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Executive Summary
In June 2021, the B-HUB FOR EUROPE initiative launched an online survey with startups to better understand
the current adoption landscape for the blockchain technology and the main obstacles and barriers hindering
its full implementation.
Some main findings emerged:
•

For 60% of respondent startups finding adopters and projects complexity are the biggest challenges
for deploying blockchain solutions addressing needs in the industry and service sector.

•

40% of startups stated that attracting skilled developers appears as a major constraint to develop
and manage complex full functioning solutions.

•

Strong business cases and access to financial resources to develop pilot cases in real environments
are considered, by 45% and 31% of respondents respectively, the key assets for a successful go-tomarket strategy.

•

Almost 50% of startups believe that a major obstacle for adoption by potential users is the difficulty
to clearly assess the benefits of the technology and how it can really impact business models and
allow for more efficient business processes.

•

An uncertain regulatory environment, still missing a clear legal framework for smart contracts and
data protection, was cited in 50% of responses, as a major constraint hampering the creation of a
safe and compliant scenario for those organisations and communities that can benefit from
technology adoption.

•

Almost 50% of startups involved int eh survey, declared that the definition of a clear and uniform set
of rules at EU level, as well as the issue of guidelines for the interpretation of the rules, will be highly
beneficial to boost blockchain-based technology solutions deployment and uptake.

In a context where the regulatory framework is still uncertain and lacking, the survey shows that it is extremely
important to take further steps ahead and allow for a more favourable regulatory environment both at
national and European level, ensuring cross-border harmonisation, developing sandboxes for testing and
validation, and creating a clear legal framework for smart contracts, assets tokenisation and digital identity.
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Introduction
Blockchain technologies require rules and standards, especially in terms of how participants may access and
interact. Regulations have always struggled to keep up with technological advancements. In contrast, the
blockchain technology challenges the existing hierarchical system and, by extension, the regulator since it
questions the role of trusted intermediaries in positions of control.
Startups involved with blockchain applications need to deal with the regulatory uncertainty that
characterises the sector, due also to the fact that regulatory requirements evolve continuously and rapidly
in this field. In addition to regulatory compliance, a major scope of startups is to engage potential technology
adopters to validate their solutions and identify the most urgent implications on the regulatory environment.
To start collecting inputs and insights on this topic from startups offering blockchain-based solutions, the BHUB FOR EUROPE initiative launched an online survey with startups. The aim is to better understand the
current adoption landscape as well as the major obstacles and barriers to its full implementation and provide
hints for the ongoing efforts at EU level to improve the current regulatory environment.

1. Survey Method
The online survey was launched in June 2021. The questionnaire included 12 multiple-choice questions and
most of them were multiple responses items. The survey was disseminated via the project website and social
media channels. It was live until early September 2021. The targeted respondents were European startups
offering blockchain solutions. 45 startups got involved in the survey from different European countries as
shown on the map below (figures below the country names indicate the number of startup respondents).

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration
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2. Survey Results
2.1 Challenges in deploying blockchain technology solutions
Startups were asked to identify the biggest challenges in the deployment of blockchain technology solutions.
As shown in the Figure below, many startups consider finding adopters and overcoming regulations, as well
as dealing with the complexity of the technology and developing stand-alone projects as the main
challenges. Also tackling the actual regulatory environment and integrating the new paradigm into the
current legacy systems are considered major issues.
Figure 1 – Main challenges for blockchain-based solutions deployment

60% of respondents
consider that finding
adopters is the most
challenging factor for
deploying blockchain
solutions

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration. The figure after the bar refers to the number of startup respondents

The lack of interoperability among platforms and the difficulty in finding skilled developers to be engaged
in developing projects were also mentioned as main technical challenges.
In addition, other challenges were stated by startups:
− legal recognition of identity and ownership on the Blockchain
− reengineering of operational processes and transformation of business models
− changes in management and paradigm shift
− digitalisation of processes and documentation and automation (a lot of documents are still on paper)
− mistrust in adopting the blockchain technology to enable transactions
− costs of transactions and energy consumption.

2.2 Why blockchain is not a mainstream technology yet
Startups were asked to list the reasons why they believe the blockchain technology is not mainstream yet
although its high potential.
General scepticism and mistrust on technology and its possible benefits, along with an unfavourable
regulatory environment, were considered the major reasons. Moreover, a lack of use cases, especially in
some areas, and investments in the public and private sectors were mentioned as additional obstacles.
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Figure 2 – Reasons for blockchain not being a mainstream technology yet

Almost 56% of
startups cite general
scepticism and
mistrust of
technology as the
main reason for not
being mainstream yet

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration. The figure after the bar refers to the number of startup respondents

The reputation and reliability of the technology among potential users were also mentioned as important
issues, since blockchain is often associated with opaque, not fully transparent, and risky financial operations.
A few respondents indicated that audit/compliance and intellectual property concerns are worthy of
consideration.

