineering, followed 
by Food & Drink, painting a diverse and encouraging 
picture of the potential of the future EU economy.� 

Romania and Hungary lay claim to the fastest-growing 
companies on average,�while German firms hold the 
most patents and trademarks, unsurprising perhaps 
given Germany tops the G7 productivity league. In fact, 
the firms in this report can lay claim to almost 10,000 
trademarks and patents between them, meaning the jobs 
which they create are usually higher skilled and higher 
paid, thus aiding productivity. �

With youth unemployment currently running at over 
15% across the EU as a whole, the potential of companies 
like these to help transform the European economy  
and give the next generation of young people the future  
they deserve is clear. The question is: will we realise  
that potential? 

Despite their obvious high-growth potential, the 
majority of firms in this report have annual revenues  
of under €75m.   

INSIDE THE 
REPORT
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When the UK government made shares in European 
growth markets, including AIM, eligible for inclusion 
in tax-free savings accounts, nearly €5bn extra capital 
flowed into AIM companies, practically overnight, 
helping them to invest, innovate and grow further. 
Innovative firms listed on AIM are five times more  
likely to export than the national average. � 

In Italy, AIM Italia raised over €1.4bn in the first half 
of this year for high-growth companies – an eight-fold 
increase on the same period last year. In fact, two-thirds 
of growth market finance raised throughout the EU 
comes from AIM markets in London and Milan.

As we seek to make Capital Markets Union a reality, 
it is in everyone’s interest that the European funding 
ecosystem is maintained and enhanced, not fragmented. 
Research shows that a 1% increase in the number of high-
growth businesses can add 2% gross domestic product. 

Healthy companies support the wider economy and 
society, and good politics follows good economics. 

Amid global political debate about the shape and 
structure of our economies and international trade  
flows, getting more capital flowing bottom up from 
investors to innovators and small businesses would 
be a welcome illustration of capital markets working 
throughout Europe. 

Finally, let us not forget the role that leverage in 
the financial system played in the financial crisis. 
The International Monetary Fund has since been clear 
that tax provisions favouring debt over equity finance 
are widely recognised as a risk to financial stability. 
Reducing reliance on debt would also underpin global 
systemic resilience. 

For all these reasons we must build an economic 
model that supports the companies of tomorrow, which 
in turn provides jobs and supports economic growth. New 
companies and new jobs require new ideas.  

Nikhil Rathi
CEO, London Stock Exchange plc and Director of 
International Development, LSEG

A thank you 
I would like to thank our sponsor, Association for Financial 
Markets in Europe (AFME), whose support has made this 
report possible. Their unfailing work for, and with, SMEs to 
develop sustainable, effective European �nancial markets is 
crucial to jobs and growth.

Our thanks go to expert contributors the European 
Banking Federation, Centre for European Policy Studies and 
EuropeanIssuers for their invaluable insight.

Finally, I would like to extend my personal gratitude to 
the commissioners, senior policy-makers and MEPs who 
have supported this report: Valdis Dombrovskis, Markus 
Ferber MEP, Jonás Fernández MEP, Anne Sander MEP, 
Ramon Tremosa MEP, Brian Hayes MEP, Eva Kaili MEP and 
Danuta Hübner MEP. Their unflinching efforts to design 
and implement a policy framework to support high-growth 
companies are absolutely fundamental to a prosperous 
future for the European economy.

The amount raised on LSEG  
markets by leading  
peer-to-peer lender Funding 
Circle to support SMEs in 2017

The percentage increase in gross 
domestic product that could result 
from a 1% increase in the number  
of high-growth businesses

£150 m 2%

“We must build an economic model 
that supports the companies of 
tomorrow, which in turn provide jobs 
and support economic growth”

“Nearly €5bn extra capital �owed 
into AIM companies, helping 
them to invest, innovate and 
grow. Innovative �rms listed on 
AIM are �ve times more likely to 
export than the national average”

Supporting SME growth 
A decade after the �nancial crisis, a new policy prescription 
is needed to give dynamic, innovative small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs), like the ones we identify today, 
access to the patient capital they need to grow and become 
the major European job providers of tomorrow. 

While there are more SMEs in Europe than unemployed 
youth, Europe’s track record at developing them into the 
global corporations of tomorrow is comparatively weak.� 
Of the 500 biggest companies in the world, the biggest 
proportion are in the US while the European cohort  
is shrinking. 

There is a vast amount of patient capital, like equity, 
available throughout Europe but, for growing companies, 

there are too many barriers to access it. Even though 
Europe invests more capital in its SMEs than the US, 80% 
of it is via debt.

Debt, however, is not the most efficient mechanism to 
help innovative companies which need all their capital to 
innovate and grow, instead of servicing a conditional loan 
every month.�It is designed to deliver a guaranteed rate of 
return rather than giving companies the space to scaleup.

