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Results from the 2019 survey with 110 participating startups.

Main target customer segment 

Size of startups

The Swiss Environment & Energy Innovation Monitor provides informa-
tion on innovative Swiss startups in the environment and energy business 
sectors for decision makers, investors and public authorities. At the end of 
each year, a yearly monitor is produced to show key information about 
startups founded in the last ten years. The monitor database was started 
in 2014 covering mainly energy startups and was expanded in 2018 to 

80% of startups target 
companies with 1/3 
targeting energy 
providers in particular. 
Also public authorities 
are an important client. 
Only 36% target 
private households.

Companies

Public authorities

Energy providers

Households

Background

Most of the startups 
are very small. 57% 
have less than 5 
employees, and 22% 
have less than 10. Only 
9% have more than 20 
employees.

Employees

Analysis based on Nov 2019 database version: 546 startups founded since 2009, 473 still in operation. Data
collection began in 2014, so older startups are underrepresented. The database is maintained by the Institue
of Innovation and Entrepreneurship at the ZHAW and eqlosion.                   

Contact: christina.marchand@zhaw.ch 
Link: www.innovation-monitor.ch/news/article/monitor-2019 

include all environment-related startups. Data collection is done yearly 
through extensive internet research and an online survey, and is supple-
mented by data directly received from startups on our website. Please 
participate with your data, if you are a startup or innovative SME and stay 
up-to-date on startup opportunities in Switzerland through our newslet-
ter (sent 5x per year).

How much capital was raised and 
where did it come from?

How much capital do you need to 
reach the next development step

Why did your perceived growth not 
fulfil expectations ?

Profitability 

52% of startups raised capital 
in the last three years.

77% of the investments came from Switzerland, 
with volumes above 2 M CHF mainly from other 
countries. About 30% of startups raised 
between 1-3 M CHF, 30% below and 40% above 
this amount.

Considering your current stage of 
company growth, what support 
would help you within the next three 
years? 

About 60% of startups
do not make a profit.
The average turnover
of companies with no 
profit is 300k CHF, 
while the already 
profitable firms have a 
turnover of 800k CHF.

Target markets Almost 1/3 of the 
startups focus on the 
Swiss market and 2/3 
on Swiss and European 
markets. Only 11% 
target the world 
market.

We underestimated 
the complexity of the 

problems

The market develop-
ment was slower than 

expected.
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We had financial 
problems

In May 2020, 125 Swiss energy and environment startups answered a survey about their

experiences during the COVID−19 crisis and the impacts that it has had on their business.

This document summarizes the results to highlight the consequences of the crisis.

Effect of the COVID−19 crisis

on your startup
The percentage of startups

that are negatively impacted by the crisis 

differs by location. 

“ What positive impacts

did your startup experience ? ”

“ Where did you encounter supply chain 

issues impacting your business ? ”

“ What challenges did your startup face ? ”

“ How long do you think your supply chain 

will be impacted ? ”

In general the startups positively impacted by the crisis

had more demand for their product and in 13 % of cases their

products could be directly used for the COVID−19 crisis.

The main negative impact of the crisis was “ difficulties

to sell product ” and the startups stated that this included delayed

or cancelled transport, inability to meet customers, closed stores/ work-

places, customers being far away and not accessible,

and difficulties to get their attention at this time.

Very positive impact
It has significantly increased our activity

Some positive impact

No impact

Some negative impact

Very negative impact
It has significantly decreased our activity

28 %
Positive

/ no effect

   German
   French
   Italian
   Romanche

68 %

78 %

100 %

14 %

Short term

(3 to 6 months)

Medium term

(end of 2020)

Europe

More demand for current product

Difficulties to sell products or services

We have been able to change our product to fit new demand

Project development is significantly delayed or stopped

We experienced more demand for innovation

More difficult to access finance as compared to before

Our product directly adresses COVID−19 challenges

Reduced growth due to slowed down economy

We can respond to higher demand for more sustainable products

Low or no supply of raw materials and components

We have to change our business model

We successfully adapted our business model

Staff is not available (quarantine or home working conditions)

