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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The EU Startup Standard Nations (SNS) Report 2025 provides an overview of the European 

startup ecosystem through the lenses of the eight SNS. Targeted primarily at policymakers, 

the report monitors the implementation of startup-friendly policies across ESNAôs Signatory 

Members. As the third iteration of this series, the 2025 edition enables year-on-year 

comparability and offers a clear picture of progress and remaining gaps. 

The 2025 edition of the SNS report reflects the responses of 24 countries. Detailed 

methodological notes outline the approach, data collection and analysis processes, sources 

used and the role of the Steering Committee. Scores range from 0 to 100% and reflect the 

level of implementation of each Standard, substandard and indicator. 

The full implementation of the eight Standards across all Signatory Countries remains the core 

objective of the SNS framework. In 2025, the average level of implementation reached 70%, 

representing an increase of nine percentage points compared to 2024 (61%). This overall 

progress reflects positive developments across most policy areas, despite some uneven 

dynamics between Standards. This increase is driven by improved implementation levels 

across all Standards, except one. Notably, Standard #1 ï ñFast Startup Creation, Smooth 

Market Entryò and Standard #6 ï ñAccess to Financeò are the best-performing Standards, each 

reaching 77%. Standard #8 - ñDigital Firstò, after a slight decrease in 2024, returned to its 2023 

implementation level of 75%. Continued progress was also observed in Standard #3 ï ñStock 

Optionsò at 74%, Standard #7 ï ñSocial Inclusion, Diversity and Protecting Democratic Valuesò 

at 73%, Standard #5 ï ñInnovation in Procurementò at 65%, and Standard #4 ï ñInnovation in 

Regulationò at 55%. Standard #2 ï ñAttracting and Retaining Talentò remained at 64%.  

SNS #1 ï ñFast Startup Creation, Smooth Market Entryò achieves one of the highest 

scores at 77%. Key findings reveal that digital documents emitted by a foreign entity are 

accepted in 20 of the surveyed countries. Regarding business setup, incorporation can be 

completed within one day and at cost of no more than ú100 in five countries. Most of 

participating countries provide an online location where entrepreneurs can find all relevant 

information about national administrative requirements and funding opportunities, as well as 

a dedicated virtual helpdesk.   

SNS #2 ï ñAttracting and Retaining Talentò stands at 64% implementation level, as the 

existence of more talent return programmes was almost offset by a setback in the processing 

times of visa applications. In 10 out of 21 of the countries, they are processed within one month 

for both founders and experienced workers. Beyond visa facilitation, 15 countries have a 

programme in place to encourage the return of EU tech talent.  

SNS #3 ï ñStock Optionsò recorded the second-highest increase in this yearôs scores, 

reaching 74%. Seven countries achieved full implementation, while ESNAôs average rose 12 

percentage points1, compared to 2024 (62%). In line with the declarationôs recommendations, 

22 countries offer the possibility to issue stock options (SO) with non-voting rights ï enabling 

smoother decision-making processes for company management. Only two countries reported 

not having a dedicated SO scheme in place, and 13 tax SO only at the moment of sale. This 

indicates that in 11 countries SO are taxed at grant, at exercise, or at multiple stages.  

 
1 The ranking of changes in performance across standards is based on the underlying decimal values rather than 
the rounded percentage-point changes. In cases where two standards appear to have the same rounded increase, 
their relative position reflects these non-rounded values. 

https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=%3D%3DBQAAAB%2BLCAAAAAAABAAzNDQxMwEAY9E%2BmQUAAAA%3D
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SNS #4 ï ñInnovation in Regulationò reached an implementation level of 55% in 2025, 

showing a substantial increase compared with 2024 (43%), yet it remains the Standard with 

the lowest overall implementation. The Think Small First principle, which ensures that SMEs 

are considered in the early stages of legislation development, is reported to be applied in 21 

of the surveyed countries, with 17 of them scoring 100%. However, only 12 countries provide 

exemptions or alternative measures for startups to achieve compliance, typically designed to 

address challenges related to company size and age and limited resources. Twenty-one (21) 

of the surveyed countries have regulatory sandboxes in place, providing a valuable 

mechanism for testing within specific regulatory frameworks. 

SNS #5 ï ñInnovation in Procurementò has an implementation level of 65% in 2025, 

reflecting a 10-percentage point increase compared to 2024.  This indicates progress towards 

smoother procedures, with 18 countries reporting no administrative impediments to startup 

participation and actively encouraging public buyers to procure from startups. This Standard 

also explores the retention of Intellectual Property Rights (IPR), which is permitted in 11 

countries for startups or scaleups participating in public procurement tenders. The outlook is 

more positive for technology transfer policies, with 22 countries reporting having measures in 

place to facilitate research application and the creation of spinoffs.  

SNS #6 ï ñAccess to Financeò is one of the highest-performing Standards at 77%, with half 

of participating countries scoring above 80% and seven reaching full implementation. Country 

scores under this Standard highlight ongoing efforts to attract private funding and bridge 

financing gaps through the use of public financing instruments. Out of the 22 participating 

countries, 10 reported having introduced direct equity financing instruments funded by the 

RRF. All countries have introduced grants or loans, and 20 have used the EIB, promotional 

banks or other dedicated vehicles to channel funds to private VCs. In addition, 14 countries 

report having tax relief measures in place for Business Angels.   

SNS #7 ï ñSocial Inclusion, Diversity and Protecting Democratic Valuesò saw its 

implementation level increase from 51% in 2024 to 73% in 2025. Sixteen (16) countries report 

having national awards and/or policies in place to actively promote role models in startup 

communities, while 19 countries indicate that they directly engage with startups to address 

marginalisation and social inclusion. A majority of 17 countries has set up specific schemes to 

incentivise hiring practices that promote diversity, while 13 shared clear evidence of supporting 

both startup female founders and founders from underprivileged backgrounds.  

SNS #8 ï ñDigital Firstò reflects the principle that all public services should be designed to 

be carried out digitally. This Standard increased by five percentage points, reaching 75% in 

2025. A majority of 21 countries has 100% implementation in offering administrative services 

online (indicator 8.1.2), demonstrating ongoing efforts towards digitalisation. This is further 

supported by the fact that 23 countries have provided evidence that they have implemented 

digitalisation strategies. However, there is room for improvement in proactive knowledge 

sharing between governments and startups on digitalisation practices, which are currently 

implemented in only 16 of the surveyed countries. 
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Startup Nation Standards implementation progress 

 
Figure 1. The eight SNS implementation level progress 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2023, 2024 and 2025) and external 
indicators 
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1. Introduction 

Startups and scaleups are strategic assets for Europeôs economy and society. They develop 

breakthrough innovations in response to real-world needs and have the potential to accelerate 

the green and digital transitions while strengthening Europeôs global competitiveness. These 

companies also foster synergies with Europeôs strong traditional industries and generate high-

quality employment opportunities. 

A thriving startup and scaleup ecosystem plays a vital role in sustainable economic growth by 

driving productivity, attracting investment, creating quality jobs, and contributing to closing the 

innovation gap between Europe and its main global competitors. 

In its Communication ñ2030 Digital Compass: the European Way for the Digital Decadeò (COM 

(2021) 118 final), the European Commission (EC) set the ambition of doubling the number of 

unicorns in the EU by 2030. Achieving this target, however, requires addressing the persistent 

challenges that continue to hinder the growth and expansion of innovative companies across 

Europe. It is essential to create more favourable conditions for startups and scaleups to 

flourish. 

To ensure that all European startups and scaleups can benefit from the best practices 

underpinning the worldôs most successful innovation ecosystems, twenty-eight European 

nations signed the EU Startup Nations Standard of Excellence ministerial declaration in March 

2021. Through this declaration, the signatories committed to implementing a set of best 

practices, embodied in eight Standards (Figure 2), designed to strengthen the startup 

ecosystem and support its key actors across all stages of development. 

The eight Standards serve as a blueprint for national and regional policymakers, guiding the 

development and refinement of policies that strengthen startup and scaleup ecosystems. By 

EU STARTUP NATIONS STANDARDS OF EXCELLENCE DECLARATION 

 

Figure 2. The eight SNS  

Source: ESNA from EU Startup Nations Standard of Excellence Declaration 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-digital-compass-2030_en.pdf
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implementing these Standards, governments can create a more predictable and supportive 

environment for entrepreneurs, an essential condition for fostering innovation and 

competitiveness across Europe. 

The declaration also recognised the need for a unified European body to advance the startup 

agenda. ESNA was established under this political mandate, specifically to ñfacilitate 

measuring and monitoring of progress based on regular reporting from Member States in 

implementing best practices, and so help each country become an óEU Startup Nationôò. In 

pursuit of this mission, ESNA publishes the annual Startup Nations Standard (SNS) Report. 

The 2025 edition saw the participation of 24 countries, maintaining broad geographical 

coverage whilst introducing Latvia as a new participant. This year's exercise essentially follows 

the methodology employed in 2024, with only minor technical refinements detailed in Chapter 

2, which describes the data collection and validation procedures underpinning the analysis. 

Following the methodological foundation, the report proceeds to provide a comprehensive 

overview of policy developments across the eight Standards and the broader startup 

ecosystem. Chapter 3 synthesises the main policy changes over the past 12 months and 

anticipated measures for the coming year, presenting an aggregated view of progress at the 

Standard level and at the country level. Chapter 4 delivers a detailed implementation analysis 

organised around the eight Standards. Each of the eight subchapters is dedicated to one 

Standard and unfolds the findings at multiple levels of granularity. The analysis begins with an 

overview of the Standard's current performance and the progress registered since 2024. This 

is followed by a systematic breakdown across substandards and their constituent indicators, 

with country-level results disaggregated to reveal patterns of implementation, disparities, and 

sectoral variation. This approach enables both a granular assessment of progress at the 

indicator level and a holistic understanding of how Standards are evolving across different 

national contexts. Chapter 5 concludes the report by synthesising key takeaways and drawing 

out the policy implications of the 2025 findings. 

By tracking the evolving framework of the European startup and scaleup ecosystem, the SNS 

Report serves as a key reference for stakeholders across Europe. It provides a detailed 

assessment of the implementation status of the eight Standards, offering a comprehensive 

and transparent overview of participating countriesô progress in building robust and 

competitive startup environments. The report situates these developments within the broader 

EU strategy for fostering dynamic, innovation-driven, and sustainable economies. Importantly, 

the SNS Report is not designed to serve as a ranking or performance index of national 

ecosystems. It is also important to note that the SNS Report focuses exclusively on monitoring 

public policy inputs ï that is, the policy measures, frameworks, and institutional mechanisms 

that governments have put in place to support startup ecosystems. The report does not assess 

policy outputs (such as the number of startups created or capital raised) or measure 

ecosystem impacts (such as job creation, economic growth, or innovation outcomes). Rather, 

it functions as a policy-tracking instrument, providing a consistent, evidence-based framework 

to evaluate the alignment of national policies with shared European best practices. This 

distinction is crucial for interpreting the report's findings: high scores reflect strong policy 

frameworks and institutional commitments, but do not directly measure the success of these 

policies in generating entrepreneurial activity or economic returns. 

Through its annual reports, ESNA offers a transparent, data-driven foundation for 

understanding progress and for improving policies that strengthen the role of startups and 

scaleups as key drivers of innovation, job creation, and sustainable economic growth in 

Europe. 
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2. Methodology 

2.1 Introduction 

The 2025 edition of the Startup Nations Standard (SNS) Report builds on the foundation 

established in previous editions while introducing refinements that enhance its analytical 

precision and policy relevance. It continues to assess the implementation of the eight Startup 

Nations Standards across participating countries, offering an evidence-based overview of 

progress in fostering strong, competitive, and inclusive startup ecosystems in Europe. 

This chapter provides a detailed description of the methodology adopted in this yearôs edition 

of the SNS Report, the annual monitoring exercise that tracks progress in implementing best 

practices underpinning robust startup ecosystems. 

A sound and transparent methodology is essential not only to ensure the credibility of the 

findings but also to support their effective use in policymaking. As in previous editions, the 

objective is to provide a structured, evidence-based overview of how far each country has 

progressed in aligning with the SNS framework. 

The methodology is designed to evolve gradually, improving its precision, addressing 

feedback from participating countries and responding to the growing complexity of the policy 

landscape. The 2024 edition represented a step forward in terms of clarity, consistency and 

robustness of results, with the incorporation of several methodological improvements 

compared with 2023. Building on this foundation, the 2025 edition maintains a high degree of 

comparability with previous results. All methodological changes introduced this year have 

been clearly documented, particularly where they may affect comparability, while further 

refining the accuracy and policy relevance of the analysis. 

This process benefited from the involvement of the Steering Committee, whose work in 2025 

centred on the discussion and validation of the reportôs main findings, offering expert advice 

to ensure their accuracy, relevance and policy coherence. 

2.2 Framework 

The eight Startup Nations Standards serve as ESNAôs benchmark for evaluating countriesô 

performance in creating and developing startup-friendly policies. They were first established 

in the EU Startup Nations Standard of Excellence ministerial declaration, signed by 26 EU 

Member States plus Iceland in March 2021, and later (in 2024) endorsed by Ukraine. Each 

Standard defines a key dimension of an enabling startup ecosystem, such as swift company 

registration, access to finance, or digital-by-default public services. 

To enable systematic monitoring, the broad principles expressed in the declaration were 

translated into a structured set of substandards, each reflecting a specific aspect of 

implementation. This process involved converting the narrative content of each Standard into 

concrete, observable components while preserving the policy intent of the original text. The 

substandards provided the foundation for selecting the indicators that form the analytical 

backbone of the SNS Report.  

This selection process followed established principles for indicator design, prioritising policy 

relevance, analytical soundness, timeliness, and data accessibility, to ensure that each 

indicator accurately reflects the implementation of a specific element of the Standards. 

Most indicators are based on data collected through the annual ESNA survey, specifically 

designed to capture the full range of dimensions covered by the eight Standards. Survey 

responses are provided by the network of national Focal Points, designated by members of 
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each ESNA signatory country, who are invited to complete the questionnaire over a period of 

approximately three months. 

Throughout the reporting process, ESNA maintains close contact with the Focal Points. An 

introductory webinar is held before the opening of the survey period to prepare and support 

countries in data collection. In parallel, ESNAôs Standards & Policy team remains available to 

provide continuous guidance and individual assistance as needed.  

The first section of the survey is divided into eight subsections, one for each Standard. Each 

subsection begins with a short introduction and includes a set of assessment questions of 

various types (yes/no, multiple choice, open-ended, etc.), based on the good practices 

outlined in the EU SNS declaration. While the number of core questions is fixed, the total 

number shown to each country may vary depending on their answers: several questions 

include conditional sub-questions that typically request further clarification, which appear only 

when relevant. Many questions are designed to collect supporting evidence, which serves as 

the basis for scoring. At the end of each subsection, an open field allows Focal Points to 

provide any additional information they consider relevant.  

The second section of the survey focuses on recent developments in each countryôs startup 

ecosystem. Focal Points are invited to report on significant policy changes over the past 12 

months, as well as new measures under preparation or planned for implementation, together 

with their expectations for the year ahead. 

Each indicator is scored on a categorical scale from 0% to 100%, reflecting the respective 

level of implementation: 100% denotes full implementation, 0% denotes non-implementation, 

and intermediate values represent partial implementation2. As the survey data are primarily 

qualitative, they must be transformed into quantitative values. Scoring criteria were tailored to 

each question and applied consistently across countries based on the evidence provided. 

Cross-checks were conducted using the supporting material submitted by the focal points, to 

ensure both accuracy and consistency in the scoring process. 

For a small number of indicators not based on categorical criteria, and for which fixed 

thresholds for implementation could not be defined (Indicators 4.3.2, 4.3.3, and 5.2.2), a min-

max transformation was applied to enable comparability across countries. This method 

subtracts the minimum observed value from each data point and divides the result by the 

range of observed values (i.e. the difference between the maximum and minimum). The lowest 

value in the sample is thus set to 0%, the highest to 100%, and all others are proportionally 

distributed in between. 