Studies show over-reliance on debt means 
entrepreneurs are having to scale back their ambition 
instead of scaling up their business as too�many of these 
businesses either run into onerous collateral requirements 
or are unable to obtain funding for the duration they 
require. Debt bias persists because it is tax-deductible, 
while equity finance in Europe is taxed up to four times.

A new type of funding system 
We must recalibrate away from this fiscal bias and 
unleash the power of long-term patient capital. This 
includes capital markets, crowdfunding and peer-to-peer 
platforms. Because if the growth potential of SMEs is clear, 
the potential of patient capital is even clearer.

At LSEG, we work in partnership with our customers to 
make long-term patient capital more readily available. We 
are proud that last year Funding Circle – the leading peer-
to-peer lender – raised £150m on our markets to support 
SMEs, while Crowdcube, the leading UK crowdfunding site, 
is part of ELITE – our global business support and capital 
raising programme for high-growth companies.

Earlier this year ASA International – a Dutch micro�nance 
company that lends to low-income, �nancially under-served, 
predominantly female micro-entrepreneurs, as well as 
small business owners throughout Asia and Africa – listed 
on our markets. 

Our global capital market for high-growth companies, AIM, 
has raised €114bn for nearly 4,000 companies in two decades. 
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“ �THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 
IS PROUD TO SUPPORT SME 
FINANCING THROUGH DEDICATED 
SME GROWTH MARKETS”

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) lie at the heart 
of Europe’s economy, and they are the key to economic 

growth, innovation and job creation.�London Stock Exchange 
Group’s third annual edition of 1000 Companies to Inspire 
Europe pro�les inspirational examples of all the EU member 
states, including Germany. These risk-taking innovative 
companies are growing dynamically and supporting the 
economy, demonstrating European entrepreneurial spirit at 
its best.

With the proper support, the companies you read about in 
this report will grow to help assist the European economy and 
become world leaders in industry. But they will only be able 
to ful�l their potential if they have access to the necessary 
�nancing sources. Indeed, whether or not SMEs are able to 
access investment, and how they are capitalised, in�uences 
if they succeed or fail. Equity is a suitable form of �nance 
for high-growth �rms with signi�cant expansion plans, but 
venture capital and private equity tools, for example, are vastly 
underdeveloped in Europe compared to the US.

Encouraging these potential alternative investors is 
therefore key, and the European Parliament is proud to support 
SME �nancing through dedicated SME growth markets; a 
new category of �nancial markets introduced by Markets in 
Financial Instruments Directive II. This new sub-category of 
markets is speci�cally designed to facilitate greater access to 

capital for SMEs. Through this development and, in addition, 
a common regulatory standard for these markets, we hope to 
see further development of specialist markets that cater for 
the speci�c needs of smaller and medium-sized issuers.

The journey to greater SME �nancing does not stop here, 
however. This is part of a bigger Capital Markets Union project. 
Currently, �nancing in Europe remains heavily reliant on 
banks, and there are signi�cant differences in �nancing 
conditions between EU countries. This means shareholders 
and buyers of corporate debt rarely go beyond their national 
borders when they invest, starving SMEs of crucial �nancing 
opportunities. Once completed, the Capital Markets Union 
will complement bank �nancing with deep and developed 
capital markets, unlocking capital around Europe to give SMEs 
the funding they require to grow. However, so far the Capital 
Markets Union, which has been one of the �agship projects of 
the current Commission, has not reached its full potential and 
more ambitious proposals are needed to really get this project 
off the ground. 

The seminal 1000 Companies to Inspire Europe report 
proves how diverse, innovative and dynamic European 
companies are. What is also clear is that the regulatory 
environment must have SME �nancing at the heart of its 
objectives, and the European Parliament is delighted to 
support that objective. 

COMMENTARY
MARKUS FERBER MEP
EPP COORDINATOR, VICE-CHAIR, ECONOMIC AND MONETARY 
AFFAIRS COMMITTEE, EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT

FINANCE TO FOSTER 
INNOVATION

COMMENTARY
EVA KAILI MEP
MEMBER, INDUSTRY, RESEARCH AND ENERGY COMMITTEE, 
EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT, S&D 

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are 
traditionally the backbone of the European economy. 

They generate 90% of jobs and the vital wealth that 
guarantees economic stability and the quality of life for 
European citizens. 

Signi�cant EU initiatives focus on the provision of enough 
affordable and high-quality capital for SMEs. The Capital 
Markets Union (CMU) strategy, as well as the changes in 
International Financial Reporting Standards, aim to achieve 
further harmonisation and deepening of the European SME 
ecosystem of �nancing and �nancial reporting. We can 
already see the �rst results of this policy. In the case of the 
European Fund of Strategic Investments for example, we 
observed that the SMEs Window performed better than the 
Infrastructure Window, indicating that SMEs were more ready 
than other sectors to lead economic recovery. 

