
 

 

 SUCCESS STORIES OF NATIONAL THEMATIC NETWORKS 
IN BUSINESS CREATION 

1. INTRODUCTION  

There were eight national thematic networks in the business creation theme during round one of 
EQUAL: the UK, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, the Czech Republic, Greece, France and 
Portugal.  The first four of these networks are described below.  

On a preliminary scan of the eight networks, it appeared that the four networks chosen for study 
had advanced further down the mainstreaming chain and had started to have an impact on policy 
at different levels. Some of the remaining four had embarked on very promising procedures for 
identifying transferable good practice but, at the time of writing, they had not yet reached the 
stage of communicating this information to a wider audience of policy maker 

For example, the French national thematic network gave birth to a new mainstreaming 
partnership called Atout TPE, made up of some of the main national players in business support 
and microfinance. They have selected and analysed a series of EQUAL good practices 
concerning the creation and development of micro enterprises among hard to reach groups. They 
have used this material to produce a CD-ROM and at the time of writing they were just embarking 
on a major national communication campaign targeted at local authority decision makers. It will 
be extremely important to take into account the lessons from this experience.   

Similarly, the Portuguese national thematic network has used an extremely rigorous three stage 
model for selecting and validating good practice (by peers, experts and policy makers). They 
have used this to produce a “living document1” with examples of good practice and 
recommendation in five key areas they see as being central for opening up entrepreneurship to 
all.  

These are “support for developing the competences of entrepreneurs”, the “organisation and 
revitalisation of support structures”, the “launching of experimental systems of microfinance”, the 
“promotion of networks of cooperation between new entrepreneurial activities” and the “promotion 
of an entrepreneurial culture”. The methods for validating good practice should be born in mind 
by other national thematic networks. However, they have not yet started the work of 
communicating these findings to policy makers.   

Both the Czech Republic (2 DPs in round 1) and Greece (5DPs) had smaller networks than the 
other countries but they also have advanced in identifying the main good practices and lessons 
from EQUAL. The NTN in Greece has produced a study about the viability of business support 
structures, a guide for start-ups, a short video film and has its own portal.   

 

                                                      

1 Emprender por novos Caminhos. Living Document. Emprendedorsimo e Desenvolvimento Local. 



 Success stories 2 Success stories of National Thematic Networks
in Business creation 

 

2. UK - INVOLVING THE POLICY-MAKERS FROM THE START 

ACHIEVEMENTS 
The UK Thematic Group on Business Creation is unique in Europe for having given the chair to a 
representative of the ministry responsible for business support at national level. Some external 
policy-making institutions were also formally part of the NTN and attended several meetings. 
Policy-makers were involved in setting the priorities for mainstreaming proposals (funded under 
EQUAL’s final Action 3). With this input the partnerships developed a very focused national 
mainstreaming strategy at the outset of their work. 

 
 “In the first industrial revolution, 
what mattered was who had the 

raw materials, the capital and 
the ports. What matters most 
now is which country has the 

shared determination, the 
national purpose to tap the 

energy, dynamism and potential 
of the widest pool of talented 

people.” 
 

Gordon Brown, Chancellor of 
the Exchequer, at the 
Enterprising Britain Conference 
in November 2004, jointly 
sponsored by EQUAL  

 

 

Nevertheless, the main value of the ETG has been to provide a forum for discussing and co-
ordinating the work of individual partnerships rather than carrying out joint activity. Among its 
most important achievements are: 

• Designing and rolling out the National Strategic Framework for Women’s Enterprise 

Prowess, one of the partners of the Accelerating Women’s Enterprise EQUAL partnership 
(AWE)2 has had a major responsibility for drawing up the UK Department of Trade and Industry 
Strategic Framework for Women’s Enterprise. AWE’s research was helpful in ensuring that the 
Strategic Framework incorporates many of the key activities that EQUAL is testing, and develops 
them into a broader ‘logical framework’ for policy, which specifies objectives, outputs and 
measures so that they can be implemented far more widely. 

