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Enabling Entrepreneurship
in Nutrition
The fuel to feed 9 billion in 2050
Simone K. Frey
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2. Attitude of millennials: Millennials – the generation born
between 1981 and 1996 – want healthy, transparently
sourced and produced, and sustainable food. They are
passionate about changing how we produce, sell, and buy
food, and are forcing companies to adapt.2

Key messages
> A new generation of entrepreneurs is driven by shaping how
we produce, sell, and buy food.

> Various venture capital firms have identified food and
nutrition businesses as profitable investment opportunities.

> Development organizations are working more closely
with businesses than ever before.

> Incubators are useful partners for entrepreneurs to help
shape their ideas and develop their business models.

Introduction
In many of our societies, the entire food value chain has been
commercialized since the 1950s – from buying fruits and vegetables to home delivery services. The industrialization of food has
gained momentum and led to a focus on profit to shareholders.1
This commercialization of the food value chain has happened in a
way that is detrimental to our societies: two billion of the world’s
population is overweight and another billion is underweight.
That is the bittersweet reality. Although we cannot stop the industrialization of the food value chain, we can participate in it and
shape it by fostering an enabling environment for entrepreneurs.
In fact, there has never been a better time to start a business with
the purpose of improving human nutrition – whether in Europe,
the US, Africa, or Asia. The world of nutrition is changing at a fast
pace, and this is due to the following three factors:
1. Advances in nutrition: Scientific advances have revealed
the importance of nutrition to human health. This understanding has diffused among the population, and consumers
are more and more mindful about what they eat.

3. Capital: Food companies have realized that
developing disruptive products within their core business
is challenging and often not successful. Therefore, many
have decided to invest into venture capital funds to
be part of start-up companies offering healthier or more
innovative products.3
These three factors have enabled start-ups to accelerate and
scale up their businesses – some of them having even scaled to
a size that they were acquired by large food producers. The startup Beyond Meat received US$72 million to develop and market
plant-based burger patties.4 The start-up Plenty, which develops
plant science for crops to flourish in a pesticide- and GMO-free
environment using vertical farms, received US$226 million in
funding.5 The company RXBAR, founded in 2013, manufactures
and distributes whole fruit and nut energy bars that are rich in
protein. The company was acquired in 2017 for US$600 million
by Kellogg’s.6 Gardein was founded in 2003 and produces and
markets dairy- and meat-free products and recipes, including
barbecue wings and a meatless meatloaf. It was acquired by
Pinnacle Foods for US$154 million in 2014.7 These examples indicate that it is possible (and much easier compared to 10 years
ago) for food start-ups to receive venture funding. In addition,
development organizations active in low- and middle-income
countries (LMIC) increasingly invest in financing models for
small to medium-sized enterprises.

“There has never been
a better time to start a business
with the purpose of improving
human nutrition”
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Glossary
Incubator
Incubators support start-ups entering the beginning
stages of building their businesses by offering
expert membership and resources such as office space,
legal counsel, and even seed money – typically in exchange
for a small amount of equity. Usually, they have an
open-ended timeline.

Accelerator
Accelerators offer three- to six-month programs for
rapid-growth companies that already have a minimum
viable product (MVP) and connect these with mentors,
guidance, resources, and funding. Example: Good Food
Accelerator (www.goodfoodaccelerator.org).

Angel investor
An angel investor is a private investor (typically a very
experienced, often retired executive) who wants to support
entrepreneurs with funding and mentoring. In contrast,
institutional venture capitalists invest other people’s money
and usually larger amounts than angel investors.

Bootstrapping
Bootstrapping of a start-up means that the entrepreneur
is financing the business from their own generated revenues
(cashflow). By doing that, the entrepreneur keeps control
(the equity) of the company but might lack the capital to scale
the business rapidly.

Coworking space
A place offering cost-effective office space, a community of
like-minded entrepreneurs, and access to many of the same
benefits that accelerators offer.

Crowdfunding
Crowdfunding is the practice of funding a project or venture
by raising many small amounts of money from a large number
of people, typically via the internet.