It is important, though, to stress that just a monolithic 
approach that aims to maximise the �ow of capital to SMEs 
is not necessarily adequate in the long run. It also matters 
what types of SMEs receive funding. A recent statistic from 
Eurostat shows that of the funding directed to SMEs, only 
6% is allocated to projects and ventures related to advanced 
technologies that can create both growth and global 
competitive advantage in the long run for the EU in the 
new economic era, often described as the ‘Fourth Industrial 

Revolution’ or the ‘Second Machine Age’. To keep the EU 
economically competitive and growth-orientated in the long 
run, we must increase this �gure from 6% to 15%.

Consequently, it is of paramount economic importance 
to channel funding to these Second Machine Age SMEs. 
However, investing in them is dif�cult because ventures 
of this type have particularly uncertain future cash �ows, 
and hard to determine hurdle rates. As a result, both the 
traditional �nancial channels of banking and the weak VC 
structures of Europe cannot be easily engaged. To deal with 
these structural and cultural issues we must be creative. 
Emerging models of �nancial disintermediation could be 
very ef�cient in bridging the funding gap for high-tech SMEs.

An instrumental element of the CMU’s FinTech Action Plan 
is the creation of a framework that will allow the channelling 
of funding to high-tech ventures through crowd funding and 
initial coin offerings. The European Parliament is at the front 
line of this initiative and is determined to provide a legally 
certain environment that will allow for the better allocation 
of capital and better distribution of risk, taking into account 
the long-term growth and competitive needs of the EU in the 
global markets. Starting with the Crowdfunding Regulation, 
2018 will be a year of strong and clear political signals 
indicating the ideas and determination of the EU regulators to 
assist cutting-edge technology-orientated SMEs and startups. 

“ �THE SMES WINDOW PERFORMED 
BETTER THAN THE INFRASTRUCTURE 
WINDOW, INDICATING THAT SMES 
WERE MORE READY TO LEAD 
ECONOMIC RECOVERY”

ACCELERATING FUNDING FOR 
INNOVATIVE EUROPEAN SMES

9  
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COMMENTARY
RAMON TREMOSA I BALCELLS MEP
ALDE COORDINATOR, ECONOMIC AND MONETARY AFFAIRS 
COMMITTEE, EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 

London Stock Exchange Group’s 1000 Companies to 
Inspire Europe report is excellent at mapping out 

high-growth companies throughout the EU. From my 
native Catalonia to Finland, and from Ireland to Cyprus, 
highly innovative and successful companies are creating 
the new jobs that Europe needs. As Members of the 
European Parliament’s Economic and Monetary Affairs 
Committee, our duty is to support companies to grow as 
much, and as fast, as possible. This is why we are creating 
the framework for a Capital Markets Union, an ambitious 
initiative to widen access to finance, so that companies 
can accelerate their growth and create new and higher-
paid jobs across the EU. 

�Working alongside the European Commission, the 
European Council, industries and regulators, we have 
already managed to make important progress. However, 
more needs to be done to overcome some of the key 
remaining challenges, including an existing lack of 
knowledge by most European entrepreneurs on the 
different funding options available to them to support 
their long-term growth strategies. This lack of knowledge 
reduces the efficiency by which capital is allocated to 
growing firms, meaning that high-growth potential firms 
sometimes struggle to obtain the right finance that they 
need to scaleup.

�Another key challenge is an existing overdependency 
on banking finance, as European business culture is far 
more familiar with debt finance than equity. Many high-
growth companies are skilled in accounting but not in 
finance management or attracting investment.

�There is an urgent need to make it easier and cheaper 
for companies to access patient capital, therefore 
enabling smaller businesses to grow into large businesses, 
impacting EU productivity positively through the diffusion 
of innovation into the economy. By not seizing this 
opportunity to connect patient capital with entrepreneurs, 
EU growth prospects and job creation will be limited.

�To connect companies with capital, we need to fill 
the existing gaps in the funding ladder. To do this, 
companies, investors, markets, legislators and regulators 
must keep pulling in the same direction and create the 
connected funding ecosystem able to support high-growth 
businesses from early stage through to listing on a  
public market.

“ �TO CONNECT COMPANIES 
WITH CAPITAL, WE NEED TO 
FILL THE EXISTING GAPS IN 
THE FUNDING LADDER”

THE IMPORTANT 
TASK AHEAD
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We are delighted to once again lend our support to 1000 Companies 
to Inspire Europe, an invaluable initiative for showcasing some of 

Europe’s brightest business success stories. 
The signs are positive for Europe’s economic growth, with EU GDP 

growing at the fastest rate for a decade in 2017, as well as employment 
levels in the EU reaching a record high. Such uplifting statistics are in 
large part thanks to Europe’s bold and ambitious small businesses, the 
likes of which are highlighted in these pages. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are the engine of Europe’s 
economic growth, and, over the past �ve years, have created around 
85% of new jobs and provided about two thirds of total private sector 
employment in the EU. But barriers to accessing the capital they need in 
order to grow mean they are being held back from developing.