England’s Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) are now rolling out the Strategic Framework 
for Women’s Enterprise across the country. Prowess has led mainstreaming activity to persuade 
the RDAs to employ regional co-ordinators to implement the Framework.   

• Reaching out to ethnic minority entrepreneurs 

The REFLEX Partnership3 has developed an experimental model to strengthen and 
professionalise the business support that ethnic minority community groups can provide for 

                                                      
2 See case study 
3 See case study 
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themselves. Their approach allows front-line workers based directly in community organisations 
to obtain recognised professional qualifications as business advisers.  

Reflex worked with another DP, the Knowledge Centre on Black and Minority Ethnic Businesses, 
to hold a joint dissemination event at the House of Commons. The Office of the Deputy Prime 
Minister mentioned the Reflex model explicitly in its report Barriers to employment and enterprise 
in deprived areas. As a result of these activities, an entirely new organisation, the Association of 
Community Based Business Advice (ACBBA), has been formed as a London-wide organisation 
entirely owned by community organisations delivering business advice. 

• Mainstreaming support for disadvantaged entrepreneurs at regional level  

Ron Downing, who heads work on business start-ups at the Small Business Service4, says that 
“EQUAL’s findings have been particularly useful in helping the regions develop strategies which 
take account of the needs of disadvantaged groups.” For example, the Cyfenter DP5 developed a 
programme of action-research to provide diversity training and briefing sessions to around 150 
people involved in the delivery of the Welsh Entrepreneurship Action Plan. The training helped to 
improve a series of crucial procedures in the Action Plan (for example, targets, monitoring, 
contracts and specifying the division of labour between outreach and mainstream support 
services). As a result, the Welsh Development Agency has developed a Diversity Training 
Programme, approved by the Institute of Business Advisors, comprising six modules focusing on 
disability, race, language, lone parenthood and women, young people and the over-50s. 

The CREATE Development Partnership was commissioned by the Small Business Service to 
produce and edit new content for their publications for franchisees and franchisors which are 
being used by several Regional Development Agencies. 

INCREASING COMPETITIVENESS THROUGH ECONOMIC INCLUSION" 
Unlike countries such as Germany, the UK approach towards entrepreneurship is not driven to 
the same extent by the problem of unemployment. At 4.7%, registered unemployment in the UK 
is one of the lowest in Europe. On the other hand, there is a large pool of inactive people, heavily 
concentrated among EQUAL target groups such as women, ethnic minorities, youth, older 
workers and those with disabilities. The situation faced by the Cyfenter DP in Wales illustrates 
the situation. There are nearly 362,500 economically inactive people in Wales out of a workforce 
of around 1.1 million people. This overshadows the 44,600 people registered as unemployed and 
has become the priority for action. 

So although the UK scores relatively well on certain aggregate labour market indicators, such as 
unemployment rates, it is far less successful when it comes to measures of social inclusion. 
Moreover, the problems tend to be highly concentrated in certain deprived communities. The UK 
government does not perceive this simply to be an issue of social justice – it also stresses that 
high levels of inactivity among certain groups and communities are a waste of resources and 
have a detrimental effect on national productivity and competitiveness. In this vein, the UK has 
become a pioneer of strategies for “economic inclusion” which are very close to the aims of 
EQUAL in promoting “entrepreneurship for all”. 

So EQUAL, in the UK, has taken place in the midst of a flurry of national policy activity. In 
December 2002, at roughly the same time as the first round of EQUAL was moving into action, 
the government published a new three-year strategy entitled Small Business and Government – 
The Way Forward. Just over a year later, it used the strategy to produce A government action 
plan for small business: making the UK the best place in the world to start and grow a business. 
Three of the themes the plan deals with are particularly relevant to EQUAL: building an enterprise 
culture, encouraging a more dynamic start-up market, and encouraging more enterprise in 
disadvantaged communities and under-represented groups.   