2.3 Factors preventing blockchain projects to advance
In most cases, respondent startups claimed that potential users who can be engaged in a blockchain-based
deployment project do not get a clear understanding and appraisal of the related cost-benefit ratio. This
biased approach is one of the main obstacles to projects implementation.
Figure 3 – Factors preventing the deployment of blockchain-based projects

Almost 50% of startups
believe that blockchain
technology users don’t
have a clear appraisal of
the cost-benefits ratio
associated to each
investment project

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration. The figure after the bar refers to the number of startup respondents

The complexity of the technology and the difficulty to provide a comprehensive description of the technical
features, especially towards a target segment of traditional small and medium sized organisations with a low
level of internal technical skills is also a major constraint. The required investments and costs to be covered
to adopt the solution is often the most important obstacle to advance in the project implementation process.
More often the fees associated to the use of a blockchain-based platform or to specific blockchain related
services are considered not aligned to the perceived benefits for the organisation. In most cases, a concern
for the required changes in the organisation and the technical procedures plays a major role in the decision
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to not proceed, as well as the assumption that more time and resources should be devoted to enable the
technology solution full exploitation in already consolidated business and technical processes.

2.4 Key assets for full deployment of a blockchain project
When startups were asked about the most crucial asset enabling the development of blockchain-based
solutions, the availability of strong business cases was cited more frequently. The capability of setting clear
objectives, defining a comprehensive business strategy, assessing milestones and benefits is not always a
simple task for young startups often well equipped with technical skills but lacking business and management
expertise.
Figure 4 – Key assets for full deployment of blockchain projects

45% of respondents
believe the key asset
for full deployment of
blockchain projects is
a strong business
case

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration. The figure after the bar refers to the number of startup respondents

Moreover, access to financial resources, the availability of qualified personnel to develop and manage the
complexity of peer-to-peer networks, and a clear understanding of the blockchain project by the client were
mentioned as important assets. In some blockchain-based project, a quite big network of stakeholders is
involved. This calls for the need to define rules, procedures, and relations among the various parties, as well
as effectively manage the whole system. Also, this capability was mentioned as a major factor of success in
blockchain projects full deployment.
More assets were mentioned by startups:
− an open mindset for decentralised, distributed societal, economic and business processes and
models
− the capacity to interconnect with legacy payment systems (card payments, banking accounts...)
− a consensus among the parties that prevents a superuser from intervening in litigations.

2.5 Main priorities for regulation to boost blockchain adoption
Startups rated smart contracts regulation as a main priority for a more extensive blockchain adoption. In the
figure below the length of each bar reports the number of startups rating each priority from high (5) to low
(1). Formal requirements, immutability, audits and quality assurance, legal status, effect, and enforceability
of smart contracts are all important elements that should be better defined and regulated to boost the
adoption of blockchain-based solutions involving legal components and smart contracts.
Also, Digital Identity regulation was highly valued by startups, followed by B2B data spaces and GDPR
compliance guidance.
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Figure 5 – Priorities ranking for blockchain adoption

The regulation of
smart contracts was
mentioned as the most
important priority for
blockchain adoption

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration

2.6 Uncertain areas of regulation in the blockchain domain
Cross-border regulation was mentioned by startups as the most critical area that brings uncertainty in the
technology domain. The lack of a clear regulatory framework and a fragmentation of legislative initiatives
among the Member States induces confusion in approaching blockchain-based solutions and leads to a slow
adoption within the EU.
Figure 6 – Uncertain areas of regulation

Almost 25% of startups
indicated cross-border
regulation as the most
uncertain area that may
hamper and slow down
the blockchain technology
adoption

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration. The figure after the bar refers to the number of startup respondents

Uncertainty in the legal framework of smart contracts and the complex overlapping among national and
European laws were also identified as critical areas. Data protection and privacy, as well as governance,
were indicated by some startups as contexts where more clear and harmonised rules should
apply. Standardisation seems to be perceived as a less key area requiring normative intervention.