Improving SME’s access to �nance, both in terms of volume and 
providing access to a wider range of �nancial products, is a key element 
of the European Commission’s Capital Markets Union (CMU) initiative, 
a project which the Association for Financial Markets in Europe has 
supported since its inception. It is already seeing some positive results, 
for example total annual funding from venture capital, business angels 
and equity crowdfunding for European SMEs has increased 65% from 
€7bn in 2013 to almost €12bn in 2017.

We hope to see continued progress, and were encouraged by the 
European Commission’s proposals in May this year to make it easier for 
SMEs to become listed on public markets. Out of the 20 million SMEs in 
Europe, only 3,000 are listed on stock exchanges, so there is plenty of 
room for improvement. It is also well known that many small businesses 
struggle to reach the size required in order to attract larger institutional 
investors on the public markets. This is why we believe the overarching 
goal of CMU – that Europe’s capital markets become deeper, better 
integrated and more diversi�ed – remains so important, so that promising 
small �rms can raise risk capital at all development stages. With Brexit 
on the horizon, minimising fragmentation of Europe’s capital markets is 
more important than ever. 

While there are clearly still many obstacles ahead in order for Europe’s 
small businesses to be able to realise their full potential, we know that 
they are up to the challenge. We hope that the companies listed here will 
inspire the next generation of entrepreneurs to push for the funding they 
need to be tomorrow’s creators of jobs and growth. 

Simon Lewis
Chief Executive, Association for Financial Markets in Europe

“The signs are positive for 
Europe’s economic growth, with 
EU GDP growing at the fastest 
rate for a decade in 2017”

SPONSOR FOREWORDSPONSOR FOREWORD

OPENING THE 
BARRIERS TO CAPITAL

As the voice of Europe’s wholesale �nancial  
markets, we understand the need to build  
constructive dialogue between our members  
and regulators. In our experience, an evidence-
based approach brings the best results.

Association for Financial Markets in Europe
www.afme.eu

AFME advocates stable, competitive,  
sustainable European �nancial markets that  
support economic growth and bene�t society.

Learn more about our work at www.afme.eu

Image: ECB headquarters in Frankfurt
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RESEARCH PARTNER FOREWORD

At Bureau van Dijk we’re proud to be the source of the company 
information in this year’s 1000 Companies to Inspire Europe report. 

Leaders in informing business decisions, we are committed to capturing, 
treating and standardising the right data to deliver the richest, most reliable 
private company information on the market. In fact, we capture and treat data 
from 160 separate providers, and hundreds of our own sources, to create Orbis.

Our Orbis database helps businesses to understand the companies 
in their ecosystem with information on around 300 million companies 
across all countries, 175 million people in 315 million roles and 43 million 
bene�cial owners.

Orbis gives you information on what companies do, their business 
activities, detailed company overviews and industry codes, standardised 
and detailed �nancial reports, and projected �nancials that make it easy to 
compare companies globally. It also provides �nancial strength metrics even 
for companies without detailed �nancial information and extensive corporate 
structures and ownership data, with bene�cial ownership information. 

We combine information on people, ownership structures, �nancial 
strength and entity data, to reveal important relationships that enhance your 
knowledge of the companies, industries and sectors you’re interested in.

You can use Orbis as a standalone database or combine it with purpose-
built platforms, called catalysts, to help you with speci�c business functions 
like: anti-corruption, anti-money-laundering, third-party due diligence, tax 
and transfer pricing, credit risk assessment, mergers and acquisitions and 
business development.

You get graphs, dynamic company structures, pivot analyses, heat maps 
and other types of visualisation and analyses to help you understand 
your results in seconds. For example, our corporate ownership structures 
simplify complex ownership pictures and let you rapidly identify global 
ultimate owners and bene�cial owners, according to your own pre-de�ned 
percentage thresholds.

And you can get as clever with data as you like: customise alerts, do 
time-series searching, drill down into the �nancials to see how they’re 
calculated, create your own variables and classi�cations, add in your own 
data, and much more.

Bureau van Dijk is a Moody’s Analytics company with more than 30 
of�ces worldwide.

To �nd out about our free trial scheme, visit www.bvdinfo.com or email 
bvd@bvdinfo.com.

Mark Schwerzel
Deputy CEO, Bureau van Dijk

“We combine information on 
people, ownership structures, 
�nancial strength and entity data, 
to reveal important relationships”

INFORMATION 
IS POWER
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