Venture capital
Venture capital (VC) is a form of financing that is provided
by firms or funds to small, early-stage, emerging businesses
that have high growth potential or that have demonstrated
high growth (in terms of number of employees, annual
revenue, or both) and that would not receive funding from
traditional banks due to the risk of failure.
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Impossible Foods and share:
two examples of rapid innovation
Recently, I met Nick Halla, Chief Strategy Officer at Impossible Foods (www.impossiblefoods.com), who has been with
the company from its inception. Founded in 2011, Impossible
Foods develops a new generation of meats and cheeses made
entirely from plants, and it has received US$388 million in total
funding so far. One of their first funding rounds was backed by
Khosla Ventures with US$9 million.8 Their burger patty, which
looks and tastes like meat (it even “bleeds”), is already served
in many restaurants around the world. Within the span of seven years they have achieved something that seemed, indeed,
impossible.
Another team of founders, among them Iris Braun and Sebastian Stricker, had the idea of sharing “consumption” and founded a start-up called share. share markets nut bars, hand soap
and water, and with each purchase a person in need receives a
comparable product. Within just one year, the team has developed three product lines, organized distribution in over 5,000
retail stores, and sold over 1.4 million products during share’s
first six weeks in the market. With the purchase of each of the
1.4 million share products, around 300,000 people in LMIC received donations of food, water, and personal hygiene products.
How did Braun, Stricker, and their team get there?
It started several years ago with the founders working at the
United Nations and being frustrated about how nontransparent their work was to the general public. This frustration made
Stricker develop the ShareTheMeal app. With the click of a button, you can “share your meal” and donate a day’s worth of food
to a project of choice, all for a cost of €0.40. Today, ShareTheMeal has over 1 million active users worldwide and provides a
channel for small donations of US$0.40, which are sufficient to
help a person in need. To develop and scale ShareTheMeal, no
investors were required, and bootstrapping worked well for this
business model.
That was in 2015. Two years later, the team wondered whether they could increase the donations if they had a solution for
people who do not use apps. After brainstorming and incubation,
the idea for share and its 1+1 principle were born: each product
purchase in Germany donates an equivalent product in an LMIC,
with each donation being fully transparent and trackable.9 The
team was excited and fully aware that this company – in contrast
to ShareTheMeal – required capital to get started. The founding
team decided to scale this social enterprise through raising traditional venture capital. The team found out that many investors
are interested in social enterprise and a workable, scalable business model. For the team, it was important that the investor fits
well with the team and its purpose. It was, however, not so easy
to close the investment deals: despite the immediate interest,
it took about half a year to find the right partner, get the seed
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Picture from share’s press kit

funding, and set up the founding team. The seed round was provided by Atlantic Food Labs, a food- and nutrition-specialized
early-stage investor in Berlin. Atlantic Food Labs connected the
founders with a strategic investor from the industry, Döhler. This
was helpful, as Döhler is a specialized ingredient producer and
brought in its product development expertise.
Once the funding process was running, the founders built a
team and advisory board that would fill expertise gaps. Although
the team had plenty of experience in management consulting,
non-profit work, development research, and food start-ups, additional expertise was required. Once the team and advisory board
were in place, the founders felt ready to take on the challenge to
bring share’s products to the largest retailer in Germany.
“We knew that in the tough world of German food retail,
which is particularly known for its price sensitivity and low margins, we had to reach scale fast to make our special cost model
workable. Hence, we devised an audacious plan: develop a turnkey solution for the big German retail chains that they can then
throw their weight behind and urge them to take us national. We
managed to get that 15-minute meeting with the CEO of REWE,
a large German retailer. He was immediately attracted by the
simplicity and clarity of our 1+1 principle: each product donates
an equivalent product. With their go-ahead, we were able to also
convince Europe’s biggest drugstore chain to support our launch
and stock us,” says Braun.
Another example of a food company combining social impact and business is the start-up 45RICE in Singapore.10 45RICE

fortifies rice with essential vitamins and minerals. Its team is
dedicated to improving lives through nutrition. 45RICE is
backed by BoP Hub Ltd., a Singapore-based accelerator for social entrepreneurs.11

“To start a business, a good idea,
a powerful team, a network
of mentors, and funding are
critical requirements”

© Giselle Guerrero
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Picture from share’s press kit

The financing cycles of start-ups follow a typical pattern
Both start-ups, Impossible Foods and share, used venture capital
to develop their products and bring these to market. To start a
business, a good idea, a powerful team, a network of mentors,
and funding are critical requirements. For the funding of newly founded companies, various options are available: the initial
funding, called pre-seed or seed funding, can be provided by incubators, angel investors, crowdfunding, or specialized investors.
In later stages, once revenues have been generated and the risk of
failure has decreased (at least a little), venture capital or private
equity firms offer capital.12 Figure 1 presents this financing cycle
of start-ups and shows that in the initial seed phase there are no
revenues, but financing is available, e.g., from angel investors.
Incubators from around the world focusing
on food and nutrition
Usually, each investment firm sets a focus on a specific financing
cycle in addition to focusing on specific topics (e.g., alternative
protein sources, direct-to-consumer or business-to-business
business models). Since I believe that incubators (see Glossary) play a special role in the ecosystem of product innovation,
I will describe four incubators specializing in food and nutrition innovation from Germany, Israel, China, and Singapore,
respectively.
Atlantic Food Labs, Berlin, Germany (www.foodlabs.de)
Atlantic Food Labs (AFL) is an investor based in Berlin, Germany,

