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Working with and learning from startups in
the E-commerce spectrum gives additional insight
in the future in which; consumer buying behaviour,

disruptive innovation, the power of startups,  the role of 
governmental policy and collaboration in the ecosystem
are at the heart of the developments in Commerce and

pave the way  or a bright future. 

“In the last three months,  I have had the opportunity
to step into the fascinating world of startups in the

role of Intrapreneur in Residence or IRR on behalf of
PwC with the objective to bridge the corporate and the

startup ecosystem.  My key take away from the ecosystem
is my believe that in the future technology will serve as 
the backbone and human creativity as the main driver

for change in the industry ”

If you have any questions feedback and/or
comments,  please reach out!

Enjoy reading!
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1. Key Take Aways…
E-commerce is still at its infancy and as we are starting to see the “E” slowly being
removed due to blurring boundaries of online and offline, the future of Commerce

is looking bright. The world of Commerce is hugely driven by consumer behavior and 
technology as the backbone of change. Startups play an important role in how the 

E-commerce industry will be disrupted, not only because they build on current infra-
structure but also because they stand for a shift in mindset when it comes to innovation. 

For years Startupbootcamp (SBC) runs a very successful accelerator program focused
on E-commerce in the heart of the startup hub Amsterdam, in a country that is started 
to be seen as a frontrunner of Innovation supported by national policy. Growth in the

industry is derived from key global influencers and will come mainly from value creation 
at the right price level, mobile platforms, social media analytics, personalization,

relationship management, omni-channel and sharing economy business models. 

The selected startups in the E-commerce program drive change in underlying
patterns putting them at the heart of the: price value debate, the importance of

Human Resources to live up to customer expectations, the use of real-time customer 
data, the control span in the sharing economy and the management of personal

relationships in conversational commerce. 

However, in the end the future of Commerce is of course not only build by startups
but in close collaboration with all partners in the ecosystem, because together

we build, measure learn and succeed.  

This report uses PwC research and market intelligence gathered in the last
12 months as well as our experience accelerating companies. When comparing
market research, SBC application data, our qualitative understanding and own

learning experience of the ecosystem, we can identify a number of patterns and
key developments which pave the way for the future of Commerce.       
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2. The Behavior of Future Buyers 
When we talk about E-commerce and the way that it will change in the future very
often we dig into the technologies that enable that change. However, Commerce is 
above all about human interactions and the behavior of buyers that will be reflected
in way that the industry will be disrupted. Even though the boundaries are blurring,
we know consumers are becoming increasingly digital. The (online) buying behavior
of consumers will have enormous impact on E-commerce and the way we do business
in the future. 

Looking at global buying behavior; online shopping is on the rise as compared to
2015 the number of online buyers worldwide in 2020 is expected to grow with approxi-
mately 42% which represents over 2 billion people worldwide that are expected to buy 
goods and services online.  Not only are more people going to buy online but also the
respective amount that they spend will increase as well. Therefore, The Global Trans-
action Value in Digital commerce is projected to show an annual growth rate of 10.9% 
resulting in approximately 3.2 trillion 2020.  From a global perspective the highest trans-
action value will be reached in the United States. Digital commerce still takes place on 
multiple devices and Mobile commerce is estimated to become mainstream.  In 2016 
the majority of global consumers approx. 75% are still buying from a desktop, however 
the tendency of using mobile devices for online purchases will steadily increase to
approx. 56% in 2020.  Moreover, Digital commerce is not only a characteristic of the
digital natives anymore. Even though in 2020 the biggest group of digital buyers will
remain within the age group of 24-35,  we will see the biggest increase within the
group of buyers older than 55 of which 52% will do online shopping. 

Above statistics underpin the fact that forthcoming Commerce crosses boundaries and 
impacts almost every consumer in the way they make their purchases in the near future. 

3. Amsterdam: Hub within the growing
Dutch Startup Scene
 

As much as the future of Commerce is 
influenced by consumer behavior technol-
ogy is one of the driving forces and acts 
as the undisputed backbone enabling 
change in the industry. Startups play a 
crucial role in disrupting the current status 
quo not only by introducing their vision 
on technological infrastructures but even 
more so by their drive to alter the mindset 
with regards to new solutions and innova-
tion that will not only change the world of 
Commerce but will have a major impact in 

societal development. Governments around the world have come to realize this and have 
claimed an active role in the development of the startup ecosystem. 