In addition to survey responses, five indicators (1.3.1, 2.2.2, 3.2.2, 5.2.2 and 8.1.1) are based 

on third-party data sources, such as the European Commission and the OECD. These sources 

were selected for their thematic relevance to the eight Standards and for the methodological 

robustness of their data. 

Indicator 1.3.1 is based on the ñcross-border servicesò dimension of the European 

Commissionôs eGovernment Benchmark, which measures the extent to which citizens and 

entrepreneurs from other European countries can access online information and services in a 

usable and integrated way, including through electronic identification and eDocuments. For 

the SNS Report, the score for Indicator 1.3.1 corresponds to the overall average of the cross-

border services dimension in the eGovernment Benchmark, calculated by aggregating results 

across multiple life events and associated services. No specific life events were selected; 

 
2Partial implementation may also mean that no evidence was provided. 
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instead, the composite dimension score was used in its entirety. As the eGovernment 

Benchmark already reports values on a 0ï100 scale, these could be directly incorporated into 

the Scoreboard without further transformation. 

The OECD and the Bertelsmann Stiftung have developed a comprehensive benchmarking 

tool to assess how well countries attract and retain skilled migrants. The Indicators of Talent 

Attractiveness evaluate countries across several dimensions for four categories of migrants: 

highly educated workers (including those with Masterôs or Doctoral degrees, ISCED 7ï8), 

entrepreneurs (including business founders and active investors), international students in 

higher education and startup founders. 

For the purpose of this report, the SNS Scoreboard uses the composite index for 

entrepreneurs for indicator 2.2.2. While the index for startup founders would have been 

conceptually closer to the focus of this analysis, it covers a smaller number of countries. The 

entrepreneurial index, by contrast, offers broader coverage and allows for more consistent 

comparisons across Europe. The OECD index is calculated from multiple indicators that are 

normalised to a 0ï1 range; in constructing the corresponding Scoreboard indicator, this scale 

was converted to a 0ï100 scale to align with the overall scoring framework used throughout 

the report. 

Indicator 3.2.2 is based on the ñminority shareholders and bureaucracyò factor from the Not 

Optional ranking, which assesses the overall friendliness of national frameworks for employee 

stock options. This factor evaluates whether the exercise of stock options results in employees 

becoming minority shareholders with associated consultation rights, the implications this has 

for the treatment of leavers, and the administrative burden and costs involved in creating and 

maintaining stock option plans. For the purposes of the SNS Scoreboard, the indicator draws 

directly on the country scores compiled in the Not Optional study, which are reported on a five-

point scale (5 = most positive and beneficial). These scores reflect the degree to which minority 

shareholder rules and bureaucratic requirements may discourage the use of stock options in 

each country. To ensure consistency with the Scoreboard framework, the original five-point 

scale was rescaled to a 0ï100 scale, enabling comparability with other indicators. 

Indicator 5.2.2 is derived from the ñIntellectual property receipts as a percentage of total tradeò 

variable, as reported in the Global Innovation Index published by the World Intellectual 

Property Organization (WIPO). This indicator measures the share of revenues from intellectual 

property in a countryôs overall trade flows, providing an indication of the extent to which the 

national economy generates value from knowledge-intensive assets. For the Scoreboard, the 

original values published in the Global Innovation Index were used as input, and a min-max 

normalisation was applied to rescale results to a 0ï100 scale, ensuring consistency within the 

reportôs analytical framework. 

Finally, Indicator 8.1.1 draws on the Index of Digital Public Services for Businesses from the 

Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) published by the European Commission. This index 

assesses the extent to which companies can access public services online in a fully digital 

and integrated manner, covering services such as company registration, reporting obligations, 

and permits. For the Scoreboard, the country values from DESI were used directly, and since 

the index is already reported on a 0ï100 scale, no further transformation was required. 

Following common practice among international organisations such as the OECD, the 

European Commission, and the World Bank, the degree of implementation of the best 

practices outlined in the SNS declaration is measured through a composite index. 
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By aggregating information into a single score, a composite index provides a more 

straightforward basis for interpretation than analysing trends across multiple individual 

indicators. It helps communicate complex policy developments to a broader audience and 

enables comparative analysis between countries, facilitating benchmarking and the consistent 

tracking of progress over time on complex policy dimensions. 

Despite their usefulness, composite indexes also have potential drawbacks. They are 

sensitive to methodological choices such as weighting and normalisation, and if poorly 

constructed or misinterpreted, they may convey misleading policy messages, invite simplistic 

conclusions, or obscure weaknesses in specific areas. For these reasons, the composite index 

presented here is intended to complement ð not replace ð the detailed insights available 

through the full set of disaggregated results, including both the Scoreboard and country-level 

profiles. 

The composite index is calculated as the simple average of the eight standards. Each standard 

score results from the simple average of its respective substandards, which, in turn, are the 

simple average of the indicators they comprise. 

 That is: 

Ὅ
ρ

ψ

ρ

ὲ

ρ

Ὧ
ὼ  

where 

Ὅ: score of the overall index 

ὲȡ number of substandards composing standard ί 

Ὧ: number of indicators composing substandard Ὥ, of the respective standard ί 

ὼ: score of indicator Ὦ in substandard Ὥ. 

For presentation purposes and to enhance readability, scores in the report are generally 

displayed rounded to the nearest whole number. However, all underlying calculations are 

performed using the full, unrounded values to preserve accuracy. 

This calculation is carried out at both the country implementation level and the Standards 

implementation level. At the Standards level, the score of indicator j within substandard i is 

determined as the simple average of countriesô scores for that indicator. Since the analysis is 

based on the EU Startup Nations declaration of Excellence, which does not differentiate 

between the relative importance of best practices, simple averages were used throughout. 

While alternative weighting schemes could have been considered, assigning different weights 

to indicators would not have been consistent with the principles and spirit of the declaration. 

2.3 Data for 2025 edition 

As in 2024, the 2025 Scoreboard comprises a total of 41 indicators. The table below provides 

a detailed breakdown of these indicators, organised by Standard and corresponding 

substandards.  
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 1.1 Time & Cost 

1.1.1 Number of days to establish a business online 

1.1.2 Number of days to establish a business in the commercial 
registers 

1.1.3 Administrative costs for establishing a startup 

1.2 Startup Fast 
Lane 

1.2.1 Existence of an online service to set up a company 

1.2.2 Existence of fast lane & helpdesk available for entrepreneurs  

1.2.3 Existence of a virtual helpdesk for regulatory issues for 
startups and scaleups  

1.3 Cross-Border 
Services 

1.3.1 Index of the cross-border services 

1.3.2 Utilisation of legal documents from other EU countries for 
startup establishment or expansion within the single market 
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 2.1 Visa Applications 
2.1.1 Time to complete visa applications for founders 

2.1.2 Time to complete visa applications for experienced workers 

2.2 Programmes for 
Talent 

2.2.1 Existence of return of tech diaspora programmes 

2.2.2 Index of talent attractiveness for entrepreneurs 

S
N
S
 
#
3
 
ñ
S
t
o
c
k
 

O
p
t
i
o
n
s
ò

 

3.1 Taxation 3.1.1 Taxed only upon cash liquidity 

3.2 Non-Voting 
Rights 

3.2.1 Existence of stock options with non-voting rights for startups 

3.2.2 Minority Shareholders & Bureaucracy 

3.3 Stock Options 
Scheme 

3.3.1 Existence of a country-specific stock options scheme 
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4.1 ñThink Small 
Firstò 

4.1.1 ñThink Small Firstñ principle implementation level 

4.2 Compliance 
Exemptions 

4.2.1 Existence of compliance exemptions/alternatives for startups 

4.3 Regulatory 
Sandboxes 

4.3.1 Existence of regulatory sandboxes 

4.3.2 Number of established regulatory sandboxes 

4.3.3 Number of startups involved in regulatory sandboxes 
consortia 
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5.1 Procurement 
Opportunities 

5.1.1 Existence of administrative impediments to startup 
participation 

5.1.2 Existence of incentives for public buyers and procurement 
services to procure innovation from startups 

5.2 Intellectual 
Property Rights 

5.2.1 Possibility of ownership of IPR for startups in innovation 
procurement 

5.2.2 Intellectual property receipts as percentage of total trade 

5.2.3 Existence of exceptions for public sector Intellectual Property 
Rights (IPR) ownership based on overriding public interests 

5.3 Open-Source 
Assets 

5.3.1 Existence of incentives for open-source assets contribution 

5.4 Tech Transfer 
Policies 

5.4.1 Existence of policies for smooth tech transfer  
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ò 6.1 Direct Access to 

Finance 
6.1.1 Existence of equity instruments funded by the RRF to 
startups 
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In the 2025 edition, the structure of Standard #6 ï ñAccess to Financeò has been revised to 

align more precisely with the wording and intent of the Ministerial declaration. In previous 

editions, this Standard was divided into ñPublic Grantsò, ñIndirect Access to Financeò, and ñTax 

Relief Measuresò. However, this formulation implicitly contrasted direct and indirect types of 

funding, rather than types of access to finance, as originally intended in the declaration.  

The declaration draws a clear distinction between direct access, referring to mechanisms 

through which public instruments (such as RRF funds, promotional banks, or the EIB) enhance 

startupsô access to venture capital and indirect access, which encompasses policy initiatives 

that mobilise and diversify private investment sources. The earlier structure blurred this 

conceptual boundary by focusing on funding modalities instead of access modes. The revised 

structure restores this conceptual clarity: Standard #6 now explicitly distinguishes between 

ñDirect Access to Financeò, ñIndirect Access to Financeò and ñTax Relief Measuresò, thereby 

mirroring the original policy framing of the declaration. 

While this revision enhances the conceptual coherence and alignment of Standard #6 with the 

Ministerial declaration, results should be interpreted with caution when comparing them to 

previous editions. The refinement of substandards and indicators was designed to ensure 

greater consistency with the declarationôs policy intent, which may affect strict comparability 

over time, though without altering the overall analytical direction of the standard. 

The 2025 survey retained the same overall structure as in 2024. It comprised a total of 37 

mandatory main questions, covering the eight Startup Nations Standards. Among these, 34 

questions contributed directly to the Scoreboard scoring, while three provided contextual 

information relevant to the characterisation of national startup ecosystems but were not used 

Standard Substandard Indicator 

6.1.2 Existence of public grants, loans and other non-equity 
instruments 

6.1.3 Utilisation of EIB, promotional banks and dedicated vehicles 
distributing funds to established/professional VC 

6.2 Indirect Access 
to Finance 

6.2.1 Initiatives to diversify private capital for high-growth startup 
co-investment 

6.3 Tax Relief 
Measures 

6.3.1 Existence of tax relief for business angels 
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 7.1 Incentives for 
startups 

7.1.1 Existence of national awards and policies for startup role 
models 

7.1.2 Existence of social inclusion mobilisation initiatives 

7.1.3 Existence of incentives for diversity hiring 

7.2 Incentives for 
Founders 

7.2.1 Support to founders from underprivileged backgrounds 
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 8.1  
Digital First 

8.1.1 Index of digital public services for businesses 

8.1.2 Digital public services availability by percentage of areas 
covered  

8.1.3 Existence of national digitalisation strategy 

8.2 Knowledge 
Sharing 

8.2.1 Existence of proactive engagement for digital knowledge 
sharing and best practices 

Table 1. List of indicators by (sub)standard 

Source: ESNA 
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for scoring purposes. In addition to the main questions, the questionnaire included 31 

conditional sub-questions, displayed only when relevant based on the answers provided. 

These follow-up items were designed to gather supporting details and evidence, and their 

responses were fully considered for scoring. Furthermore, each Standard concluded with an 

open and optional question, eight in total, allowing Focal Points to provide any additional 

information they deemed important, particularly to complement their previous answers. 

Although optional, these qualitative inputs were also reviewed and considered in the scoring 

and validation process. The detailed description of each indicator, including its 

correspondence to the survey questions and the specific scoring criteria applied, is provided 

in Annex 2. This annex serves as the reference point for understanding how the indicators 

were operationalised and scored. 

For this edition, the questionnaire was open from 18 June to 5 September 2025, and was 

administered via the Typeform online platform, which served as the official channel for data 

submission. As in 2024, Focal points were also provided with a Word version of the 

questionnaire to facilitate internal coordination. This complementary format enabled them to 

share specific sections or questions with the relevant national authorities or agencies holding 

the required information, ensuring that all responses were based on the most accurate and 

up-to-date data available. 

In total, 24 countries participated in the 2025 edition of the survey, maintaining the same level 

of coverage as in 2024. The participating countries were Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, 

Cyprus, Czechia, Estonia, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, 

Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and 

Ukraine. While the number of respondents remained unchanged, the composition of the 

sample evolved slightly, with Latvia joining the 2025 round and Denmark not participating this 

year. Overall, the sample provides broad geographical representation across Europe. 

Collectively, the participating countries account for approximately 94% of the EUôs GDP, 93% 

of its population, 92% of enterprises and almost 93% of total employment, including skilled 

employment. 

Not all participating countries answered every question in the 2025 survey. Consequently, at 

the Standard level, the ESNA score for each indicator was calculated using only the subset of 

countries that provided valid responses. The corresponding country sample for each indicator 

is detailed in Annex 2. This approach safeguards the integrity of each indicatorôs results but 

also implies that different indicators may be based on slightly different samples. When 

comparing the 2025 results with those from 2024 and 2023, these variations in coverage 

should therefore be taken into account, as they may influence cross-year comparability.  

Compared with the 2024 edition, the 2025 exercise introduced several refinements to the data 

collection and validation process. In addition to maintaining regular exchanges with national 

focal points and providing on-demand support throughout the survey period, a second webinar 

was organised closer to the submission deadline to address questions arising during data 

collection. To enhance the reliability and consistency of the data, systematic quality-control 

procedures were implemented. These included automated consistency checks using R 

software to identify internal discrepancies, as well as desk research to cross-verify and 

contextualise responses where necessary. Together, these mechanisms strengthened the 

robustness of the dataset underpinning the 2025 edition. However, given these 

methodological adjustments, some degree of caution is warranted when comparing results 

across editions, as changes in procedures may have a marginal impact on data comparability. 
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Regarding external indicators, the eGovernment Benchmark methodology was updated in 

2025. In the new framework, the cross-border services dimension, on which indicator 1.3.1 is 

based, was discontinued, with three of its underlying indicators redistributed across the revised 

three-pillar structure. Specifically, ñCross-border Online Availabilityò was retained under 

ñOnline Service Deliveryò; ñCross-border eIDò was relocated to ñInteroperability Signifiersò; and 

ñCross-border User Supportò was moved to ñUser-Friendly Portalsò. The fourth component, 

ñCross-border eDocumentsò, was discontinued as a standalone measure. 

As a result, a bridging solution was developed for the 2025 edition. Indicator 1.3.1 was 

recalculated from the three remaining cross-border components. Concretely, the indicator was 

computed as a weighted aggregate that preserves the original sub-dimension design: ñCross-

border Online Availabilityò (50%), ñCross-border User Supportò (25%) and ñCross-border Key 

Enablersò (25%). As the Key Enablers sub-dimension now comprises only the ñCross-border 

eIDò measure, its score is taken directly as the value for that sub-dimension. This procedure 

maintains the hierarchical aggregation logic of the original eGovernment Benchmark 

specification (aggregation by sub-dimension rather than by flat averaging of indicators), 

therefore preserving the relative importance assigned to each policy area in the earlier series. 

A full account of the alternative bridging approaches considered, including statistical tests and 

sensitivity analysis, is provided in Annex 3. It should be noted that this methodological 

adjustment introduces a break in series, meaning that the 2025 results are not directly 

comparable with those from 2023 and 2024. 