Difficult to find enough employees for our tasks

We have new customer segments

Difficult to find enough work for all employees

China

Other  Asian countries

Other
(like North America, Switzerland, multiple)

72 %
Negative

effect

100 %
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We had financial 
problems

Reflecting on sales

and the 2019 financial situation

More difficulties depending on target customers 

Startups that name public authorities as a customer segment (n=47)

are more affected by COVID−19, compared to the ones that

do not (n= 78). This may have been due to a change of focus as many

regional and cantonal authorities were focused on addressing

COVID−19 and other projects were put on hold. 

74 startups were not profitable in 2019 and were significantly more 

affected by the crisis than the 34 startups that were profitable.

Startups experiencing a negative impact

separated by target customer

Raised capital

“ How much capital do you need to reach the next development stage ? ”

More than 100 startups are looking to raise money in the near future to 

reach their next development stage. More than 30 % of startups need 

more than 1M CHF (as was similar in 2019, see right hand graph).  This 

could be more challenging due to the COVID−19 crisis, as large invest-

ments coming from outside of Switzerland may be less accessile due to 

travel restrictions. 

In 2020 In 2019

In the last three years (2017–2019),

the startups raised

In the last three years (2017–2019),

the responding startups

Non profitable

Profitable

32 %

68 %

> 10M CHF

5M — 10M CHF

3M — 5M CHF

1M — 3M CHF

500K — 1M CHF

100K — 500K CHF

50K — 100K CHF

< 50K CHF

100 %

100 % 100 %

> 3M CHF

1M — 3M CHF

500K — 1M CHF

100K — 500K CHF

< 100K CHF

> 2M CHF

1M — 2M CHF

500K — 1M CHF

100K — 500K CHF

< 100K CHF

All startups

No authorities (78)

Authorities (47)

72 %

65 %

83 %
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We had financial 
problems

Impact on investor relations

and startup value

It appears that while 50 % of energy and environment startups do not 

expect a change in valuation, others are not as pessimistic about a low 

valuation as compared to investor predictions. In the SICTIC study it was 

mentioned that investors perceive a gap between these perspectives, 

which is consistent with the results of the current survey.

 The startups and the investors appear to have different perceptions.  Is 

the cleantech sector more robust than others ? Or are CEOs too optimis-

tic ? Do investors have less money available due the crisis and therefore 

take less risk and are more careful ? Mismatched perceptions may lead 

to some challenges in future fundraising.

SICTIC Report and Startup Ticker Review 

(2020) based on a survey amongst

65 investors that are active in different 

startup areas.

Reasons why

“ What did you experience with investors ? ”

Perceptions on value of startups during the crisis 

We asked startups the same questions as SICTIC asked their investors to compare the results.

How energy and environment startups

perceive the change in their value

due to the crisis

How investors see how startups value

is going to evolve

42 % 
of respondents are

experiencing challenges 

with the relationship

with investors

“ It is not possible
to meet investors 

from outside of 
Switzerland at the 

moment. ”

“ Long discussions 
that do not ultimately 
lead to a deal. It leads 
to delays in fundrai-

sing activities. ”

“ Investors are busy 
with changing

business models of 
their investments, 

and do not respond
to new requests. ”

“ Investors seem
worried about their 
past investments. ”

Investors value our company lower than we do

Our business is negatively affected / proof of market is delayed /
we are busy to adapt. That’s why we have trouble attracting interest

Investors are not available
(busy with other issues, outside country)

Investors are cautious to invest in the current
market situation

100 % 100 %

0 % (stay the same) 

− 5 % 

− 10 %
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− 50 %

> − 50 %

Higher valuation
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> − 50 %

3 %
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We had financial 
problems

Startup adaptation and support

during the crisis

Measures used by responding startups

to adapt to the crisis from most frequently 

mentioned to least

Startups reported potential business and environmental positive and 

negative impacts arising after the crisis in the mid to long-term. 