2.7 Actions to boost the use of smart contracts
According to respondent startups, the most significant barrier to the use of smart contracts is the still vague
legal framework. Therefore, the actions suggested to overcome this obstacle is the definition of a clear and
uniform set of legal norms followed by the issue of clear guidelines for GDPR regulation interpretation. In
addition to spreading information through knowledge sharing, networking, cooperation schemes, it would
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be important to implement educational programmes for professionals and create legal sandboxes for testing
and validation. Finally, uniformed standards may further help the whole process.
Figure 7 – Actions to foster the use of smart contracts

Almost 60% of startups
call for the definition of
clear and uniform set of
rules to boost the
adoption of smart
contracts

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration. The figure after the bar refers to the number of startup respondents

2.8 Main pain point for GDPR compliance
The absence or uncertainty of regulation was mentioned by startups also as a major obstacle for GDPR
compliance. Also, the storage of data and its processing are a key issue. Data stored on a Blockchain cannot
be changed or erased and this causes a conflict with the right to erasure (the ‘right to be forgotten’),
established in the EU General Data Protection Regulation. The prevalent interpretation is that the right to be
forgotten is realised only if data is erased from all the nodes that participate in the network. As the legal
meaning of “erasure” is unclear, it is questionable whether anonymisation in any form may be considered
erasure. This creates an area of big confusion and ambiguity.
Figure 8 – Pain points for GDPR compliance

Almost 46% of startups
indicated the uncertainty
of regulatory definitions
and obligations as the
main problem for GDPR
compliance

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration. The figure after the bar refers to the number of startup respondents

2.9 Main challenges related to asset tokenisation
Survey participants pointed out that the main challenge to asset tokenization is the regulatory uncertainty
and the lack of common regulations across jurisdictions. Also, the absence of common standards and codes
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of conduct for the creation and management of digital assets is a major issue. Having a comprehensive,
robust, and reliable digital asset management platform to manage digital assets is considered a major
challenge.
Figure 9 – Challenges for assets tokenization

Almost 40% of startups
indicated the absence and
uncertainty of regulation
among jurisdictions as a
major obstacle also to
assets tokenisation

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration. The figure after the bar refers to the number of startup respondents

2.10 Beneficial actions to boost blockchain diffusion
Incentives schemes and stimulation programmes launched as initiatives at national or European level were
indicated by startups as the most effective actions to encourage the uptake of the technology. Also,
education campaigns to increase awareness and improve the access to information, use cases and solutions
showcase may be beneficial for spreading knowledge about blockchain and its potential impact on public and
private organisations and for lowering barriers to its adoption.
Figure 10 – Actions to boost blockchain diffusion

53% of startup
respondents indicated
incentives schemes and
stimulation
programmes at the
national and EU levels
as the most effective
actions to encourage
the uptake of the
technology

Source: B-hub for Europe elaboration. The figure after the bar refers to the number of startup respondents

Furthermore, improving user experience and increasing the number of available use cases can also be useful
to foster the technology diffusion and stimulate the adoption.
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3. Concluding remarks
The survey results show that despite blockchain potential and its beneficial contribution to improve
organisations’ innovation and efficiency, there are still barriers and obstacles to its diffusion and a number
of challenges risk hampering its uptake across Europe.
There is still, in fact, scepticism and mistrust on the technology and its possible benefits among potential
users. This uncertainty, coupled with the complex nature of the technology and its implementation cases,
contributes to a slow adoption process. In order to improve the general perception and to attract interest
from target users, awareness and capacity building actions, as well as support for technology transfer
processes should be promoted at national and European levels. Training sessions, for example, may be part
of public programmes towards organisations in different supply chains to increase awareness and stimulate
interest in tests and pilots.
The knowledge transfer should allow to simplify the illustration of technology functionalities, the use cases,
and the implementing procedures towards the target potential beneficiaries.
Technology solutions should be more visible towards possible adopters and showcasing should be a lever to
create trust around the technology and transfer more clear frameworks for solutions integration within
existing organisations’ processes. This applies both to the private and public sectors.
Pilots and demonstration cases should be promoted, also through public incentives and support schemes,
to allow for feasibility studies and turn them into real-world cases applications.
The available use cases should be further diffused and promoted to create interest towards applications in
different fields and foster the highly pervasive nature of this new technology paradigm.
Furthermore, it will be necessary to ensure more cooperation and coordination among the different involved
stakeholders to reach a critical mass and boost the adoption.
Finally, in a general context where the regulatory framework is still uncertain and lacking, it is important to
take further steps ahead and allow for a more favourable regulatory environment both at national and
European level, ensuring cross-border harmonisation, developing sandboxes for testing and validation,
creating a more clear legal framework for smart contracts, assets tokenisation and digital identity.
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