As mentioned earlier, indicator 2.2.2 is derived from the OECD Talent Attractiveness Index 

(using the ñentrepreneurò profile). This index is not produced on an annual basis: the first 

edition was published in 2019, followed by a second in March 2023, which provides the most 

recent available data. Accordingly, the 2025 SNS Report relies on the 2023 results ð the 

same data used in the 2024 edition, meaning that no new measurement is available for this 

year. Consequently, the indicator should not be interpreted as evidence of stability or absence 

of change, and this limitation should be considered when assessing developments within the 

relevant substandard, standard, or composite index. 

Taken together, these methodological refinements and adjustments enhance the internal 

coherence and reliability of the 2025 dataset. Nonetheless, certain limitations must be 

acknowledged. Comparability across years remains constrained by factors such as changes 

in indicator frameworks, evolving data sources, and variations in survey participation. In 

particular, when comparing ESNA scores between 2024 and 2025, it should be noted that the 

set of participating countries is not identical: while overall participation remained constant at 

24, Latvia joined in 2025 and Denmark did not. 

Cross-country comparability is likewise influenced by differences in data availability, 

institutional practices, and policy interpretations. Moreover, the absence of a shared, 

operationally consistent definition of what constitutes a ñstartupò across jurisdictions continues 

to complicate both longitudinal and cross-sectional analyses. These caveats should therefore 

be borne in mind when interpreting score variations or drawing comparative conclusions from 

the 2025 results. 

2.4. Steering Committee 

In the 2025 edition, a Steering Committee was once again established to provide external 

expertise and independent guidance to the ESNA team. Unlike in the previous edition, where 

the Committeeôs primary focus was the methodological development of the framework, the 

2025 Committee concentrated on the analysis and interpretation of results. With the overall 
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methodological structure now consolidated, the Committeeôs contributions were directed 

mainly towards the final stages of the process, providing critical feedback on the preliminary 

findings and draft report. 

The Steering Committee played a key role in validating the robustness and policy relevance 

of the conclusions drawn from the 2025 data. Its members provided complementary 

perspectives rooted in their respective areas of expertise, helping to contextualise country 

results, refine the analytical narratives, and ensure a balanced representation of diverse policy 

experiences across Europe. 

The 2025 Steering Committee brought together five experts representing diverse institutional 

and professional backgrounds, from the Joint Research Centre of the European Commission, 

the European Investment Bank (EIB), the EISMEA/European Innovation Council (EIC), 

academia and independent consultancy. Short biographies of the members are presented in 

Annex 4. 
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3. Overview of the Standards and the Startup Ecosystem 

In 2025, the implementation of the Europe Startup Nations Standards reflects steady and 

consistent progress in the policy environment for the startup ecosystem. Continuing the 

positive trajectory observed since 2023, the overall SNS implementation level reached 70%, 

representing a 9-percentage-point increase compared with 2024. This growth mirrors the 

previous yearôs pace, which also saw a 6-point improvement from 2023. Standard #1 ï ñFast 

Startup Creation, Smooth Market Entryò and Standard #6 ï ñAccess to Financeò are the best-

performing standards, with a 77% implementation rate3, followed by Standard #8 ï ñDigital 

Firstò at 75%. At the lower end of the spectrum, Standard #4 ï ñInnovation in Regulationò 

continues to show the lowest level of implementation at 55%, followed by Standard #5 ï 

ñInnovation in Procurementò (65%), which was the third-lowest performing standard in 2024 

(Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. Implementation level of the eight standards for ESNA 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) and external 
indicators 

 

Over the past year, the European entrepreneurial policy ecosystem has seen the introduction 

of new policies and initiatives, contributing to the positive evolution observed. Standard #7 ï 

ñSocial Inclusion, Diversity and Protecting Democratic Valuesò recorded the most substantial 

progress (22 p.p.), reaching a 73% implementation level. It now stands above the overall 

ESNA implementation level, together with Standards #1 ï ñFast Startup Creation, Smooth 

Market Entryò, #3 ï ñStock Optionsò, #6 ï ñAccess to Financeò, and #8 ï ñDigital Firstò, which 

also scored above the average. Standards #3 ï ñStock Optionsò and #4 ï ñInnovation in 

Regulationò are the other two having the largest increases, while Standard #2 ï ñAttracting 

and Retaining Talentò records only a marginal improvement of 0.3 percentage points, 

remaining practically unchanged compared to 2024. 

 
3 In fact, Standard #1 achieved a slightly higher score at the decimal level, meaning it narrowly outperformed 
Standard #6 in the underlying data. 
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It is worth noting that the standards with the lowest scores in 2024 showed the strongest 

progress in 2025 (see Annex 5). This pattern suggests a broad-based effort among 

participating countries to close gaps in policy areas critical to startup development. 

Nevertheless, significant heterogeneity in achieved implementation levels remains, as 

illustrated in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4: Distribution of implementation levels for the eight standards 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025) and external indicators 

 

Standard #1 ï ñFast Startup Creation, Smooth Market Entryò recorded moderate progress, 

increasing by 8 percentage points to reach an implementation level of 77%4, above the overall 

ESNA average of 70%. In addition to being one of the two top performing standards, it also 

shows a high degree of convergence across countries, reflecting shared policy efforts to 

facilitate faster and less costly startup creation processes. While no country has yet achieved 

full implementation, Malta (98%), the Netherlands (96%) and Spain (94%) are close to 

completing this standard. 

Over the past year, Bulgaria and Czechia registered the most significant progress in this area 

(42 and 28 p.p., respectively). In Bulgaria, the introduction of a new legal form ï the Variable 

Capital Company (VCC) in December 2024 has already resulted in the registration of over 500 

companies, simplifying and increasing flexibility in company formation for founders. In 

Czechia, progress stemmed from the full digitalisation of the trade licensing register, the 

elimination of redundant steps in company registration, and the recognition of selected foreign 

documents and signatures under the EU Single Digital Gateway. Looking ahead, Slovenia is 

expected to make further advances with the planned introduction of a simplified limited liability 

company, a new legal form specifically tailored to startups, which will reduce administrative 

barriers and costs for new founders. 

Standard #2 ï ñAttracting and Retaining Talentò highlights common opportunities to 

strengthen talent attraction and retention across participating countries. This standard reached 

an implementation level of 64% in 2025, slightly below the overall ESNA implementation level 

 
4 Although the rounded figures suggest a 7-percentage-point increase, the actual advancement was 8 percentage 
points, as calculations are based on unrounded values before presentation rounding. 
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of 70%. Despite notable achievements in return programmes for talent, a significant setback 

in visa processing times was observed, which helps explain why this standard shows only a 

marginal improvement in 2025 (0.3 p.p.) after the strong advance recorded in 2024. It is now 

the second lowest-performing standard. Yet, it is also one of only four standards where 

countries have achieved full implementation: Cyprus and Malta, which remain the only two 

countries to fully implement this Standard. Cyprus updated its Start-up Visa Scheme in 2025, 

and further developments are expected in Sweden, where the working group ñWork in 

Swedenò has been tasked with helping non-EU talent join startups and supporting non-EU 

students to establish startups in the country. 

Standard #3 ï ñStock Optionsò reached a 74% implementation level, with an absolute 

increase of 12 percentage points, mainly due to the introduction of specific legislation 

governing stock-option schemes. This was the third-largest improvement among the eight 

standards, underscoring the growing relevance of equity-based incentives in European startup 

policy. Seven countries now achieve full implementation, four of which were already at this 

level in 2024; the remaining three include Slovakia, which rose 100 percentage points after a 

2024 amendment on stock option taxation. 

The low implementation of Standard #4 ï ñInnovation in Regulationò underscores the 

continued need to address the regulatory and administrative burdens faced by startups in 

participating countries. Regulatory barriers across the EU continue to constraint scaling up, 

especially for young firms, due to complex, costly and fragmented systems (Draghi, 2024). 

With an implementation level of 55%, Standard #4 ï ñInnovation in Regulationò remains the 

lowest-performing, even after a 12-percentage-point increase, one of the highest 

improvements among the eight standards. This has also been one of the most active areas of 

support to Member Countries under ESNAôs Service Line5, generating the second-highest 

number of requests. Full implementation has not yet been achieved in any participating 

country, and persistent disparities across national results reinforce the need for intensified 

efforts. 

New policy initiatives adopting the ñThink Small Firstò principle and introducing compliance 

exemptions for SMEs and startups have improved implementation in many participating 

countries, including Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Germany, Ireland, and Ukraine. Moreover, 

the Irish Government has also committed to systematically applying SME testing into all new 

legislation. Though not specifically directed at startups, in Belgium, the Flemish Governmentôs 

ñRegelrechtò aims to reduce regulatory pressure through public consultation with the citizens, 

businesses and other stakeholders. In Germany, the ñFourth Bureaucracy Reliefs Actò, 

adopted earlier this year, reduces administrative burdens for companies. Additionally, 

Germanyôs draft ñRegulatory Sandboxes Actò, adopted by the Federal Cabinet, aims to create 

unified standards for regulatory experimentation, marking further progress in this area. 

Standard #5 ï ñInnovation in Procurementò currently ranks as the third lowest-performing 

standard, with an implementation level of 65%, having surpassed Standard #2 ï "Attracting 

and Retaining Talent" but fallen behind Standard #7 ï "Social Inclusion, Diversity and 

Protecting Democratic Values". Driven largely by improvements in tech transfer policies and 

startup participation in public procurement, it registered an increase of 10 percentage points. 

However, no country has yet reached full implementation, although Bulgaria, Italy, Slovenia 

and Ukraine recorded notable progress (25, 22, 33 and 23 p.p., respectively). 

 
5 ESNAôs Service Line offers tailored support to Member States, helping advance the implementation of the eight 
SNS through practical solutions, expert guidance, and best practices from across Europe. 
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Italy launched the 2025 ñCall for Technology Transfer Officesò to fund new university projects, 

and Sweden adopted a new ñResearch and Innovation Billò supporting commercialisation of 

research and expanding testbeds for emerging technologies. Luxembourg introduced a new 

spin-off scheme in May 2025 to fund research commercialisation. Ukraine introduced an 

innovative partnership procedure and is working on a new law on Public Procurement. Looking 

ahead, Portugal is preparing the ñStart from Knowledgeò programme to support startups 

originating from higher education institutions, promoting the transfer of scientific and 

technological knowledge to business. The Portuguese Institute of Industrial Property (INPI) 

Strategic Plan 2025ï2030, approved in February 2025, also commits to raising awareness, 

training startups, and promoting intellectual property activities. 

One of the two top-performing standards, #6 ï ñAccess to Financeò, achieved an 

implementation level of 77%. This is the standard which has generated the highest number of 

support request through ESNAôs Service Line, underscoring its central importance in national 

startup policies. Seven countries (Belgium, Cyprus, France, Poland, Portugal, Spain and 

Sweden) have reached full implementation (100%). Half of all participating countries scored 

above 80%. However, while regulatory barriers and market fragmentation are being 

addressed, further efforts are needed to improve financing conditions. Europeôs share of global 

venture capital funding has declined, accounting for just 5%, compared with 52% in the US 

and 40% in China (Draghi, 2024). European startups also face relocation pressures, as firms 

seek better financing conditions (ESNA, 2024). 

Across participating countries, several new financing initiatives have been introduced. The 

Cyprus ñEquity Fundò became the first venture capital fund in the country to receive investment 

from the European Investment Fund (EIF), alongside contributions from the Government of 

Cyprus and the RRF. Slovakia is developing a voucher mechanism with the European 

Innovation Council (EIC), while Italy, through the ñScale Up Actò, introduced tax incentives for 

early-stage investors. Czechia plans to introduce Business Angel incentives as part of its 

forthcoming ñStartup Actò and has engaged with ESNAôs Service Line on this topic in 2025. 

Looking forward, Austria plans to create the red-white fund to crowd-in investments from 

institutional investors, while Bulgaria announced the launch of a ú100 million Entrepreneurship 

Fund, a fund of funds, strengthening early and growth-stage financing infrastructure. 

Several countries also launched dedicated programmes for tech startups. Poland introduced, 

in May 2025, the ñPFR Deep Techò, a ú140 million fund of funds aimed at closing the deep-

tech financing gap. France, through BPI France, set a goal of creating 500 deep-tech 

companies annually, while Estonia launched its ñDeep Tech Development Programmeò. 

After two years of rapid improvement, Standard #7 ï ñSocial Inclusion, Diversity and 

Protecting Democratic Valuesò reached an implementation level of 73%, rising from the 

lowest-performing standard in 2023 to the fifth best-performing in 2025. Seven countries ï 

Belgium, France, Ireland, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Poland, and Spain ï have achieved full 

implementation level. However, as shown in Figure 4, disparities persist, indicating a need for 

continued focus on countries lagging behind. The past year saw a marked increase in policies 

promoting entrepreneurship among underrepresented groups. Sweden strengthened its 

commitment to social innovation and inclusion through the Swedish Innovation Agency 

(Vinnova), while in France, the ñParity Pactò under the French Tech Mission, which promotes 

gender equality and inclusive governance, reached 700 startup signatories. 

Finally, Standard #8 ï ñDigital Firstò maintained its strong performance, reaching an 

implementation level of 75%, above the ESNA average, with a 4 percentage-point increase 

over 2024. Three countries, Luxembourg, Malta and Ukraine, achieved full implementation 
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level, and other seven also exceeded 95% implementation. Digital transformation remains 

central to the EUôs policy agenda, supporting progress under this standard. 

Recent initiatives include Czechiaôs ñeDokladyò mobile app, which provides digital official 

documents, reinforcing the national Digital First principle, and Spainôs ñNational Forum of 

Emerging Companiesò, which held its first meeting in May 2025 to promote startup policies, 

coordinate actions, and foster regional entrepreneurial growth. 

Additional developments include Belgiumôs federal plan for SMEs and the Netherlands 

updated startup policy strategy, both of which are expected to bring significant changes to their 

national entrepreneurial ecosystems across multiple standards. 

At the national level, these policy developments translated into broadly positive progress 

across most participating countries. Compared with 2024, the SNS implementation level 

increased in 19 countries. More than half of participating countries perform above the ESNA 

average (Figure 5)6.  

 

Figure 5: Overall score across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) and external 

indicators 

 

Compared with last year, the dispersion of results has decreased, suggesting greater 

convergence in implementation levels across countries. Moreover, countries with lower 

implementation levels in 2024 recorded the strongest improvements in 2025, reinforcing this 

trend towards convergence (see Annex 5). Bulgaria, Italy and Slovenia achieved the most 

substantial progress, with increases of 24, 23 and 38 percentage points, respectively. For the 

first time, no country recorded an implementation level below 40%, while the highest overall 

implementation level rose to 95%. 

Table 2 presents the implementation levels of the SNS by country. France, Poland and Spain 

are the countries with the highest overall score this year. Spain and France had also achieved 

the most significant implementation levels in 2024, while no complete data were available for 

Poland last year. France, Poland and Spain perform strongly across multiple standards, with 

France exhibiting among the highest scores in seven standards, Spain in six, and Poland in 

 
6 Croatia and Latvia did not provide enough data in order to compute an overall index. 
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four. Notably, all three countries achieve the highest scores for Standards #5 ï "Innovation in 

Procurement", #6 ï "Access to Finance", and #7 ï "Social Inclusion, Diversity and Protecting 

Democratic Values". Interestingly, this correlation between Standards #5, #6 and #7 is not 

observed on average across all participating countries.  

Overall, high implementation scores in one standard do not necessarily correspond high 

scores in others. Correlations between implementation levels at the country level remain low 

across most standards, with only a few moderate exceptions (see Annex 5). 