“ As an energy and environment startup, what could help you in the future ? ”

The majority (55 %) of responding startups

needed support to help them survive the crisis,

where 41 % did not need to apply for support. 

Of the startups that received support, they had varying opinions

on whether support was sufficient. It remains to be seen over the

remainder of the year how the startups continue. 

Potential business

& environmental impacts

Yes

No

Don’t know?

55 %

41 %

100 %

Well supported

The support was ok but 
could have been better

Support not sufficient

“ That local authorities 
buy more local

products ”

“ Loans with 0 % 
interest ”

“ Grants for innovation 
related to sustainability 

and energy ”

“ Support with
exporting
products ”

 “ Promotion of
companies who support 

a green, fair,
sustainable economy ”

“ Partial
unemployment for 

a longer period ”

“ Construction of
innovative hub to bring 

teams together ”

“ That regions
help pay

employees ”

“ Convertible 
loans ”

Local

production

Limited

resource

management

Green

new deal Sustainable

value chain

Economic

vulnerability to 

environmental 

crisis

Develop new product/ larger offer

Focus on business plan Applying for grants

Reduce working hours and wages

Focus on financial model Internal reorganisation

Develop marketing side

Digitalisation of everything

Reduce spending
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“ What about international expansion of Swiss cleantech startups ? ”

Geographical target markets

for the near future

Motivations for cleantech startups

to pursue internationalization strategies

Expanding business challenges

Development stage of internationalisation

Importance of factors for choosing

foreign markets

The domestic market is extremely relevant for Swiss startups,

as reflected in the fact that more than 75 % of all responding startups 

regard Switzerland as their core target market for the upcoming

three years. Notably, Europe, North America and Asia are the most 

desired regions for expanding. 

Of those startups already in international markets,

the most important factor was the ease of access to better markets. 

On the one hand, motivations for cleantech startups to pursue

internationalization strategies can be various  :

Of the responding startups, more than half are already

involved in international markets. 

23 %
North America

7 %
South America

7 %
Africa

14 %
Others

On the other hand, expanding a business poses challenges

that need to be accounted for as :

13 %
25 %

11 %

27 %

24 %

Will not internationalise, 
as product is designed for 

the Swiss market

Not yet ready to 
internationalise, but 
possible in the future

Recently taken the first steps
to internationalise

Established an
additional target 

market apart from 
Switzerland

Company was always 
focused on a market 

outside of Switzerland

Low competition

Easy to access to source material

Same language as current market

Proximity to foreign investment

Regulatory environment

Existing foreign partnerships

Easy to access customer segment

High market potential

Access larger market

Finding the right partners

Grow network and establish partnerships

Establishing initial contacts for physical presence

Improve proximity to customers

Dealing with the cultural differencies
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n=125

n=125

n=79

n=79

n=79

76 %
Switzerland

43 %
Europe

22 %
Asia

13 %

15 %

19 %

22 %

31 %

54 %

63 %

88 %

84 %

54 %

41 %

41 %

34 %

23 %
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Results of the 2020 survey amongst Swiss
energy and environment startups

Analysis based on Nov 2019 database version: 546 startups founded since 2009, 473 still in operation. Data collection began 
in 2014, so older startups are underrepresented. The database is maintained by the Institue of Innovation and Entrepre-
neurship at the ZHAW and eqlosion.

Contact : christina.marchand@zhaw.ch / yves.loerincik@eqlosion.ch
Link : www.innovation-monitor.ch

Results from the 2019 survey with 110 participating startups.