The Netherlands is starting to be perceived as a dominant global player within
the startup ecosystem.  Since seven years the number of fast growing companies in
The Netherlands has increased according to the ScaleUp Dashboard research of The
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Erasmus University Rotterdam. In 2015 we saw an increase of 7.3% of young  companies 
that grow 20% in terms of employability and revenue stream in a timespan of three 
years. Researchers have also investigated that one out twenty of every fast growing Dutch 
company originates from a startup whereas last year only one third of the startups made 
it to a successful scaleup.  According to research this growth has been established due to 
more available investment capital, better corporation between corporates and startups 
and the focus of the Dutch government policy on innovation. In the first half of 2016 The 
Netherlands took on the European Presidency of the European Commission where inno-
vation was announced to be one of the main themes. With the presidency the aim was 
to position The Netherlands as the “Walhalla” of the startup scene.

Neelie Kroes, special envoy for StartupDelta and former 
European Commissioner says in an interview with Spaces 
“The Netherlands is doing a good job in attracting and aid-
ing startups and a lot of work is put into creating a home for 
startups. It’s not only about attracting startups, but improving 
the ecosystem, making the ecosystem more attractive than 
it was. Discussing tax proposals with the government and 
coding for kids in the school curriculum with the Minister 
of Education, are all part of this. All in all I think that is really 
clear to everybody now, and the fact that we are recognised 
as the capital on the West Coast of Europe for the startup 
scene, makes me very proud.”

 
Adding to that, also the investment climate is getting more and more important.
With the business angels and investors from abroad being interested. They are attracted 
by this new situation of the ecosystem. Of course, we have a lot of talented people, hous-
ing is still relatively affordable and available, and we’re also quite positive about Startup 
Visa, the Dutch residency pushed it through in the European Council, which allows start-
ups outside the EU to come over and establish themselves here. They can also go over to 
the other member states, taking full advantage of the Single Market.”

As Amsterdam is regarded as the startup 
capital of Western-Europe it is no surprise 
that the SBC E-commerce  program has 
been proven successful ever since its foun-
dation. The program organizes so called 
FastTracks throughout Europe and visited 
12 cities in total, which resulted  in 174 ap-
plications to the FastTracks and another 234 
startups that applied to the accelerator pro-
gram. For this program 42% of the applica-
tions came from Amsterdam and 21% from 
The Netherlands. On one hand this seems 
logical as the accelerator program is based 
in Amsterdam. However, this is also hugely 
influenced by the startup image of the city 
and the attraction it has on international 
communities due to its multilingual nature. 
There is a lot of young talent and there is an 
open market where a lot of people are en-
thusiastic to step in the startup ecosystem. 
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4. Scouting the Best Startups to re-invent
the E-commerce Industry 
When it comes to driving change, Marc Wesselink, Managing SBC Program Director 
E-commerce says “For the program of 2016, we were on the hunt for determined
E-commerce startups that want to re-invent the industry on top of existing solution.”

Only the 10 most promising startups were accepted in the E-commerce program
2016 in Amsterdam. They all have something in common, not only do they show us the 
future but they have been building on current infrastructure, they have paying customers 
from day one and they have the potential to have a major impact in the market. 
Within the selection procedure of SBC there is a lot of emphasis on high performing 
teams and team dynamics are crucial in achieving the most out of the accelerator.  With-
in the teams this year there is an emphasis on Engineers to speed up product develop-
ment based on the laid Product-Market Fit foundation during the program.

Even though the number of 234 applications in 2016 was slightly lower than the 242 
applications in 2015, the quality of the applicants was higher and the startups selected 
more developed and recruited in a shorter time period. Before acceptance of the pro-
gram the selected startups started the program with a higher Average Monthly Revenue 
of € 9,600 compared to € 9,200 in 2015.  On the other hand, their funding levels were 
lower upon entering the program; € 67,200 in 2016 compared to € 68,900 in 2015.  The 
E-commerce startups of this accelerator seem to be building faster based on more reve-
nue and less funding. 

Average Team Dynamics of accepted E-commerce startups

Most of the startups that joined the program were referred by 
mentors of the previous programs. 
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5. Global Key Developments and Underlying
Patterns in the Ecosystem  
In relation to the playing field of the selected E-commerce startups and looking at the 
PwC Total Retail Survey 2016 and other market intelligence, we can identify five main 
developments which will have a great influence in how the world of Commerce will look 
like in 2020. If we look at the E-commerce spectrum or the focus industries of the inno-
vative solutions of the startups participating in the  accelerator program, we can identify 
underlying patterns directly or indirectly linked to the key influencers that together will 
drive major change in Commerce. 