 

Country 
#1 Fast 
Startup 
Creation 

#2 
Attracting 
and 

retaining 
talent 

#3 
Stock 
Options 

#4 
Innovation 
in 

Regulation 

#5 
Innovation in 
Procurement 

#6 
Access 
to 

Finance 

#7 Social 
Inclusion, 
Diversity 
and 

protecting 
democratic 
values 

#8 
Digital 
First 

Austria 62% 88% 88% 49% 80% 44% 75% 48% 
Belgium 74% 63% 50% 48% 64% 100% 100% 74% 
Bulgaria 79% 75% 67% 0% 26% 56% 58% 49% 
Cyprus 67% 100% 100% 28% 71% 100% 42% 44% 
Czechia 77% 73% 83% 45% 55% 22% 75% 48% 
Estonia 93% 50% 100% 44% 30% 56% 33% 50% 
France 88% 87% 100% 92% 94% 100% 100% 96% 
Germany 74% 27% 25% 90% 76% 89% 75% 96% 
Ireland 71% 39% 58% 79% 63% 89% 100% 75% 
Italy 27% 86% 92% 79% 43% 89% 83% 63% 
Lithuania 86% 86% 67% 79% 79% 89% 100% 99% 
Luxembourg 84% 64% 33% 62% 61% 89% 100% 100% 
Malta 98% 100% 67% 79% 74% 78% 67% 100% 
Netherlands 96% 38% 54% 46% 67% 64% 67% 48% 
Poland 82% 60% 92% 78% 92% 100% 100% 98% 
Portugal 83% 50% 100% 45% 54% 100% 75% 97% 
Romania 75% 25% 100% 67% 42% 61% 75% 63% 
Slovakia 71% 61% 100% 78% 54% 33% 25% 71% 
Slovenia 81% 62% 100% 17% 59% 56% 50% 73% 
Spain 94% 88% 83% 90% 93% 100% 100% 98% 
Sweden 69% 28% 92% 6% 79% 100% 42% 98% 
Ukraine 83% 75% 67% 28% 77% 83% 92% 100% 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Table 2. ESNA Scoreboard 2025 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025) and external indicators 
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4. Implementation Level by Standard 

4.1 SNS #1 Fast Startup Creation, Smooth Market Entry 

4.1.1 Overview 

The first Standard of the EU Startup Nations Standard (SNS) declaration, ñFast Startup 

Creation, Smooth Market Entryò, rests on the fundamental premise that the ability to 

establish a business swiftly, at low cost, and with minimal administrative complexity is a 

prerequisite for a dynamic and competitive startup ecosystem. By setting explicit targets, the 

declaration translates broad policy orientations into quantifiable benchmarks. 

From an economic standpoint, it is well established in the academic literature that lengthy and 

costly registration procedures correlate negatively with business density and early-stage 

innovation rates7. Indicators such as the OECD Product Market Regulation Index and the 

World Bank B-Ready (formerly Ease of Doing Business Index) measures also highlighted the 

simplification of business creation as a key determinant of entrepreneurial dynamism.  

The provision for completing registration both online and offline responds to the dual objective 

of ensuring universal accessibility while advancing the transition towards fully digital 

administrative processes. This approach, together with the mutual recognition of legal 

documentation, aligns with the Single Digital Gateway Regulation (EU) 2018/17248, which 

requires essential administrative procedures be available online and interoperable across 

Member States, enabling businesses to complete them digitally from start to finish. 

While administrative simplification facilitates company formation, the ñstartup fast laneò 

component recognises that the ease of incorporation holds limited value unless accompanied 

by equally efficient mechanisms to navigate regulatory and informational barriers. The Single 

Digital Gateway Regulation also acknowledges that businesses, particularly those operating 

across borders, continue to face fragmented, unreliable and linguistically opaque information 

dispersed across multiple national websites and administrative layers. By requiring Member 

States to provide clear, comprehensive and operational information on applicable rules and 

procedures, and to make essential processes fully available online, the Regulation aims to 

eliminate the informational asymmetries and technical barriers that undermine the freedom of 

establishment within the Single Market.  

The startup fast lane advances this vision in two complementary ways. First, through a 

centralised online portal, it consolidates guidance on administrative procedures and funding 

opportunities into a single, quality-assured interface, reducing the transaction costs and 

uncertainty traditionally associated with business registration and early market entry. Second, 

the establishment of a virtual helpdesk for cross-border entrepreneurs gives practical effect to 

the Regulationôs requirement that users encountering unclear procedures or obstacles to the 

exercise of their rights must have access to assistance services. 

The third provision of the Standard, accepting legal documents from other EU jurisdictions as 

valid proof for incorporation or for establishing a subsidiary, extends this logic of administrative 

interoperability to the evidentiary layer of business creation. It is conceptually aligned with the 

Once-Only Principle and the European Interoperability Framework, both of which aim to 

ensure that data, certificates and official records issued in one Member State can be securely 

 
7 See, for instance, Audretsch et al. (2024), Chambers & Munemo (2019), Djankov et al. (2002) and Klapper & 
Love (2016). 
8 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32018R1724  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32018R1724
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reused in another without unnecessary repetition or verification. In practice, this means that 

entrepreneurs should not be required to resubmit information or documentation already 

validated by a competent authority elsewhere in the EU. Such mutual recognition mechanisms 

are essential to realising the full potential of the Single Digital Gateway ð moving beyond 

digitalisation as mere procedural conversion, towards an integrated, cross-border 

administrative ecosystem that actively facilitates innovation and mobility within the Single 

Market. 

Taken together, these three dimensions of Standard #1 ð low-cost and rapid company 

formation, the startup fast lane and the mutual recognition of legal documents ð form a 

coherent architecture aimed at reducing both the administrative and informational burdens 

associated with starting and expanding a business within the EU. The following analysis turns 

from the conceptual framework to the empirical assessment of ESNAôs performance. 

ESNA achieved an implementation level of 77% for Standard #1 in 2025, representing an 

improvement of 8 percentage points compared with its 2024 score of 70%9. This indicates 

steady progress in the overall implementation of measures under this standard across 

participating countries (Figure 6).  

 
Figure 6. Implementation level of SNS #1 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) and eGovernment 
Benchmark (European Commission) 

 

The 2025 assessment confirms a generally positive trajectory in the implementation of 

Standard #1 with Malta (98%), the Netherlands (96%) and Spain (94%) having the highest 

score. Seventeen countries recorded improvements in their implementation levels, with three 

achieving particularly substantial gains: Bulgaria (42 p.p.), Czechia (28 p.p.) and Slovenia (20 

p.p.). A small number of countries experienced minor declines, reflecting the overall pattern of 

steady advancement and increasing convergence towards higher levels of implementation for 

this Standard. 

In operational terms, Standard #1 translates into: 

 
9 Although the rounded figures suggest a 7-percentage-point increase, the actual advancement was 8 percentage 
points, as calculations are based on unrounded values before presentation rounding. 
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i) the ability to establish a legal entity, either online or offline, within one day and for a cost not 

exceeding ú100;  

ii) a startup fast lane, combining (a) a centralised online information portal on administrative 

requirements and funding opportunities, and (b) a virtual helpdesk to support startups or 

scaleups from other Member States encountering regulatory or administrative barriers; and 

iii) the acceptance of legal documents from other EU jurisdictions as valid proof for 

incorporation or for the creation of a subsidiary within the Single Market.  

These three operational elements correspond respectively to Substandard 1.1 ï ñTime & 

Costò, Substandard 1.2 ï ñStartup Fast Laneò, and Substandard 1.3 ï ñCross-Border 

Servicesò, for which the implementation levels are shown in Figure 7.  

 

Figure 7. Implementation level of SNS #1 substandards for ESNA 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) and eGovernment 
Benchmark (European Commission) 

 

Substandards 1.2 ï ñStartup Fast Laneò and 1.3 ï ñCross-Border Servicesò show 

implementation levels above the average for Standard #1, while the opposite holds for 

Substandard 1.1 ï ñTime & Costò. The latter displayed the lowest implementation level also in 

2024. The overall increase of 8 percentage points in Standard #1 was mainly driven by 

improvements observed in Substandard 1.2, as illustrated Figure 8.  
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Figure 8. Decomposition of the change in SNS #1 implementation level by substandard (2024ï2025) 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025 and 2024) and eGovernment 
Benchmark (European Commission) 

 

While overall implementation levels are relatively high, the degree of variability across 

countries differs between substandards (Figure 9).  

Substandard 1.1 ï "Time & Cost" displays the widest dispersion, with substantial variation in 

national performance, reflecting diverse approaches to reducing administrative burdens in 

company registration. In contrast, Substandard 1.2 ï "Startup Fast Lane" shows strong 

concentration at the upper end. Substandard 1.3 ï "Cross-Border Services" similarly displays 

a compact cluster of national scores in the upper range, suggesting a more uniform approach 

towards the mutual recognition of legal documents. 

 
 

Figure 9. Distribution of implementation levels for the substandards of SNS #1 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025) and eGovernment Benchmark 
(European Commission) 

 

Overall, the 2025 results for Standard #1 are marked by progress in most countries. However, 

the aggregate trends conceal some heterogeneity. The following sections therefore explore 

each substandard in greater detail, highlighting national performance patterns and identifying 

the main drivers behind the observed changes. 
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4.1.2 Substandards analysis 

4.1.2.1 Substandard 1.1 ï Time & Cost 

The score for Substandard 1.1 ï ñTime & Costò is calculated as the arithmetic average of three 

indicators measuring the time and cost involved in setting up a startup: Indicator 1.1.1 ï 

ñNumber of days to establish a business onlineò; Indicator 1.1.2 ï ñNumber of days to establish 

a business in the commercial registersò; and Indicator 1.1.3 ï ñAdministrative costs to establish 

a startupò. 

Indicator 1.1.1 ï ñNumber of days to establish a business onlineò measures the time 

required to complete the online registration of a legal entity. Respondents were instructed to 

consider all relevant legal, administrative and support services involved in the process, 

ensuring that the reported duration reflects the full administrative burden of business creation. 

As shown in Figure 10, the average implementation level across ESNA countries reached 67% 

in 2025, a modest but steady improvement of 6 percentage points compared with the previous 

edition10. Progress was driven primarily by strong advances in Czechia (75 p.p.) and France 

(50 p.p.), both of which achieved full implementation, alongside Estonia, Latvia, Malta, the 

Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Spain and Ukraine. Several other countries also registered 

incremental gains, including Germany, Italy and Sweden, each improving by 25 percentage 

points. Importantly, no country now scores zero on this indicator, marking a clear step forward 

in the overall digitalisation of business creation processes. Although a few countries saw 

declines, the broader trend remains positive, with increasing alignment towards faster and 

more accessible online registration systems. 

 
10 Although the rounded figures suggest a 7-percentage-point increase, the actual advancement was 6 percentage 
points, as calculations are based on unrounded values before presentation rounding. 
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Figure 10. Implementation level of Indicator 1.1.1 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

Indicator 1.1.2 ï ñNumber of days to establish a business in the commercial registersò, 

assesses the time needed to establish a company through the commercial registers, 

encompassing all required procedures to complete the process. While the average ESNA 

implementation dropped from 66% in 2024 to 63% in 2025, the country-level dynamics reveal 

diverging trends (Figure 11).  

 
Figure 11. Implementation level of Indicator 1.1.2 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 
 

In 2025, only Sweden and France recorded positive increments in implementation scores. 

Notably, France advanced to full implementation, joining Belgium, Estonia, Malta, the 

Netherlands, Poland11, Portugal and Spain at the 100% benchmark. This consolidation at the 

top took place in a context where the ESNA average declined by 3 percentage points to 63%, 

largely reflecting regressions among several previously high-performing Member States.  

 
11 Poland did not have a recorded score for this indicator in the 2024 assessment. 
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Although no country scored zero, the results point to an increasing polarisation in 

implementation levels. While several countries have consolidated strong performance and 

sustained momentum, others experienced temporary slowdowns, bringing the overall average 

down. These findings underline the need for targeted policy support to help countries with 

lower scores regain progress and further harmonise implementation across the ESNA area. 

The correlation coefficient between the scores for online establishment (Indicator 1.1.1 ï 

ñNumber of days to establish a business onlineò) and establishment via commercial registers 

(Indicator 1.1.2 ï ñNumber of days to establish a business in the commercial registersò) stands 

at 0.48, somewhat lower than might be expected given their shared objective of simplifying 

business creation workflows. This moderate association suggests that rapid online procedures 

and streamlined registry-based formalities do not always develop in parallel. In some national 

contexts, digital transformation has been prioritised as an alternative entry route, leading to 

high performance in online registration even where traditional registry processes remain more 

complex. Conversely, countries focusing on modernising registry administration may not yet 

have fully digitalised their systems. This divergence highlights differentiated reform strategies 

and indicates opportunities to better integrate online and registry-based processes for greater 

overall efficiency. 

The 2025 results for Indicator 1.1.3 ï ñAdministrative costs to establish a startupò (Figure 

12) reveal a clear stratification among ESNA countries. Most have maintained direct 

registration fees within the lowest bands: fourteen countries achieved full implementation, 

reporting fees of no more than ú100, while a smaller subset remained in the ú101ï250 range 

(60%). Progress was most pronounced in Sweden, which improved from 60% to 100%. 

Reflecting these dynamics, the ESNA average edged upward from 72% to 76%. 

 
Figure 12. Implementation level of Indicator 1.1.3 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 
 

The declaration establishes a ú100 ceiling for company formation fees. Echoing this strict 

interpretation, the survey instrument considers only registration fees directly linked to the 

creation of a legal entity. Accordingly, Indicator 1.1.3 ï ñAdministrative costs to establish a 

startupò focuses exclusively on direct registration costs, excluding legal, accounting, 

translation, notarial or other ancillary expenses. This approach enables standardised 

benchmarking across countries but may understate total cost of starting a business. 

Consequently, progress on administrative fee reduction may not fully capture the broader cost 
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of company creation. Moreover, as the ú100 threshold represents a nominal figure, its real 

value varies across economies, and this should be considered when comparing results across 

ESNA. Improvements in administrative fee reduction may not directly translate to a 

proportionate decrease in overall startup costs, and the effectiveness of regulatory 

streamlining, as tracked here, should be understood within these boundaries. 

Overall, Substandard 1.1 ï ñTime & Costò demonstrates near-stagnation in 2025, resulting 

from advances in digital registration times (Indicator 1.1.1) and incremental progress in 

reducing administrative fees (Indicator 1.1.3); by contrast, the time required for registration 

through commercial registers (Indicator 1.1.2) experience a slight deterioration, offsetting 

these gains. The dispersion of results across indicators and countries indicates limited 

convergence, with some national systems consolidating strong performance while others 

continue to face challenges in sustaining progress. 

Taken together, the findings suggest that reforms in startup creation processes are advancing 

but remain uneven. Strengthening the integration between digital and traditional registration 

channels, alongside sustained efforts to streamline procedures, will be essential to achieving 

more consistent and enduring progress across the ESNA network. 

4.1.2.2 Substandard 1.2 ï Startup Fast Lane 

Substandard 1.2 comprises three complementary indicators: 1.2.1 ï ñExistence of an online 

service to set up a companyò, 1.2.2 ï ñExistence of a fast lane & helpdesk available for 

entrepreneursò, and 1.2.3 ï ñExistence of a virtual helpdesk for regulatory issues for startups 

and scaleupsò. The score for this substandard corresponds to the arithmetic average of the 

three indicator scores. 

Indicator 1.2.1 ï ñExistence of an online service to set up a companyò evaluates whether 

entrepreneurs can fully register a company digitally, focusing on the existence and 

accessibility of an operational online service. It measures whether this functionality is available 

for the main legal entities typically used by startups. In several countries, online portals exist 

but still require one or more physical steps ï such as notarisation or document submission ï 

which prevents full implementation. The indicator also assesses whether these platforms are 

accessible in English, in line with the EU Single Digital Gateway Regulation, which promotes 

cross-border usability and requires key administrative procedures to be accessible to non-

native users. Platforms without an English version are therefore considered only partially 

compliant with the intent of the SNS declaration. 