specialized in seed-stage investments. AFL was founded in 2015
by angel investor Christophe F. Maire. Founders from around the
world are invited to approach AFL with their idea or business
concept. Based on the scale of innovation, the potential market
size and the strength of the founders, AFL offers seed investment
together with support in operations such as sales, business planning, and product development, including scientific and regulatory advice. AFL currently has 25 start-ups in its portfolio, one
of which is share. Another interesting start-up AFL supports is
mitte® (mitte.co), which is developing a water-purifying system
that enables consumers to mineralize their water at home based
on their preferences.
The Kitchen – Food Tech Hub, Tel Aviv, Israel
(www.thekitchenhub.com)
The Kitchen is Israel’s only food tech–focused incubator. It was
founded in 2015 as part of Israel’s incubator program and is
owned by food company Strauss Group. The Kitchen addresses
global food challenges by harnessing Israel’s renowned innovation ecosystem. It currently has 10 ventures in its portfolio.
The Kitchen is looking for entrepreneurs from all around the
world, the prerequisite for investment being that the company
be founded in Israel. For the investment committee, it is important to see a strong founding team and an innovation addressing
an unmet need in a large growing market with high barriers to
market entry for potential competitors. Their portfolio includes
BactuSense, a sensor that enables rapid detection of pathogens
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figure 1: The start-up financing cycle – from idea incubation to profitable business
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in food manufacturing lines, and Flying Spark, an insect protein
with a high nutritional value and minimal environmental footprint sourced from fruit fly larvae.
Bits x Bites, Shanghai, China (www.bitsxbites.com)
Bits x Bites is China’s first food tech acceleration platform and
venture capitalist investing in disruptive food innovation startups to shape the future of nutritious food. Bits x Bites was founded in 2016 to solve the systematic challenges the world is facing
in the food supply chain including food access, food safety, nutrition, and consumer mindfulness. Bits x Bites has invested in
nine companies to date, from a company producing meat from
animal cells to a food safety start-up bringing nanoscale contaminant detection to the food industry. Bits x Bites is looking for
entrepreneurs who share their mission, use technology as the
enabler to disrupt the current supply chain, and target China as
one of their main markets.
Coffee Ventures, Singapore (coffeevc.com)
Coffee Ventures focuses on investing in early-stage technological start-ups in Southeast Asia. The partners were formerly
engineering executives and had been investing in Silicon Valley and Asia prior to starting Coffee Ventures in 2016. They

seek entrepreneurs who demonstrate discipline in developing hypotheses to address a problem, depth of understanding
through experimentation, and resourcefulness in taking products to market. Coffee Ventures invests in technology-enabled
businesses that have the potential to achieve outsized growth
relative to the capital required. A recent investment is Kulina.
During each mealtime, millions of Indonesians in the capital
city Jakarta face high prices, uncertain hygiene, and traffic that
many believe to be the worst in the world. The start-up Kulina solves this problem by offering subscriptions to delicious
meals, curating meal options, and optimizing logistic aggregation and routing efficiencies – all this while achieving sustainable unit economics. Currently, Kulina delivers to thousands of
people each lunchtime and gives them back 30 minutes of their
time every day.
There are various private and corporate venture capital firms
who are looking for successful companies to invest in. Examples of private firms specializing in food and nutrition – each
with a different focus – include Five Seasons Ventures, Oyster
Bay, Freigeist, and New Protein Capital (see also Table 1). In
addition, many food and nutrition companies have established
venture capital units. Usually, these are separate entities that
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table 1: Venture capital firms, corporate venture capital units, and crowdfunding platforms, listed alphabetically
Name

Website

45Rice

45rice.com

AccelFoods

www.accelfoods.com

AgFunder

agfunder.com

Anterra Capital

www.anterracapital.com

Atlantic Food Labs

www.foodlabs.de

B37 Ventures

b37.vc

Barnraiser

www.barnraiser.us

BASF Venture Capital

www.basf.com/de/de/company/about-us/companies/BASF-Venture-Capital.html

Bits x Bites

www.bitsxbites.com

BoP Hub Ltd.