“Startups teach us how a market driven
approach is changing the way how value is

created and perceived. There is no need to sell if
you solve a problem, it is like “selling” a glass of

water in the dessert. 

Gerben Klop
Director of Partnerships E-commerce



9

5.1. In the Age of Value Price is still King 
Years of slow worldwide economic growth have resulted in a
value dynamic and affordability is important in every income 
bracket, in every country and across every age group. In the af-
termath of the economic crisis consumers can be labelled in two 
main groups: “survivalist” and “selectionists”.  For survivalist afford-
ability is at the core of their purchase decision which makes deals 
and discounts a critical incentive to buy for them. Selectionists on 
the other hand, maintain an appetite for brand and a distinctive 
store experience. However, price is only part of the value story as 
the perceived value of a purchase and the actual shopping ex-
perience is becoming more and more important.  In many coun-
tries convenience is as much part of value as price. For the global 
sample PwC Total Retail (47%) said convenience is in fact a bigger 
influencer than price (43%).

5.1.1. Digital Operational Efficiency and the Rise
of the Marketplace 
The age of value and the perception of price is reflected in un-
derlying patterns within the focus industries of the E-commerce 
spectrum in which the startups for this year play an important 
role in. One of them is the rise of the “marketplace” and E-com-
merce solutions which could be a reflection that puts consumers 
more in control of what price they want to pay and by defining 
the value they get out of a purchase. On the other hand, there is 
an increased focus on operational and cost efficiencies achieved 
by smart and digital technologies to create the optimal shopping 
experience and live up to delivery expectations. (Startups that 
play an important role in this are for example: Cymbra and Mr 
Pastatalk).

5.2. Employee Talent finally matters…
Even more sophisticated customers want employees who can
enhance the brick- and-mortal store experience. Looking at 
broader perspective customer expectations demand for associ-
ates with product knowledge, technology know-how, the right 
attitude and people skills which is seen more and more as a dif-
ferentiator for retailers. The commitment of companies like Apple 
and Nike to in-store customer service and nurturing experienced, 
knowledgeable staff has raised the bar. 
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5.2.1. Insights of HR Tech and the Gig Economy 
Studies by current and former Wharton academics confirm that 
customer service and employee training and the right staffing 
can have a positive impact on both customer satisfaction and 
sales. On the other hand, after the financial crisis the Gig Econo-
my has created an environment in which temporary positions are 
common and organizations contract with independent workers  
for short-term engagements. In the current batch of startups 
there is focus on digital platforms that improve team effective-
ness and on the improvement of the right staffing which pave
the way to respond to future consumer expectations. (Startups 
that play an important role in this are for example: Ontrack & 
Clevergig) 

5.3. Social Media as the Great Influencer
Customers are relying on social media- in addition to their fami-
ly’s opinions, advertising messages and media coverage to make 
product decisions and gauge brand authenticity. When looking at 
the top 500 retailers in the US for example, the $3.3 billion in sales 
from social shopping represents an increase of 26% compared to 
2014. 2015 appears to be a turning point for the PwC Total Retail 
research as 78% of the global sample was influenced in some way 
by social media compared to 68% in 2014.  This years also marks 
the first time that there is a significant increase in consumers
that directly purchase via a social media channel 16% in total 
compared to 9% in 2014. 

5.3.1. The Tsunami of Customer Data and
Real-time Availability 
It is not just consumers who are being influenced by customer 
reviews, comments and feedback for companies this volunteered 
customer information is an additional form of customer research. 
For a number of startups this means they have a green playing 
field to build upon social shopping. Within this accelerator we
see startups that offer customized solutions build by smart
algorithms, machine learning and artificial intelligence to tweak
a product or service real time entirely based on online customer 
preferences optimizing the search and shopping journey.
(Startups that play an important role in this are for example:
Feli, Schedjoules) 
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5.4. Tomorrow’s Customers create
a Buying Community
Today the word community often implies a virtual or digital 
community, particularly when applied to Millennials.  91% or the 
global Total Retail sample reported that they were member of a 
loyalty/reward program. So consumers’ willingness to be part of 
a retail community that brings tangible efforts is clear: 70% said 
member only discounts were top benefit, 61% collecting reward 
points was a top benefit and 58% said free shipping was a top 
benefit. Many retailers are betting that the desire for community 
among future shoppers will only get more pronounced. Many of 
the most innovative initiatives actually bridge the physical and 
online worlds. 