As shown in Figure 13, the average implementation level of Indicator 1.2.1 ï ñExistence of an 

online service to set up a companyò, across ESNA countries, rose from 80% in 2024 to 86% 

in 2025. This reflects both consolidation among countries which had the higher scores in 2024 

and the emergence of new full implementers. Fifteen countries now report full implementation, 

up from 10 in 2024, and eight of these maintained their top score year-on-year12. The most 

significant gains occurred in Lithuania and Spain, both rising by 50 percentage points to 

achieve full implementation. Two countries registered declines, and 14 remained stable year-

on-year. Although progress at the top end points to broad convergence, dispersion increased 

slightly, suggesting that while many are reaching maturity, others continue to face structural or 

accessibility constraints. 

 
12 Of the 10 countries that reported full implementation in 2024, Denmark did not participate in the 2025 exercise. 
Excluding Denmark, eight of the nine remaining countries maintained their 100% score. Additionally, Latvia, which 
was monitored for the first time in 2025, also achieved full implementation, bringing the total to 15 countries with 
100% implementation in the current edition. 
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Figure 13. Implementation level of Indicator 1.2.1 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

Most partial scores stem from functional or accessibility limitations rather than a lack of online 

services. Five countries still require at least one in-person step (such as notarial validation or 

physical document submission), while two lack English-language interfaces ensuring cross-

border accessibility. Encouragingly, several countries made clear progress in addressing these 

gaps. Austria, Bulgaria, Germany, the Netherlands, and Slovenia each improved by 25 

percentage points, with all but Bulgaria now reaching full implementation. The underlying 

drivers vary: Austria, Bulgaria, and Slovenia enhanced accessibility through English-language 

versions of their portals, while Germany and the Netherlands completed the digitalisation of 

company registration by eliminating residual in-person requirements. 

Indicator 1.2.2 ï ñExistence of a fast lane & helpdesk available for entrepreneursò 

assesses whether entrepreneurs can access regulatory and funding information via a single 

online portal. As with indicator 1.2.1 ï ñExistence of an online service to set up a companyò, 

the scoring framework applies graduated penalties for functional and accessibility 

shortcomings such as lack of English-language availability, information dispersed across 

multiple sites or incomplete coverage of funding or regulatory content. These criteria ensures 

that the indicator captures not only the presence of a platform, but also the degree of 

integration and usability, capturing how the service fulfils the principle of a ñone-stopò online 

entry point. 

The ESNA average rose from 71% in 2024 to 86% in 2025, confirming steady progress toward 

this goal (Figure 14). Bulgaria and Italy recorded the strongest improvements (from 0% to 

100%), with Portugal also rising sharply (50 p.p.). Austria, Belgium, Czechia, France, 

Germany, Lithuania, and Slovakia each improved by 25 percentage points, consolidating their 

online information systems and closing earlier integration gaps. Sixteen countries now report 

full implementation, compared with seven in the previous edition.  

Notably, only one country now reports zero implementation, down from two in 2024. In two 

countries, existing platforms remain fragmented, with information dispersed across several 

sources and limited availability in English, resulting in a 50% implementation level, a significant 

decrease from five in 2024. Five countries received a 25-percentage-points penalty for 

incomplete information, content dispersed across multiple sources, or the absence of an 

English version. 
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Strengthening integration and expanding multilingual accessibility could significantly enhance 

the overall user experience and bring these systems closer to full alignment with the SNS 

objectives. 

 
Figure 14. Implementation level of Indicator 1.2.2 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

Overall, the results indicate gradual convergence towards full implementation, although 

functional disparities persist. The key challenge no longer lies in establishing online services, 

but in improving their integration and usability, essential steps toward the SNS principle of a 

seamless digital environment for entrepreneurs. 

Compared with 2024, the availability of virtual helpdesks13 for startups and scaleups has 

expanded notably. The average implementation level of Indicator 1.2.3 ï ñExistence of a 

virtual helpdesk for regulatory issues for startups and scaleupsò rose 23 percentage 

points, from 58% to 81%, reflecting broader adoption of online mechanisms to support cross-

border entrepreneurs (Figure 15). Twenty countries now report having a virtual helpdesk 

available to support startups and scaleups from other EU Member States facing regulatory 

barriers. This marks an increase from 17 countries in 202414, reflecting a continued effort to 

facilitate cross-border business entry and problem-solving. The most significant progress 

occurred in Bulgaria, Romania and Slovenia, all advancing from zero to full implementation 

after establishing functional online contact points. However, four countries still report no virtual 

helpdesk available, a decrease from seven in 2024. 

 
13 For this indicator, the term ñvirtual helpdeskò is interpreted broadly. It encompasses not only dedicated online 
helpdesks, but also digital channels such as online contact forms or email-based assistance. 
14 The eleven countries reporting full implementation included Denmark, which does not participate in the 2025 
exercise. 
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Figure 15. Implementation level of Indicator 1.2.3 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 
 

Across its three indicators, Substandard 1.2 ï ñStartup Fast Laneò shows consistent and 

tangible progress in the digitalisation and accessibility of online services for entrepreneurs, 

consolidating its position as one of the most advanced areas of SNS implementation. Between 

2024 and 2025, all indicators recorded higher average scores, with particularly notable gains 

in the development of centralised information portals (Indicator 1.2.2 ï ñExistence of a fast 

lane & helpdesk available for entrepreneursò) and in the provision of virtual helpdesks 

(Indicator 1.2.3 ï ñExistence of a virtual helpdesk for regulatory issues for startups and 

scaleupsò). The growing number of countries achieving full implementation reflects sustained 

investment in user-oriented, multilingual solutions. 

Nonetheless, asymmetries persist in functionality and accessibility. A small group of countries 

still lacks full coverage or maintains partially manual steps, and several online services remain 

accessible only in national languages. These linguistic limitations do not concern the 

interoperability between systems, addressed under Substandard 1.3 ï ñCross-Border 

Servicesò, but rather the user-facing accessibility that enables foreign entrepreneurs to 

navigate administrative processes effectively. In that sense, progress under Substandard 1.2 ï 

ñStartup Fast Laneò establishes a solid foundation for the next stage of digital integration: 

moving beyond nationally bounded portals towards genuinely interconnected, cross-border 

services within the Single Market. 

4.1.2.3 Substandard 1.3 ï Cross-Border Services 

Substandard 1.3 ï ñCross-Border Servicesò assesses the degree to which national digital 

infrastructures support cross-border operability within the Single Market. It comprises two 

indicators. Indicator 1.3.1 ï ñIndex of cross-border servicesò, which measures the extent to 

which administrative procedures for business establishment are digitally accessible to non-

resident entrepreneurs and, Indicator 1.3.2 ï ñUtilisation of legal documents from other EU 

countries for startup establishment or expansion within the Single Marketò, which evaluates 

whether national systems recognise and accept documents or credentials issued abroad. 

While Substandard 1.2 ï ñStartup Fast Laneò focused on the accessibility of national online 

services, Substandard 1.3 ï ñCross-Border Servicesò examines their cross-border 

functionality, reflecting progress toward a truly integrated European digital space for 

entrepreneurs. 



 
 

Jɴʠ̈ʫȩȊȞˉ ⁫⁞⁫⁯cİã ◊c˞ʫɴʠǟ İˉƒʫˉ˞ʠ ãƒˉȩɴɣʻ  ɋɋȩƒɣǁǟ┼  ʻʻɴǁȩƒǅƲɴ┼ ʫǟȊȩʻˉʫƒˉȩɴɣ ɣ˞ɝƷǟʫ ⁮⁪⁯⁴⁪⁮⁯⁞⁴╖  ɋɋ ʫȩȊȞˉʻ ʫǟʻǟʫ˻ǟǌ╖ ⁭⁪╖ 
İˉƒʫˉ˞ʠ ãƒˉȩɴɣʻ İˉƒɣǌƒʫǌʻ Ħǟʠɴʫˉ ⁫⁞⁫⁮ǁɴɣʻˉȩˉ˞ˉǟʻ ƒ ˿ɴʫɅ ʠʫɴˉǟǁˉǟǌ Ʒ̈ ȩɣˉǟɋɋǟǁˉ˞ƒɋ ʠʫɴʠǟʫˉ̈ ʫȩȊȞˉʻ╖  
 

Indicator 1.3.1 ï ñIndex of cross-border servicesò assesses the availability and usability of 

public eGovernment services across borders, considering the degree to which entrepreneurs 

from other EU Member States can complete key administrative procedures online. Following 

the 2025 methodological revision of the eGovernment Benchmark, the original cross-border 

dimension was discontinued and its underlying components redistributed across the new 

framework. To preserve continuity, a bridging solution was developed: the indicator was 

recalculated as a weighted composite of three remaining sub-dimensions ð ñCross-border 

Online Availabilityò (50%), ñCross-border User Supportò (25%), and ñCross-border Key 

Enablersò (25%), the latter now represented solely by ñCross-border eIDò. Annex 3 explores 

this bridging solution in more detail. While this reconstruction maintains conceptual 

consistency with the previous design, it introduces a structural break in the time series. 

Consequently, 2025 results are not directly comparable to those from 2024. 

Results for 2025 show uneven provision of cross-border digital public services (Figure 16)15. 

Estonia (86%), Luxembourg (96%), and Malta (90%) demonstrate strong capacity to make 

national services accessible to users from other European countries. At the other end, thirteen 

countries remain below the ESNA average of 67%. 

 
Figure 16. Implementation level of Indicator 1.3.1 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA calculations based on eGovernment Benchmark 
 

Among the three sub-dimensions, Cross-border User Support, which captures the availability 

of online help tools, feedback options, and complaint mechanisms for users from other 

Member States, achieved the strongest performance, with an ESNA average of 81% and 

seven countries reaching full implementation. Five of these countries also attained full scores 

in Indicator 1.2.3 ï ñExistence of a Virtual Helpdesk for Regulatory Issues for Startups and 

Scaleupsò. At first sight, Indicator 1.2.3 and the Cross-Border User Support dimension might 

appear to capture the same aspects. While these two measures might appear similar, their 

correlation is relatively low (r = 0.26), reflecting that they capture distinct functional layers. 

While virtual helpdesks focus on providing targeted guidance to startup founders, cross-border 

user support reflects the broader availability of multilingual help, feedback, and complaint 

mechanisms for any foreign user. This distinction is analytically valuable, as it shows that the 

 
15 As this is an external indicator from the European Commissionôs eGovernment Benchmark, Ukraine is not 
covered in the 2025 dataset. 
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ESNA framework differentiates between startup-oriented tools and general cross-border 

support systems, thus avoiding redundancy in measurement. 

Cross-Border Online Availability also shows solid performance, with an ESNA average of 72%. 

This dimension captures the extent to which informational and transactional public services 

are accessible online to users from other European countries, considering both the presence 

of information and the ability to complete procedures digitally. Malta, Luxembourg, and Estonia 

again stand out, combining full implementation of both startup registration systems and single 

information portals (indicators 1.2.1 ï ñExistence of an online service to set up a companyò 

and 1.2.2 ï ñExistence of a fast lane & helpdesk available for entrepreneursò) with online 

availability of cross-border services. However, most countries still show higher scores on those 

two indicators than in cross-border online availability. In fact, this dimensionôs correlation with 

Indicator 1.2.2 is moderate (r = 0.47) and even weaker with the existence of an online service 

to set up a company (1.2.1, r = 0.23). These differences confirm that while information 

availability and online service delivery are conceptually related, they remain distinct in practice. 

Many administrations provide online content successfully but still face procedural or linguistic 

obstacles that limit usability for foreign entrepreneurs. 

The limited usability of online administrative procedures across borders is not only a matter of 

language or information design but also of authentication. Even when services are technically 

available to foreign users, access often remains restricted by national login systems that do 

not recognise external credentials. The Cross-Border Key Enablers, represented by cross-

border eID functionality, captures this crucial aspect, assessing whether electronic 

identification from other EU Member States can be used to access national e-government 

services. Results show that this dimension is the weakest and most fragmented component 

of Indicator 1.3.1 ï ñIndex of the cross-border servicesò. The ESNA average for this indicator 

stands at 41%, substantially below the other dimensions with fourteen countries scoring below 

50%. Conversely, Austria (87%), Lithuania (79%), and Luxembourg (88%) demonstrate the 

most advanced implementation. These overall results highlight that technical and legal 

interoperability for recognising non-domestic eIDs lags behind front-end digital service 

provision, reflecting a structural gap between user-facing accessibility and back-end 

authentication infrastructure. Many administrations have succeeded in creating online portals 

and user-support systems, yet the technical and legal interoperability required for recognising 

non-domestic eIDs remains limited. This fragmentation reflects a deeper structural gap: while 

the interface for information and communication has become more open, the underlying 

authentication infrastructure is still predominantly national. This gap between digital front ends 

and authentication back-ends has further implications for the use of legal documents across 

borders.  

Indicator 1.3.2 ï ñUtilisation of Legal Documents from Other EU Countries for Startup 

Establishment or Expansion within the Single Marketò examines whether entrepreneurs 

can submit official documents issued abroad when setting up a company or creating a 

subsidiary. In 2025, results are strongly polarised (Figure 17): all countries except two16 

achieved full implementation. Bulgaria, Czechia, and Slovenia improved compared to 2024, 

while no country had a higher score in previous year. 

Despite addressing a complementary dimension of cross-border usability, this indicator shows 

virtually no correlation with the cross-border eID dimension (r = -0.06). This absence of 

association is meaningful: it illustrates that the mutual acceptance of legal documents and the 

mutual recognition of electronic identities represent two distinct layers of interoperability. While 

 
16 Croatia and Latvia did not provide data for this indicator. 
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cross-border eID depends on the technical and procedural capacity to authenticate foreign 

users online, the reuse of legal documents primarily reflects administrative and legal openness 

ð that is, whether national systems accept evidence issued abroad, regardless of how 

authentication occurs. The decoupling between these two mechanisms suggests that even 

advanced eID infrastructures do not guarantee that documentation from other Member States 

will be recognised, and vice versa. Together, these findings reveal that cross-border digital 

governance remains fragmented, with legal and technical interoperability evolving on separate 

tracks. 

 
Figure 17. Implementation level of Indicator 1.3.2 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

Overall, the results of Substandard 1.3 ï ñCross-Border Servicesò reveal that progress toward 

cross-border digital operability remains partial and uneven. While most ESNA countries have 

succeeded in building user-friendly front-ends ï reflected in strong scores for online availability 

and user support ï the underlying enablers of true interoperability lag behind. The contrast 

between the near-universal acceptance of foreign legal documents and the persistently low 

adoption of cross-border eID highlights this imbalance. In practice, many administrations are 

legally open to recognising evidence issued in other Member States but lack the technical 

capacity to authenticate foreign users digitally. This duality underscores a broader pattern: 

cross-border accessibility has advanced faster at the regulatory and procedural level than in 

the infrastructural foundations that would make these services fully integrated. Strengthening 

the linkage between legal recognition and digital authentication thus remains a key challenge 

for achieving a genuinely seamless Single Market for startups. 

 

4.1.3 Conclusion 

The 2025 results indicate that Standard #1 ï ñFast Startup Creation, Smooth Market Entryò 

recorded a meaningful net improvement. The ESNA implementation level rose to 77%, up 8 

percentage points from 70% in 2024. This aggregate advance, however, masks contrasting 

dynamics across the substandards and countries. Gains were concentrated in Substandard 

1.2 ï ñStartup Fast Laneò, while Substandard 1.1 ï ñTime & Costò remained the weakest pillar 

and stagnated, and Substandard 1.3 ï ñCross-Border Servicesò presented a mixed, partly 

structural picture. 
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Two sets of quantitative facts explain this movement. Firstly, Substandard 1.2 ï ñStartup Fast 

Laneò improved decisively, with all three constituent indicators recording higher averages. 