www.bopworldconvention.com/about-bop-2

Boulder Food Group

bfgpartners.com

btov Partners

www.btov.vc

Capagro

www.capagro.fr

Cherry Ventures

www.cherry.vc

CircleUp

circleup.com

Closed Loop Capital

closedloopcapital.com

Coffee Ventures

coffeevc.com

Cropital

www.cropital.com

CrowdFooding

crowdfooding.co.uk

Danone Manifesto Ventures

www.danoneventures.com

Döhler Ventures

www.we-bring-ideas-to-life.com

Oetker Digital

oetkerdigital.com

DSM Venturing

www.dsm.com/corporate/about/business-entities/dsm-venturing.html

Econa

econa.com

EDEKA foodstarter

www.foodstarter.edeka

FARM2050

www.farm2050.com

Five Season Ventures

www.fiveseasons.vc

Food Angels

food-angels.org

Food-X

food-x.com

Freigeist

freigeist.com

FundTheFood – Kirchner Food Fellowship

fundthefood.com

Future Positive Capital

www.futurepositivecapital.com

301 INC – General Mills

www.301inc.com

GreatPoint Ventures

www.gpv.com

Indiegogo

www.indiegogo.com

InvestEco

investeco.com

Katjes

katjesgreenfood.berlin

Eighteen94 Capital – Kellogg’s

www.1894capital.com

Kickstarter

www.kickstarter.com

Metro Group

metroaccelerator.com

NX FOOD – Metro Group

nx-food.com

Middleland Capital

middlelandcap.com

New Crop Capital

www.newcropcapital.com

New Protein Capital

visviresnewprotein.com
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Name

Website

Obvious Ventures

obvious.com

Oyster Bay

oysterbay.vc

Nutrition Greenhouse – PepsiCo

www.nutritiongreenhouse.com

PieShell

www.pieshell.com

Rabo AgriFinance

www.raboag.com

S2G Ventures

s2gventures.com

Square One Foods

www.squareonefoods.com

The Family

www.thefamily.co

The Kitchen

www.thekitchenhub.com

The Yield Lab

www.theyieldlab.com

Tyson Ventures

www.tysonfoods.com/innovation/food-innovation/tyson-ventures

Unilever Ventures

www.unileverventures.com

Verlinvest

www.verlinvest.be

Please note: This list is not exhaustive.

focus on either strategic fit with the core business or purely
return on investment. Some of the leading corporates are members of Nutrition Capital Network, which connects investors
with start-ups in the nutrition and health & wellness industry
(nutritioncapital.com).
Embracing cooperation with businesses
In addition to this ecosystem, there is also an important shift
in nutrition programs in LMICs: private investment is increasingly combined with public investment, providing more funding
options for small and medium-sized enterprises. The Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN), for example, is setting up
a Nutritious Foods Financing Facility (N3F). The idea is to fill
the gap in funding for SMEs to scale up local production of nutritious foods in sub-Saharan Africa. The idea came from GAIN’s
experience working with small businesses through the GAIN
Premix Facility and Marketplace for Nutritious Foods: many of
the agrifood businesses they worked with have asked for loans
and small-trade financing either as part of, or else independent
of, GAIN’s ongoing support for existing SMEs. GAIN’s Director of
Food Policy & Financing, Greg S. Garrett, says of N3F: “Our aim is
to help mitigate perceived risk and broker deals between SMEs
(investees) on one side, and impact investors, local banks, and
other sources of private capital on the other to scale up locally
produced nutritious foods in sub-Saharan Africa.”
The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation is investing in financial services in LMICs as well. Their objective is to provide
access to formal financial services including sending and receiving payments to improve management of farms and small
businesses.13 Another national fund managed by the EU and
Uganda’s International Fund for Agriculture Development

makes investments of between €200,000 and €2 million in
agribusinesses. The fund allows 35 private small and medium-sized Ugandan agribusiness enterprises to take advantage
of interest-free grants.14 The organization Ashoka provides
seed financing to social enterprises serving the bottom of the
pyramid. With this, Ashoka supports companies not operating
at scale that are not ready to take on investment.15 Yunus Social Business (Yunussb) offers loans to social entrepreneurs
too big for microfinance or too risky for commercial funding in
the range of US$100,000 to US$500,000. Removing the need
for fundraising allows social businesses to reinvest profits back
into generating sustainable social impact.16
Now is the right time
Summing this all up: now is the right time to empower founders
and small businesses that market nutritious foods or services.
Entrepreneurs in nutrition have started to drive change in human nutrition – let’s embrace it wholeheartedly.
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