5.4.1. The Sharing Economy puts Consumers
in Control 
The pattern we also see in this accelerator is that the sense of 
community building goes beyond virtual and buyer communities 
in retail.  Therefore, we see a lot of startups tapping into the shar-
ing economy where consumers are at the heart of the business 
model based on the connection they make on an online platform 
building not only on monetary incentives but even more on peer-
to-peer trust and relationships in the products and services they 
buy and sell. (Startups that play an important role in this are for 
example: Shelfsailor, PickThisUp)

5.5. Building Relationships in Direct
to Consumer Sales  
Relatively few consumer product companies have built solid
direct relationship with the purchasers of their product yet.
However, we do see more and more companies opening physical 
stores examples include; Burberry and H&M that have launched 
technology-enabled outlets with minimal inventory and envi-
ronments that invite customers to enjoy an engaging, social and 
interactive shopping experience. On the other hand, robust data 
analytics allow personalization and localization which leads to 
more differentiated customer segments not limited to the retail 
and consumer industry. 
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5.5.1.  Personalized Conversational Commerce 
Managing the customer relationship is becoming even more im-
portant not only in direct to consumer sales but also in a business 
to business setting. As the boundaries of B2B and B2C are blur-
ring we see startups simply focusing on human to human. They 
play a disruptive role facilitating personalized and relevant (mar-
keting) content available real-time to create more effective lead 
generation and pave the way for better sales relations and conver-
sational commerce.  (Startups that play an important role in this 
are for example: SaleStack, Immidi) 

Selected startups and E-commerce related themes

 

1.Marketing Tech

5. E-commerce 
Platform

6. Artificial
Intelligence 7. Logistics

2. Data & CRM 4. HR & Data3. Commerce Solution
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6. Together we Pave the Way for 2017
When it comes to building the future the global key developments and patterns all
embrace the power of the ecosystem. In a world where consumers are at the heart of 
technological development and where human to human interaction becomes ever 
more important; startups, scaleups, big corporates and governments can only learn from 
and with each other. Some call it “Frenemie collaboration”… but it is obvious that only by 
adapting the right mindset based on the very simple ideology of : build, measure learn,  
we can partner together in a world where failures are celebrated because in the end it 
will lead to bigger success. It only takes an open mind, willingness to learn and a certain 
degree of vulnerability to build the future of Commerce together….



14

7. Sources
• Global PwC Total Retail survey 2016

• Strategy&: 2016 retail and consumer products trend:
Five trends that could alter trajectories for decades

• SBC Global E-commerce Recruitment Analysis 2016 

• https://mediaweb.nl/blog/e-commerce-trends-2017/

• NRC: Meer snelgroeiende bedrijven, maar niet in topsectoren
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2016/11/16/meer-snelgroeiende-bedrijven-
maar-niet-in-topsectoren-5316779-a1532065 

• Startupdelta: How corporates in The Netherlans are getting closer to startups
https://www.startupdelta.org/news/How-corporates-in-The-Netherlands-are-
getting-closer-to-startups

• Scalup Dashboard 2016 Erasmus University Rotterdam 

• Statista 2016: Future of Commerce 2020
https://www.statista.com/outlook/330/100/digital-commerce/worldwide#
market-ageGroupGender



15

Notes
This publication has been prepared for general guidance on matters of interest

only, and does not constitute professional advice of any kind. You should not act
upon the information contained in this publication without obtaining specific

professional advice. No representation or warranty (express or implied) is given as
to the accuracy or completeness of the information contained in this publication,
and, to the extent permitted by law, PwC does not accept or assume any liability,
responsibility or duty of care for any consequences of you or anyone else acting,
or refraining to act, in reliance on the information contained in this publication

or for any decision based on it.

PwC NL is a sponsor of Startupbootcamp E-commerce Amsterdam

Contact Information
For Further information please contact:

Ilja Linnemeijer
Partner PwC & Technology Industry Leader

ilja.linnemeijer@nl.pwc.com

Vienna Seltenrijch
PwC Customer & Digital Strategy, Intrapreneur in Residence

vienna.seltenrijch@nl.pwc.com

© 2016 PwC. All rights reserved. PwC refers to the PwC network and/or one or
more of its member firms, each of which is a separate legal entity. Please see

www.pwc.com/structure for further details.

© 2016 Startupbootcamp E-commerce. All rights reserved.



16