Indicator 1.2.1 ï ñExistence of an Online Service to Set Up a Companyò rose from 80% to 

86%, Indicator 1.2.2 ï ñExistence of a Fast Lane & Helpdesk Available for Entrepreneursò rose 

from 71% to 86%, and Indicator 1.2.3 ï ñExistence of a Virtual Helpdesk for Regulatory Issues 

for Startups and Scaleupsò rose from 58% to 81%. This resulted in a larger number of countries 

achieving full implementation, notably driving the 8-percentage-point increase at the Standard 

level. 

Substandard 1.1 ï ñTime & Costò exhibited more mixed dynamics. Faster online registration 

times (Indicator 1.1.1) and slightly lower administrative fees (Indicator 1.1.3) contributed 

positively, but slower registry-based processes (Indicator 1.1.2) partially offset these gains, 

resulting in the substandard's increase from 66% to 69%. 

At the country level, the largest national improvements were observed in Bulgaria (42 p.p.), 

Czechia (28 p.p.) and Slovenia (20 p.p.), primarily through targeted enhancements such as 

introducing English-language interfaces, consolidating portals, eliminating in-person steps, 

and implementing virtual helpdesk functions. Other 17 countries also experienced a raise in 

their scores. The highest-performing countries were Malta (98%), the Netherlands (96%) and 

Spain (94%). 

Three structural lessons emerge from these results. First, front-end digitalisation and user 

support have advanced faster than back-end integration: many countries now publish 

information, offer centralised portals, and operate helpdesks, but fewer have aligned the 

authentication and procedural layers needed to complete cross-border transactions. Second, 

progress has been asymmetric rather than fully convergent: Substandard 1.2 ï "Startup Fast 

Laneò achieved the strongest overall growth but also shows a widening spread of results, with 

some high-performing outliers pulling ahead while others lag behind. In contrast, Substandard 

1.3 ï ñCross-Border Servicesò, as well as the overall Standard, display broadly stable 

dispersion, suggesting that advances in administrative speed and cross-border functionality, 

while modest, are more evenly distributed. Third, improvements are often incremental and 

operational, adding English-language versions, closing single-step gaps, or formalising 

helpdesks, so policy successes are tangible and replicable, but they require sustained effort 

and targeted fixes rather than single sweeping reforms. 

At face value, the fact that Standard #1 ï ñFast Startup Creation, Smooth Market Entryò is one 

of the top two best performing Standards among all eight is a surprising outcome, especially 

when set against the tone of the major EU strategic documents, which repeatedly highlight 

regulatory and administrative burdens as a key drag on European competitiveness17. This 

contrast, good performance on Standard #1 versus the strategic concern about regulatory 

burden, invites deeper reflection. 

Results suggest that many jurisdictions are making meaningful progress in the initial entry 

phase: easier online registration, streamlined portals, improved accessibility. However, 

underlying systemic challenges remain, the regulatory burden is inherently a life-cycle issue, 

not merely a starting-point issue. The Standardôs focus on company creation and cross-border 

entry captures only a portion of that burden. In this sense, the Standardôs narrow scope 

constitutes a conceptual limitation: while the strategy and competitiveness frameworks talk 

about burdens spanning the entire entrepreneurial lifecycle (creation, growth, scaling, exit), 

our monitoring exercise for this specific Standard remains anchored to the ñcreation momentò. 

Moreover, the cost dimension embedded in Standard #1 is limited. Although indicators around 

 
17 See, for instance, (Draghi, 2024; European Commission, 2025c, 2025a, 2025b) 
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time, fees and online registration are included (particularly in Substandard 1.1 ï ñTime & 

Costò), the broader spectrum of costs, such as ancillary costs (external legal advice, 

translations, professional services) and indirect compliance in earlyȤstage operations, falls 

outside the scope. 

It is also worth emphasising that part of the regulatory burden is in fact captured under 

Standard #4 ï ñInnovation in Regulationò, via indicators 4.1.1 ï ñThink Small Firstò principle 

implementation level and 4.2.1 ï ñExistence of compliance exemptions/alternatives for 

startupsò. Nonetheless, limiting the burden discussion to that standard alone overlooks the 

cross-cutting nature of administrative and regulatory burdens, which affect entry, scaling, exit 

and cross-border mobility.  

Regarding cross-border mobility, Standard #1 accounts for it under Substandard 1.3 ï ñCross-

Border Servicesò, whose results show a mixed, partly structural picture, thereby confirming 

that while entry mechanisms may improve, the deeper barrier of fragmentation remains 

resilient. This confirms the fragmentation of rules and markets, repeatedly flagged in EU 

reports as a manifestation of regulatory burden. Both the Startup and Scaleup Strategy and 

the Annual Single Market and Competitiveness Report highlight that cross-border provision of 

services continues to be hampered by regulatory and administrative barriers and sources of 

fragmentation. 

In conclusion, the achievement of Standard #1 ï ñFast Startup Creation, Smooth Market Entryò 

is encouraging as it signals genuine progress in the ñfast laneò of business creation and 

initialised crossȤborder accessibility. Completing its ambition will require moving from 

information and assistance (where most countries are now reasonably strong) to procedural 

and authentication integration (where important technical, legal and organisational work 

remains). Practically, priorities should include removing remaining in-person requirements that 

fragment processes, scaling mutual recognition of core documents, and accelerating eID 

interoperability under eIDAS/European Digital Identity agenda. Doing so would convert the 

notable gains in the ñfast laneò into durable, cross-border reductions in time and cost for 

founders across the Single Market ï and would materially strengthen the practical effects of 

the SNS declaration. Additionally, to fully align with the ambitions of the EU strategic agenda, 

a two-fold shift is desired: broaden the monitoring horizon from creation to full lifecycle and 

enrich the cost metrics to cover adjustment and indirect compliance costs.  

 

4.2 SNS #2 Attracting and Retaining Talent 

4.2.1 Overview 

The second standard of the EU Startup Nations Standard (SNS) declaration, Attracting and 

Retaining Talent, addresses one of the most decisive levers for building a robust and 

competitive startup ecosystem. Talent is not merely a resource; it is the critical input that 

transforms entrepreneurial ideas into scalable innovation and growth. Startups require a 

particular type of talent: relatively young, highly educated, digitally literate individuals, 

equipped not only with technical expertise but also with creativity, ambition, networks and 

sufficient market insight to identify growth opportunities (Patuzzi, 2019). Such individuals are 

rare, widely sought after and highly mobile. Consequently, countries face intense competition 

both to retain their own most promising nationals and to attract foreign talent. 

For startup ecosystems, the presence of foreign entrepreneurs and experts generates positive 

externalities that extend far beyond individual firms. International talent brings cross-border 
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experience, global market insights, and access to investors, partners, and suppliers. These 

networks can accelerate the diffusion of ideas, unlock new markets, and attract venture capital 

and knowledge-intensive investment. In technology-driven industries, where innovation cycles 

are accelerating and success depends on both rapid learning and global connectedness, the 

ability to attract and retain such talent becomes a prerequisite for competitiveness. 

However, Europe continues to face structural talent shortages, especially in ICT, engineering, 

and research-intensive sectors, which is one of the principal constraints on EU 

competitiveness and technological sovereignty. Recognising this, the European Commission 

has placed talent at the core of its competitiveness agenda. The Communication on Skills and 

Talent Mobility (European Commission, 2023c) and the accompanying Skills and Talent 

Mobility Package call for a more agile and coordinated European approach to legal migration. 

The Draghi Report (Draghi, 2024) further reinforces this priority, arguing that Europeôs 

competitiveness depends on its ability to ñcompete for talent globallyò and to remove the 

barriers that slow the circulation of knowledge and skills across borders. In parallel, the Union 

of Skills initiative (European Commission, 2025d) identifies ñattract, develop and retain talentò 

as one of its four strands of action. 

Standard #2 ï ñAttracting and Retaining Talentò therefore articulates two complementary 

objectives: attracting international talent and re-engaging European talent abroad. The first 

dimension ensures that visa applications are, as a general rule, processed within one month 

for (a) founders from third countries supported by a recognised trusted partner in the Member 

State, and (b) experienced staff from third countries, when submitted by startups, which may 

also be pre-approved as a ñtrusted party.ò Fast-track procedures and third-party endorsement 

have been shown to reduce administrative friction and transactional costs and improve the 

attractiveness of jurisdictions for founders and startups (Mandelman et al., 2025; 

Papademetriou & Sumption, 2013; Patuzzi, 2019). 

The second dimension concerns the introduction of programmes and incentives encouraging 

the return of EU nationals who have pursued professional opportunities in third countries. This 

ñcircular mobilityò of knowledge and skills transforms what was once a brain drain into a 

reinvestment of experience, networks, and creativity within the European innovation system. 

Together, these two dimensions operationalise the principle that talent mobility and retention 

are indispensable conditions for a thriving startup ecosystem. By combining accelerated visa 

pathways for foreign founders and specialised staff with targeted measures to re-engage 

European professionals abroad, the Standard translates strategic ambitions into tangible 

policy mechanisms that strengthen Europeôs innovation base. Building on this conceptual 

framework, the analysis below examines how these provisions have been implemented across 

Member States and how they perform in quantitative terms. 

Across the ESNA area, implementation of Standard #2 ï ñAttracting and Retaining Talentò 

reached 64%, representing only a marginal increase of 0.3 percentage points compared to 

2024. This result reflects a shift compared with the previous yearôs growth of 12 percentage 

points. The Standard now ranks slightly below ESNAôs overall implementation level, 

underlining the continuing need to invest in talent attraction and retention in Europe. 

Although aggregate implementation has almost stagnated, national trajectories diverge 

considerably. Out of the participating countries, seven improved their implementation levels, 

nine maintained their scores, and six recorded declines18. Bulgaria (56 p.p.) and Italy (50 p.p.) 

 
18 Latvia did not provide enough data in order to compute the standard score and last year the same had happened 
with Poland. 
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achieved the highest progress, whilst Czechia and Slovenia also recorded significant gains 

(25 p.p.). Cyprus and Malta maintained full implementation as in 2024 (Figure 18). 

 

Figure 18: Implementation level of SNS #2 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) and Talent 

Attractiveness Index (OECD) 

 

Standard #2 ï ñAttracting and Retaining Talentò focuses on two substandards. The first, 2.1 ï 

ñVisa Applicationsò, covers talent attraction by assessing the ease and timeliness of visa 

procedures for founders and startup workers. Lengthy processing times to obtain visas 

increase add cost to already bureaucratic and difficult processes and might delay market entry 

by founders and harm startups with immediate needs of talent. The declaration has set one 

month as the visa processing threshold. The second, 2.2 ï ñProgrammes for Talentò, deals 

with the countryôs ability to attract and retain talent by measuring the implementation of 

programmes of talent return and using the OECD Talent Attractiveness Index.  

Substandard 2.1 ï ñVisa Applicationsò achieved an implementation level of 73%, while 

Substandard 2.2 ï ñProgrammes for Talentò lagged behind with an implementation level of 

55%, 9 percentage points below the ESNA implementation level for this Standard (Figure 19).  
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Figure 19: Implementation level of SNS #2 substandards for ESNA 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) and Talent 

Attractiveness Index (OECD) 

 

The two substandards have followed opposing trajectories over the past year, as depicted in 

Figure 20. While 2.1 ï ñVisa Applicationsò decreased by 6 percentage points to 73%19, 2.2 ï 

ñProgrammes for Talentò improved by 6 percentage points to reach 55%. Therefore, the 

improvement in talent programmes is practically offset by the deterioration in visa processing 

times resulting in a stagnation.  

 

Figure 20: Decomposition of the change in SNS #2 implementation level by substandards (2024-
2025) 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025 and 2024) and Talent Attractiveness 

Index (OECD) 

 

 
19 Although the rounded figures suggest a 5-percentage-point decrease, the actual decline was 6 percentage 
points, as calculations are based on unrounded values before presentation rounding. 
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While Standard #2 displays an implementation level close to the ESNAôs average, differentials 

persist at country level, as shown in Figure 21. About half of the countries have an 

implementation level below the ESNA average, indicating the need for new measures to attract 

and retain talent in Europe. Implementation levels of Substandard 2.2 ï ñProgrammes for 

Talentò are widely spread suggesting significant disparities. In Substandard 2.1 ï ñVisa 

Applicationsò, implementation levels are more moderately spread, despite the presence of 

some outliers. Both the median and average of the first substandard are higher than those of 

the second, but the difference between medians is much smaller than the difference between 

the averages. Also, in both cases, the median exceeds the average. 

 

Figure 21: Distribution of implementation levels for the substandards of SNS #2 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025) and Talent Attractiveness Index 

(OECD) 

 

 

 

4.2.2 Substandards analysis 

4.2.2.1 Substandard 2.1 ï Visa Applications 

Visa applications often constitute a barrier for startups seeking to hire talent or for founders 

establishing companies abroad. Lengthy and unpredictable procedures increase costs, delay 

market entry, and can discourage startups from international recruitment. 
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Substandard 2.1 ï ñVisa Applicationsò measures the ease of visa processes for founders and 

startup workers by assessing average processing times. The declaration sets a benchmark of 

one month for processing visa applications submitted by founders and workers supported by 

startups. This substandard is computed as the arithmetic average between indicators 2.1.1 ï 

ñTime to complete visa applications for foundersò and 2.1.2 ï ñTime to complete visa 

applications for experienced workersò. Both indicators declined this year, explaining the 

regression in 2.1 ï ñVisa Applicationò. 

Migrant entrepreneurs contribute to job creation, innovation, and cultural diversity. 

Bureaucratic visa processes hinder these benefits. The average implementation level for 

Indicator 2.1.1 ï ñTime to complete visa applications for foundersò stands at 74% in 2025, 

down 4 percentage points from 2024. Considering only countries common to both years, the 

decline would be even sharper. 

Figure 22 displays the implementation levels at country level. Since processing times are 

collected in time intervals, countries with equal scores do not necessarily take on average the 

same time to process visa application. Twelve countries now process founder visas within one 

month (two less than in 2024), with Italy joining this group for the first time. Conversely, 

processing times increased in four countries.  

 

Figure 22: Implementation level of Indicator 2.1.1 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

Most participating countries have introduced startup and entrepreneur visa schemes enabling 

founders to profit from more tailored and in some cases streamlined application procedures. 

The programmes also allow countries to show their commitment to innovation and 

entrepreneurship. These visas have different characteristics in terms of validity, financial 

proofs, documents required, company ownership, capital requirements, family reunification 

conditions, requirement of business plan, being caped and renewability. The main policy 

challenge relies in defining the conditions that select founders with the right skill set to 

successfully start a business (Patuzzi, 2019). 

Visa applications for experienced workers are important tools to fill one of the EUôs current 

strategies of addressing labour and skills shortages. The current supply of highly qualified 

workers does not match the growing demand creating a gap for startups seeking professionals 
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to drive entrepreneurship in Europe (ESNA, 2024). In countries where skills shortage are 

persistent, fast processing times for visa applications contribute to bridging the talent gaps 

faced by startups.  

The implementation level of Indicator 2.1.2 ï ñTime to complete visa applications for 

experienced workersò decreased by 7 percentage points to 72%, slightly below that of 

founders. Note that only one country has a higher score in the previous indicator than in this 

one, suggesting the processing time of visa applications for experienced workers takes longer 

on average than for founders. Visa conditions in some countries are also stricter for highly 

qualified workers than for entrepreneurs.  

Country-level implementation levels are represented in Figure 23. Ten countries exhibit an 

implementation level of 100% (processing time within one month). Czechia and Italy have 

achieved it for the first time this year, augmenting their score by 50 percentage points. Also, 

Bulgaria has increased its score, by decreasing the processing time for this visa applications 

from 3-6 months to 1-3 months. Inversely, the processing time has increased for five countries, 

reducing their scores and explaining the decrease in the implementation level of this 

substandard. 