Main target customer segment 

Size of startups

The Swiss Environment & Energy Innovation Monitor provides informa-
tion on innovative Swiss startups in the environment and energy business 
sectors for decision makers, investors and public authorities. At the end of 
each year, a yearly monitor is produced to show key information about 
startups founded in the last ten years. The monitor database was started 
in 2014 covering mainly energy startups and was expanded in 2018 to 

80% of startups target 
companies with 1/3 
targeting energy 
providers in particular. 
Also public authorities 
are an important client. 
Only 36% target 
private households.

Companies

Public authorities

Energy providers

Households

Background

Most of the startups 
are very small. 57% 
have less than 5 
employees, and 22% 
have less than 10. Only 
9% have more than 20 
employees.

Employees

Analysis based on Nov 2019 database version: 546 startups founded since 2009, 473 still in operation. Data
collection began in 2014, so older startups are underrepresented. The database is maintained by the Institue
of Innovation and Entrepreneurship at the ZHAW and eqlosion.                   

Contact: christina.marchand@zhaw.ch 
Link: www.innovation-monitor.ch/news/article/monitor-2019 

include all environment-related startups. Data collection is done yearly 
through extensive internet research and an online survey, and is supple-
mented by data directly received from startups on our website. Please 
participate with your data, if you are a startup or innovative SME and stay 
up-to-date on startup opportunities in Switzerland through our newslet-
ter (sent 5x per year).

How much capital was raised and 
where did it come from?

How much capital do you need to 
reach the next development step

Why did your perceived growth not 
fulfil expectations ?

Profitability 

52% of startups raised capital 
in the last three years.

77% of the investments came from Switzerland, 
with volumes above 2 M CHF mainly from other 
countries. About 30% of startups raised 
between 1-3 M CHF, 30% below and 40% above 
this amount.

Considering your current stage of 
company growth, what support 
would help you within the next three 
years? 

About 60% of startups
do not make a profit.
The average turnover
of companies with no 
profit is 300k CHF, 
while the already 
profitable firms have a 
turnover of 800k CHF.

Target markets Almost 1/3 of the 
startups focus on the 
Swiss market and 2/3 
on Swiss and European 
markets. Only 11% 
target the world 
market.

We underestimated 
the complexity of the 

problems

The market develop-
ment was slower than 

expected.

> 20 

10-19 

5-9 

1-4 

World
China
USA
not CH
only CH
CH / Europe

over 5 M
3-6 M
1-3 M
500k - 1M
100-500k
less 100k

11%

9%

80% 43% 36% 36%

7%
8%

34%
14%

22%

15%

11%

18%
22%

25%
28%

61%

22%

57%

We had problems 
finding the right people

30%
60%

Financial 
support

More visibility 
to customers

Better networks, 
contacts, 

collaboration

1 23

Startups in energy and environment 
sectors founded between 2009-2018

2019 YEARLY 
MONITOR

We had financial 
problems

Cleantech startups and the COVID−19 crisis, who answered the survey ?

This report is based on survey results from

125
energy and environment startups

from across Switzerland.

23 %
response rate, out of

534
startups in the Innovation Monitor

database

92 %
of respondents

are in a leading position

(founder, CEO or executive position)

Origin of responding startups

Number of employees

Startups growth phase

Area of activity

   German
   French
   Italian
   Romanche

65 %

30 %

5 %

57 %

Large
(20—60)

Medium
(5—19)

Small
(1—4)

35 %

7 %

45 % 
of the 125

responding

startups are

in the energy sector

35 % 
of the 534 startups

in the Innovation 

Monitor database are 

in the energy sector

100 %

Energy usage, efficiency
& prosumption

Energy production,
distribution & storage

Natural resources, material
efficiency or recycling

Food, farming
or forestry

Transport
& mobility

Industrial process &
manufacture (technology...)

Construction
& buildings

Finance, insurance,
IT or data amalysis

Environment, sustainability
& hazard prevention

Clothes, textiles,
wearable devices or apps

Other

3 %

3 %

3 %

3 %
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9 % 35 % 51 % 5 %

Formation Validation Growth Established

25 %

22 %

15 %

11 %

9 %

2 %

4 %
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