 

Figure 23: Implementation level of Indicator 2.1.2 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

Across Europe, migration policies have evolved in mixed directions. Some countries have 

tightened entry rules, while others have eased conditions for high-skilled workers. Many 

countries are reforming migration and asylum systems to ease integration challenges (OECD, 

2025c). Migration helps address labour shortages, but stricter rules for labour migration are 

also being enacted. Some nations now have policies to attract high-skilled workers. 

Overall, in regard to attracting highly qualified workers, Europe has been following a trend of 

facilitation of processes for this category of migrants (OECD, 2025c). The EU Blue Card 

Directive (2021/1883) introduced greater flexibility through lower salary thresholds, shorter 

contract requirements, and reduced education prerequisites. Nonetheless, these policy 

improvements have not translated into shorter processing times. 
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Alternatively, this trend might not have been accompanied by efforts to fasten and improve 

procedures over the last year. Findings from Indicators 2.1.1 and 2.1.2 stress that countries 

looking to attract high-skilled labour should also invest in streamlining these visa procedures.  

Digitalisation is increasingly shaping immigration systems. While several countries have fully 

transitioned to online platforms, others still rely on paper-based procedures (OECD, 2024b). 

Expanding digital and AI-driven processes could significantly reduce processing times, 

illustrating the cross-cutting benefits of implementing Standard #8 ï ñDigital Firstò. Emerging 

technologies, such as Artificial Intelligence, blockchain technology and algorithmic models 

also carry potential to expand and improve migration services (OECD, 2024b). 

4.2.2.2 Substandard 2.2 ï Programmes for Talent 

Substandard 2.2 ï ñProgrammes for Talentò comprises two indicators: 2.2.1 ï ñExistence of 

Return of Tech diaspora programmesò and 2.2.2 ï ñTalent Attractiveness Indexò. The first 

measures efforts to attract national talent back to their home countries, while the second 

assesses a countryôs overall ability to attract and retain skilled migrant talent.  

Indicator 2.2.1 ï ñExistence of Return of Tech diaspora programmesò measures the 

introduction of talent return programmes by participating countries. While the circulation of 

talent can yield benefits, brain drain undermines Europeôs competitiveness and innovation 

capabilities. 

Anelli et al. (2023) found emigration of young and highly educated individuals deprives 

countries of origin of entrepreneurs, creating negative spillovers on firm creation. The 

ministerial declaration reinforces the need to implement policies promoting EU tech return to 

address structural labour shortages in these fields. Nonetheless, the extent of brain drain and 

related challenges remain highly heterogeneous across European countries. While in Western 

and Northern Europe migration flows of researchers are relatively balanced, the situation in 

Southern and several Eastern European countries is more asymmetrical (European Union, 

2022). These geographical imbalances show differentials in brain drain dynamics in Europe. 

Return programmes can help narrow the gap between push and pull factors, increasing the 

incentives for highly skilled nationals to relocate back to their home countries. 

In 2025, the indicator rose by 13 percentage points, reaching 61%, as illustrated in Figure 24. 

Adding to the seven countries ï Cyprus, France, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Portugal and 

Spain ï that had already fully implemented this indicator, six other countries ï Austria, 

Bulgaria, Italy, Poland, Slovenia and Ukraine ï exhibited evidence of having introduced 

programmes to promote the return of national talent. However, eight countries responded that 

they have not implemented such programmes yet. 
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Figure 24: Implementation level of Indicator 2.2.1 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

Different economic and social factors underlining country-specific migration dynamics explain 

the variety of programmes used to attract nationals. Wage differentials, employment and 

educational opportunities are among some of the defining factors. The effectiveness of these 

programmes is related with how these factors are tackled and the targets of the programmes. 

For instance, academic literature has found tax incentives as a successful tool to attract 

researchers and highly talented nationals with productivity and innovation spillovers for other 

workers (Akcigit et al., 2016; Bassetto & Ippedico, 2024; Creanza, 2024). Other types of 

programmes decrease the moving cost, promote job matching between companies and 

workers or provide opportunities to develop research projects. The table below provides an 

overview of the incentives provided by the programmes mentioned by participating countries.  

 
Table 3: Return programmes by type 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025) 
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Indicator 2.2.2 ï ñIndex of Talent Attractivenessò uses the composite index for 

entrepreneurs of OECD Talent Attractiveness Index, capturing each countryôs ability to attract 

and retain different types of migrant talent. While Substandard 2.1 addresses the procedural 

aspects of migration, this indicator reflects the broader ñpullò factors that influence talent 

mobility decisions.  

ESNA reached an implementation level of 49% (Figure 25). The best-performing country is 

Sweden (61%), followed by Luxembourg (55%) and Ireland (54%), reflecting above-average 

conditions to attract talent. Notably, none of these countries had implemented talent return 

programmes in 2023. These scores are the same as in 2024, as the OECD does not update 

the index annually20. Consequently, progress under Substandard 2.2 stems from the 

introduction of new return programmes (Indicator 2.2.1). 

 

Figure 25: Implementation level of Indicator 2.2.2 across ESNA countries 

Source: OECD, Index of Talent Attractiveness 

 

In addition to the initiatives referenced in the declaration, participating countries may rely on 

complementary policies to attract, retain and develop highly qualified workers who contribute 

to the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Such initiatives include promoting STEM subjects and 

entrepreneurship among young people, improving retention conditions for international 

students, and fostering entrepreneurship within academia and knowledge centres. Re-skilling 

and up-skilling efforts will also be essential in emerging technology domains such as deep 

tech, AI, blockchain and climate technologies (ESNA, 2024). 

 

4.2.3 Conclusion 

Talent investment remains a core priority to drive innovation and entrepreneurship in Europe. 

The analysis highlights ongoing efforts by ESNA countries to attract high-skilled labour and 

address the skills shortages faced by startups. 

 
20 The ESNA composite score of 49% represents a 1-percentage-point decrease from 2024, despite the underlying 
OECD index values remaining unchanged. This decline reflects a compositional effect: Denmark, which scored 
54% in 2024, did not participate in the 2025 exercise, while Latvia, newly included in 2025, scored 40%. 
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The evolution of Standard #2 ï ñAttracting and Retaining Talentò reflects several opposing 

dynamics. In 2025, ESNA reached an overall implementation level of 64%, showing no 

progress compared to 2024. Improvements in Programmes for Talent have been offset by 

longer visa processing times for founders and highly qualified workers. 

Disparities between countries remain persistent, with thirteen still scoring below the ESNA 

average. These findings underscore the continued opportunities to strengthen policies that 

attract and retain talent, while recognising that not all countries face the same challenges 

regarding talent retention. 

Policies covered under substandard 2.1 ï ñVisa Applicationsò have witnessed shifts across 

Europe, since 2023. While some countries have tightened entry requirements, others have 

eased conditions for high-skilled labour migration, partly due to the influence of the EU Blue 

Card Directive. However, these efforts have not been accompanied by sufficient efforts to 

decrease visa processing times for founders and high-skilled workers supported by startups. 

Indeed, processing times for visa applications have increased for both groups. A measurement 

issue worth highlighting is the need to further harmonise the data collection of processing 

times. While the main objective is to measure the actual processing time, some countries 

provide information on the processing time stipulated by regulations, which does not always 

correspond the practiced. Only 12 and 10 participating countries report average processing 

times under one month, respectively, for visa applications from founders and high-skilled 

workers supported by startups. Streamlining and digitalising these procedures could yield 

significant improvements in future editions. 

New efforts to attract qualified talent have been observed under Substandard 2.2 ï 

ñProgrammes for Talentò. These initiatives are particularly important in countries most affected 

by brain drain and labour shortages. While eight countries are yet to introduce return 

programmes, 13 others have now fully implemented them. 

Beyond these measures, initiatives promoting entrepreneurial and STEM education will be 

vital to foster a competitive entrepreneurial ecosystem in Europe. Continuous up-skilling and 

re-skilling of the workforce are necessary to support the growth of startups in emerging 

technology sectors, while promoting STEM and entrepreneurship among young people will 

help bridge the talent gap identified across Europe. 

 

4.3 SNS #3 Stock Options 

4.3.1 Overview 

Stock options are a key instrument for startups to attract and retain skilled employees when 

cash resources are limited. They grant workers the right to acquire company shares at a 

predetermined price in the future, aligning individual effort with the firmôs long-term 

performance and risk profile. In early-stage companies, where uncertainty is high and external 

financing scarce, such schemes act both as a motivational tool and a financing mechanism, 

enabling startups to offer competitive remuneration packages without immediate liquidity 

outflow. 

Employee stock options also contribute to the broader dynamism of the entrepreneurial 

ecosystem. When startups succeed, employees who hold equity often reinvest their gains by 

founding new ventures or investing in emerging firms, creating a self-reinforcing cycle of talent, 

experience and capital. This ñpay-it-forwardò effect supports entrepreneurial density and 
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knowledge spillovers, both essential for sustained innovation and growth. Empirical evidence 

further shows that equity participation fosters stronger organisational commitment, higher 

productivity and lower turnover among employees, outcomes that enhance the resilience of 

young firms. 

However, the potential of stock options depends critically on the surrounding legal and fiscal 

framework. Complex taxation rules or rigid shareholder-rights provisions can erode their value 

and limit their diffusion, particularly among unlisted firms where liquidity events are infrequent. 

Accordingly, Standard #3 establishes that stock options should be recognised and taxed only 

at the moment of cash receipt, not when they are granted or vested. Taxing unrealised gains 

obliges employees to pay income tax before receiving any actual proceeds, creating a liquidity 

burden that often makes participation in such schemes unfeasible. The problem is particularly 

severe for startups and other unlisted companies, where shares cannot easily be sold to cover 

the tax due. Deferring taxation to the moment of cash receipt or sale of shares aligns the fiscal 

event with real income, reduces risk for employees, and preserves the attractiveness of these 

instruments as part of remuneration packages. 

A second structural factor relates to shareholder rights. In many jurisdictions, every employee 

holding stock options becomes a formal shareholder once the options are exercised, which 

can trigger extensive consultation requirements and administrative costs. Allowing the 

issuance of non-voting options or equivalent equity instruments makes it possible to extend 

ownership more widely without compromising governance efficiency. The separation between 

economic and voting rights helps founders maintain strategic agility while ensuring that 

employees share in the companyôs financial success. 

Finally, the existence of a stock-option scheme is essential for regulatory clarity and market 

confidence. Tailored frameworks that define eligibility criteria, valuation methods, and tax 

treatment provide both legal certainty and administrative simplicity. They also signal 

governmental recognition of startups as a distinct category within the economy, strengthening 

investor trust and facilitating cross-border comparability. Where such schemes are absent or 

overly restrictive, option plans remain underused, depriving startups of one of the most 

effective instruments to attract and retain talent. 

In 2025, ESNA reached an implementation level of 74% for this Standard, slightly above the 

overall ESNA average of 70%. This 12-percentage-point improvement compared to 2024 

reflects participating countriesô continued commitment to fostering a favourable environment 

for startup development supported by highly qualified workers. 

Figure 26 presents the implementation levels of Standard #3 ï ñStock Optionsò across ESNA 

countries. Cyprus, Estonia, France, and Portugal maintain full implementation (100%), whilst 

Slovenia, Romania, and Slovakia have now joined this group after recording some of the most 

significant improvements since 2024. Slovenia registered the largest increase, rising by 100 

percentage points, followed by Czechia with a gain of 79 percentage points. Romania and 

Slovakia each advanced by 33 percentage points. Overall, implementation levels increased in 

seven countries, although seven others registered declines over the same period. Notably, no 

country now scores zero, compared to two countries at this level in 2024. 
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Figure 26: Implementation level of SNS #3 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) and Not Optional 

ranking (Index Ventures)  

 

Figure 27 illustrates the evolution of the three substandards: ñTaxationò, ñNon-Voting Rightsò, 

and ñStock Options Schemesò. The first focuses on the tax frameworkôs attractiveness for 

employees; the second examines the schemes from the startupsô perspective, considering 

shareholder rights and management costs; and the third assesses whether national legislation 

provides for specific stock-option schemes. 

Over the past year, no setbacks were recorded: all three substandards improved. Substandard 

3.1 ï ñTaxationò rose by 8 percentage points to 54%, remaining below the standardôs average. 

Substandards 3.2 ï ñNon-Voting Rightsò and 3.3 ï ñStock Options Schemesò both advanced 

significantly, reaching 77% and 91%, respectively, after improving by 8 and 20 percentage 

points. 

 

Figure 27: Implementation level #3 Substandards for ESNA 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) and Not Optional 

ranking (Index Ventures) 
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Overall, implementation of Standard #3 ï ñStock Optionsò increased by 12 percentage points, 

with Substandard 3.3 accounting for more than half of this growth (Figure 28). 

 

Figure 28: Decomposition of the change in SNS #3 implementation level by substandard (2024-2025) 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025) and Not Optional ranking (Index 

Ventures) 

 

As shown in Figure 29, Substandard 3.3 ï ñStock Options Schemesò demonstrates near-

universal implementation, with full compliance achieved by the vast majority of countries and 

zero implementation constituting an extreme outlier. Substandard 3.1 ï ñTaxationò presents a 

starkly contrasting picture: almost half of the countries show no implementation, whilst others 

have achieved full compliance, reflecting the binary nature of its single indicator, which only 

assumes scores of 0% or 100%. Conversely, Substandard 3.2 ï ñNon-Voting Rightsò 

demonstrates the highest convergence: all countries have attained at least 50% 

implementation and the vast majority clusters at or near full compliance. 

 

Figure 29: Distribution of implementation levels for the substandards of SNS #3 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025) and Not Optional ranking (Index 

Ventures) 
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4.3.2 Substandards analysis 

4.3.2.1 Substandard 3.1 ï Taxation 

Employee stock-options are widely used as remuneration instruments, helping startups attract 

and retain key talent. A favourable tax regime can substantially increase the relative returns of 

working in a startup, thereby shifting skilled professionals towards the sector. From a policy 

perspective, preferential tax treatment for stock options enables governments to promote 

entrepreneurship without reducing tax rates across the wider economy (Henrekson & 

Sanandaji, 2018). 

The taxation of stock options may occur at three moments: grant, exercise and sale. The 

application of taxes before the moment of sale burdens employees with the taxation of gains 

which have not yet been received in liquidity, reducing the benefits of employee stock options. 

As mentioned, Substandard 3.1 ï ñTaxationò relies only on Indicator 3.1.1 ï ñTaxed only 

upon cash liquidityò. This indicator is binary and equal to 100% when stock options are taxed 

solely at the moment of stock sale and 0% otherwise.  

The ESNA implementation level for this indicator stands at 54%, meaning that slightly more 

than half of participating countries have adopted full alignment with this recommendation. 

Thirteen countries ð Austria, Cyprus, Czechia, Estonia, France, Italy, Poland, Portugal, 

Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain and Sweden ð tax stock options only upon sale, with 

Czechia, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia achieving this milestone for the first time this year 

(Figure 30). 
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Figure 30: Implementation level of Indicator 3.1.1 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

Several countries have introduced specific stock-option regimes for startups or companies 

that meet defined criteria. For instance, in Italy, innovative startups whose stock-option plans 

meet the eligibility requirements can defer taxation until sale, with gains treated as capital 

rather than income. Similar schemes often apply only to employees who satisfy specific 

conditions relating to job position, tenure, or holding period. The taxable base also varies 

depending on the timing of taxation, contributing to a diversity of approaches across Europe. 

Beyond timing, the type and rate of taxation are equally critical. The ministerial declaration 
recommends that employee stock options be taxed as capital gains, but in several participating 
countries they are subject to personal income tax instead.  

Table 4. displays the tax regimes across participating countries, showing the heterogeneity in 
taxation types and administrative burdens. This diversity increases complexity for startups 
operating across multiple jurisdictions. 
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Table 4: Startups Employee Stock Options tax regime 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025) 

 

4.3.2.2 Substandard 3.2 ï Non-Voting Rights 

Substandard 3.2 ï ñNon-Voting Rightsò is calculated as the arithmetic mean of two indicators: 

Indicator 3.2.1 ï ñExistence of stock options with non-voting rights for startupsò and Indicator 

3.2.2 ï ñMinority Shareholders & Bureaucracyò. Together, they capture the costs and 

administrative burdens startups face when implementing stock-option schemes, reflecting 

their overall attractiveness to companies. 

Traditionally, stock options confer voting rights to their holders. However, for startups, this can 

result in a proliferation of minority shareholders whose consultation in key decisions slows 

governance processes and increases administrative costs. The declaration therefore 

recommends enabling startups to issue non-voting stock options, allowing broader employee 

participation without impairing decision-making efficiency. Indicator 3.2.1 ï ñExistence of 

stock options with non-voting rights for startupsò assesses if that is possible.  
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As illustrated in Figure 31, ESNA achieved a 100% implementation level for Indicator 3.2.1, 

meaning that all the 22 countries21 allow startups to issue stock options with non-voting rights, 

having therefore a score of 100%. This is the highest performing indicator overall ex aequo. 

Notable progress was observed in Czechia, Luxembourg, Poland and Slovenia, which 

introduced relevant legislative changes in the past year, driving the overall increase of 21 

percentage points in this indicator. 

 

Figure 31: Implementation level of Indicator 3.2.1 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

Indicator 3.2.2 ï ñMinority Shareholders & Bureaucracyò draws on the minority 

shareholders and bureaucracy factor from the Not Optional ranking, which assesses the 

administrative costs and procedural burdens associated with these schemes from a company 

perspective. A lower score corresponds to higher costs, while higher scores reflect greater 

attractiveness. In 2025, ESNA reached 53% implementation, a 5-percentage-point decrease 

from 2024. When controlling for consistent country participation, this decline would be even 

steeper. 

Estonia, France, Latvia, Lithuania and Portugal achieved full implementation (100%), 

indicating favourable conditions for companies adopting such schemes. This represents one 

additional country compared with 2024; yet the number of countries scoring 0% also increased 

from one to three. 

 
21 Croatia and Latvia did not provide data for this indicator. 
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Figure 32: Implementation level of Indicator 3.2.2 across ESNA countries 

Source: Index Ventures, Not Optional ranking (2025 and 2024) 

 

The valuation of strike prices continues to differ significantly across countries and often 

requires external legal or technical expertise, highlighting the underlying complexity of these 

schemes. 

4.3.2.3 Substandard 3.3 ï Stock-Option Schemes 

Substandard 3.3 ï ñStock-Option Schemesò is assessed through Indicator 3.3.1 ï ñExistence 

of a country-specific stock-option schemeò, which evaluates whether a national legal 

framework explicitly regulates and enables the issuance of stock options. This indicator is also 

binary, allowing only two possible scores: 100% when such a framework exists, and 0% when 

it does not. Clear and transparent legislation enhances regulatory certainty and market 

confidence, signalling a governmentôs commitment to fostering a startup-friendly environment 

(Lowitzsch, 2024). 

As Figure 33 illustrates, 21 out of 2322 participating countries have country-specific legislation 

governing stock-option schemes, achieving full implementation. Since 2024, progress has 

been recorded in Czechia, Malta, Poland and Slovenia. 

 
22 Croatia did not provide data for this indicator. 
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Figure 33: Implementation level of Indicator 3.3.1 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

Among the 21 countries with dedicated frameworks, 13 tax stock options solely upon sale. 

The two countries without dedicated frameworks apply taxation at moments other than the 

point of sale. 

In some countries, startups have adopted virtual stock-options plans (VSOPs), which replicate 

the financial effects of stock options without conferring ownership rights (Index Ventures, 

2018). These arrangements avoid the administrative and fiscal burdens of share issuance, but 

they may disadvantage employees through provisions allowing revocation without cause or 

the forfeiture of virtual options upon departure (Index Ventures, 2018). 

 

4.3.3 Conclusion 

Stock options are essential tools for attracting and retaining skilled employees, particularly 

when startups face limited cash resources. At a time when Europe is experiencing a shortage 

of talent, especially in STEM fields, enabling startups to offer competitive remuneration 

packages is essential to attract and retain highly qualified workers. 

Standard #3 ï ñStock Optionsò reached an implementation level of 74% in 2025, representing 

a 12-percentage-point improvement compared with the previous year. This progress reflects 

the commitment of participating countries to strengthening an entrepreneurial ecosystem 

capable of attracting talent. The overall improvement was driven by advancements mainly in 

Substandard 3.3 ï ñStock Option Schemesò, whereas substandards 3.1 ï ñTaxationò and 3.2 

ï ñNon-Voting Rightsò also registered increases, but smaller. 

Substandard 3.1 ï ñTaxationò has reached an implementation level of 54%. Deferring taxation 

on employee stock options until the moment of sale is crucial to prevent liquidity constraints 

and to ensure that these schemes remain attractive. Unfavourable tax treatment can 

significantly reduce the incentive effect of stock options, thereby limiting startupsô capacity to 

attract and retain highly skilled employees. 

With an implementation level of 77%, Substandard 3.2 ï ñNon-Voting Rightsò addresses the 

costs associated with stock option schemes from the firmôs perspective. All countries allow 
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startups to issue stock options with non-voting rights, enabling them to reward key employees 

without the additional administrative burden of engaging multiple minority shareholders. 

However, Indicator 3.2.2 ï ñMinority and Shareholdersô Rightsò reached an implementation 

level of only 53%, indicating further room for improvement in simplifying procedures for 

companies operating such schemes. 

Also, with an implementation level of 91%, Substandard 3.3 ï ñStock Option Schemesò 

examines the existence of employee stock option frameworks. Transparent and well-defined 

legal structures foster market confidence and legal certainty.  

Despite these advancements, the heterogeneity of stock option schemes across European 

countries continues to pose challenges for companies and employees engaged in cross-

border activities. Simplifying and harmonising these frameworks would facilitate the mobility 

of startups and their workforce within the EU. Initiatives such as the Mutual Recognition 

Passport, directly linked to Substandard 1.3 ï ñCross-Border Servicesò, can play a pivotal role 

in reducing legal and administrative barriers, promoting smoother cross-border operations, 

and enhancing Europeôs attractiveness for entrepreneurial talent. 

 

4.4 SNS #4 Innovation in Regulation 

4.4.1 Overview 

A regulatory environment that enables innovation is a fundamental precondition for the 

development of dynamic startup ecosystems. When regulatory frameworks are rigid, outdated 

or disproportionate, they can create excessive compliance costs, discourage experimentation, 

and delay the market entry of new technologies. Startups ï typically operating under high 

uncertainty and with limited financial and human resources ï are especially exposed to these 

frictions. Conversely, when legislation is designed to be adaptive, proportionate, and 

innovation-friendly, it can transform regulation from a barrier into an enabler of 

entrepreneurship, accelerating the translation of ideas into viable products and strengthening 

Europeôs overall competitiveness. 

The ministerial declaration explicitly frames this objective in terms of three policy instruments: 

(i) a rigorous application of the Think Small First principle to prevent unnecessary 

administrative burden/red tape for startups; (ii) exemptions or alternative compliance routes 

that render obligations proportionate to the size and risk profile of nascent ventures (for 

example with respect to environmental impact assessment); and (iii) the deployment of 

regulatory sandboxes ð i.e. agreed policies or programmes, with clear rules, administrative 

support and concrete examples, that allow supervised testing of innovations in cooperation 

with sectoral authorities. This tripartite structure is the operational core of Standard #4 and 

defines the three substandards used in the monitoring framework. 

Together, these three dimensions capture how governments move from static rulemaking 

towards adaptive regulatory governance ï one that learns from experimentation, incorporates 

feedback, and evolves in line with technological and market developments. Think Small First 

introduces proportionality upstream in the legislative process; exemptions or alternative 

compliance lower burdens ex post for defined categories of firms; and sandboxes create 

controlled spaces for learning, iterative rule adjustment and evidence generation. Together, 

they capture both preventive (design-stage) and corrective (implementation-stage) 

instruments that reduce regulatory friction while preserving legitimate public-interest 

objectives such as safety, consumer protection and market integrity. 



 
 

Jɴʠ̈ʫȩȊȞˉ ⁫⁞⁫⁯cİã ◊c˞ʫɴʠǟ İˉƒʫˉ˞ʠ ãƒˉȩɴɣʻ  ɋɋȩƒɣǁǟ┼  ʻʻɴǁȩƒǅƲɴ┼ ʫǟȊȩʻˉʫƒˉȩɴɣ ɣ˞ɝƷǟʫ ⁮⁪⁯⁴⁪⁮⁯⁞⁴╖  ɋɋ ʫȩȊȞˉʻ ʫǟʻǟʫ˻ǟǌ╖ ⁯⁯╖ 
İˉƒʫˉ˞ʠ ãƒˉȩɴɣʻ İˉƒɣǌƒʫǌʻ Ħǟʠɴʫˉ ⁫⁞⁫⁮ǁɴɣʻˉȩˉ˞ˉǟʻ ƒ ˿ɴʫɅ ʠʫɴˉǟǁˉǟǌ Ʒ̈ ȩɣˉǟɋɋǟǁˉ˞ƒɋ ʠʫɴʠǟʫˉ̈ ʫȩȊȞˉʻ╖  
 

At the European level, this orientation resonates with broader policy frameworks such as the 

Better Regulation Agenda, the Small Business Act for Europe, and the New European 

Innovation Agenda, all of which stress the importance of regulation that is both predictable and 

conducive to innovation. The Draghi Report further reinforced this policy logic, calling for 

evidence-based and iterative governance mechanisms that foster competitiveness through 

smarter regulation rather than deregulation. 

Within this analytical framework, Standard #4 examines the extent to which these principles 

have been embedded into national policymaking. Its implementation improved overall, with 

the ESNA average increasing by 12 percentage points from 43% to 55% (Figure 34). Despite 

this general progress, performance remained uneven across countries, reflecting 

simultaneous advances and regressions. Eleven countries saw their scores increase; the 

strongest gains were observed in Italy and Romania (both 33 p.p.), followed by Lithuania and 

Luxembourg (both 29 p.p.). By contrast, declines occurred in nine countries. 

 

Figure 34. Implementation level of SNS #4 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

In 2025, the highest score recorded is 92%, attained by France, followed by Germany and 

Spain with 90%. At the other end of the spectrum, only one country remains at 0%, two less 

than in 2024. The average ESNA score growth was driven primarily by mid-range countries 

catching up rather than by further advancement at the upper end of the distribution. The most 

substantial improvements occurred among countries with moderate initial scores. The median 

rose by 2 percentage points, from 47% to 49%, and now sits below the average, indicating 

that improvements were concentrated among countries in the middle and lower ranges of the 

distribution, contributing to gradual convergence across countries. 

Across the three substandards, implementation levels remain markedly differentiated (Figure 

35). Substandard 4.1 ï ñThink Small Firstò continues to lead, reaching an implementation of 

79% in 2025, well above the ESNA average for this Standard. It is followed by 4.2 ï 

ñCompliance Exemptionsò, which stands at 50%, and by 4.3 ï ñRegulatory Sandboxesò, which 

lags behind at 35%. Compared with 2024, the hierarchy between the latter two has reversed, 

as sandboxes now record lower implementation than compliance exemptions. 
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Figure 35. Implementation level of SNS #4 substandards for ESNA 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 
 

The improvement of Standard #4 (12 p.p.) was driven by advances in the first two 

substandards (Figure 36). The strongest gain was recorded under Compliance Exemptions 

(21 p.p.), suggesting gradual diffusion of simplified compliance frameworks across national 

administrations. Think Small First also advanced significantly (19 p.p.), confirming the 

consolidation of mechanisms that integrate the SME perspective into legislative design. By 

contrast, Regulatory Sandboxes experienced a decline of 4 percentage points, which offset 

part of the general progress observed in the Standard #4. 

 
Figure 36. Decomposition of the change in SNS #4 implementation level by substandard (2024ï
2025) 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025 and 2024) 

 

The dispersion analysis further underscores the heterogeneity of implementation (Figure 37). 

Substandards 4.1 ï ñThink Small Firstò and 4.2 ï ñCompliance Exemptionsò both display 

substantial cross-country variation. Note, however, that each of these substandards consist of 

a single indicator taking only three possible values, which results in concentrated clusters at 

the extremes and a wide overall range. By contrast, 4.3 ï ñRegulatory Sandboxesò shows a 

much narrower box but a large number of outliers. This combination signals a compressed 

core distribution ï most countries scoring at low to moderate levels ï alongside a few 

frontrunners achieving significantly higher implementation. The pattern thus suggests early 

but uneven diffusion of sandbox-based experimentation, with progress still concentrated in a 
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limited number of jurisdictions. Overall Standard #4 implementation displays a highly 

dispersed distribution with substantial outliers at both extremes, illustrating the coexistence of 

two dynamics within this standard: binary convergence around formalised SME-oriented 

principles, and fragmented advancement in more experimental regulatory approaches. 

 
Figure 37. Distribution of implementation levels for the substandards of SNS #4 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025) 

 

In short, progress under Standard #4 has been uneven across its components, revealing 

contrasting levels of institutionalisation. The next section explores each substandard in detail, 

identifying the specific drivers and policy configurations behind these results. 

 

 

4.4.2 Substandards analysis 

4.4.2.1 Substandard 4.1 ï ñThink Small Firstò 

As previously noted, this substandard consists of a single indicator, 4.1.1. ð ñThink Small 

First principle implementation levelò, so its evolution fully mirrors that of the indicator itself. 

Between 2024 and 2025, the ESNA average increased from 60% to 79%, confirming the 

consolidation of mechanisms that embed the SME and startup perspective into national 
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policymaking (Figure 38). The 19-percentage-point increase observed should, however, be 

interpreted with caution. Because this substandard is measured through a single binary 

indicator (with intermediate scoring only reflecting uncertainty in evidence), the quantitative 

rise does not necessarily imply a structural shift in policymaking practice. Rather, it reflects a 

gradual consolidation of implementation claims and a clearer demonstration of existing 

procedures. 

In 2024, six countries reported that their legislation was not guided by the Think Small First 

principle. By 2025, this number had fallen to three signalling a wider policy uptake of SME- 

and startup-oriented legislative design. Poland, Romania, and Slovenia introduced measures 

that allowed them to report implementation for this year (although Slovenia had not provided 

evidence, reaching only 50%). Among the remaining countries, eleven already had full 

implementation in 2024 and maintained it in 2025. Another four moved from 50% to 100%, 

meaning that they were able to demonstrate the procedures they had previously reported 

rather than introducing new mechanisms. 

 
Figure 38. Implementation level of Indicator 4.1.1 across ESNA countries 

Source: ESNA, based on official data from Member Countries (Survey 2025, 2024 and 2023) 

 

These results point to consolidation among countries that already claimed to apply the 

principle and expansion among a smaller group that has now embedded it more explicitly in 

their regulatory processes. This typically corresponds to one or more of the following: an 

explicit SME Test embedded in Regulatory Impact Assessment (RIA) templates; mandatory 

consideration of SME impacts in the Cabinet or ministerial clearance process; formal better-

regulation units that flag SME-related issues; or statutory requirements to assess 

administrative burdens on small firms. These mechanisms align with best practice 

recommended in EU and OECD guidance and tend to be associated with more systematic ex-

ante scrutiny of regulatory proposals.  

Conceptually, the Think Small First principle is rooted in the Small Business Act for Europe 

(2008) and the European Commissionôs Better Regulation Guidelines, both of which advocate 

that the specific needs and constraints of small and medium-sized enterprises should be 

considered upstream in the policymaking process. The principle translates into a systematic 

assessment of how proposed legislation may affect SMEs, typically through tools such as the 

SME Test, targeted stakeholder consultations, and proportionality checks within Regulatory 

Impact Assessments. 








































































































































































