                                                      

4 The Small Business Service is the main central body responsible for small business support in England, 
5 See case study 
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In this context, the Small Business Service designed and launched the National Women’s 
Enterprise Strategic Framework in May 2003 which highlights the need to provide improved 
mainstream services alongside targeted provision, provides practical advice and guidelines for 
business support agencies and others, and sets targets for achievement by 2006. The SBS also 
produced a report on ethnic minority enterprise and established an Ethnic Minority Business 
Forum to advise ministers on what the needs are. Another (but by no means the only) related 
strand of policy work has been the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister’s report on Barriers to 
employment and enterprise in deprived areas. 

Based upon these policy documents and strategies, the UK launched its own set of pilot projects 
in parallel with EQUAL. One particularly relevant example is the Phoenix Development Fund,6 
which has funded over 90 projects designed to “encourage innovative ideas to promote and 
support enterprise development in disadvantaged areas and groups currently under-represented 
in terms of business ownership”. This includes support to over 40 Community Development 
Finance Institutions. 

THE EQUAL NATIONAL THEMATIC GROUP – STARTING AND ENDING WITH POLICY 
Because it was operating within the context of rapid and favourable policy development at 
national level, it was logical that the National Thematic Group for business creation should seek 
to link with these processes as closely as possible. Its central aim was set as being “to test 
approaches to ensure that mainstream business support meet the needs of excluded groups”. 

It achieved this in a number of ways which offer important insights for future work on policy 
mainstreaming. Firstly, an organic link to policy was created by making Ron Downing, the person 
directly responsible for the business start-up strategy at the Small Business Service, the chair of 
the thematic group. He argues that “EQUAL helped the SBS, as the main central body 
responsible for small business support in England, to bring in different stakeholders and opened 
up new channels for engaging with disadvantaged groups”.  

Secondly, a number of relevant policy shaping organisations were also formally asked to take 
part in the thematic group together with all nine DPs in the business creation theme. These 
included: Business Link London, the Confederation of British Industry, the National Assembly for 
Wales, the Scottish Executive and the South East England Development Agency. In general 
these organisations did not attend all the working meetings of the thematic group.  

Thirdly, the thematic group produced a clear mainstreaming strategy at a very early stage of its 
life. The strategy considers four key questions: what policy or practice area from EQUAL will be 
mainstreamed, who is the target audience among policy-makers, when are the key dates to 
achieve maximum impact, and how, or which methodologies should be adopted to reach these 
audiences.  

The main categories of activity that are considered for mainstreaming closely parallel EQUAL’s 
priorities: improving access to finance, improving training and guidance for excluded groups, 
tailored business support, incubators for specific groups, mentoring for entrepreneurship and 
reaching disadvantaged groups.  

Finally, the concerns of policy-makers were explicitly included in the criteria for choosing the 
mainstreaming projects supported by EQUAL’s final ‘Action 3’ phase. In fact, the mainstreaming 
strategy is designed as the “framework to guide mainstreaming partnerships in the planning and 
delivery of networking, dissemination and mainstreaming activities under EQUAL Action 3. The 
thematic group was really a forum for sharing information and arriving at a common set of 
priorities which were then carried out by individual DPs or mainstreaming partnerships.  

With this aim, the thematic group organised a series of half or full day meetings approximately 
every six months. Policy-making organisations attended and made interventions at some of these 
meetings. Communication was also supported by a specific thematic section on business 
creation in the EQUAL website. The National Support Structure helped to organise and animate 

                                                      
6 http://www.sbs.gov.uk/sbsgov/action/layer?topicId=7000000170 
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the meetings and the website. However, they did not use specific thematic experts as in other 
countries. 

At the end of the first round of EQUAL, the members of the thematic group attended and 
achieved a high profile at the Enterprising Britain Conference, which brought together many of 
the key UK decision-makers in this area. The Small Business Service, as a member of the 
CREATE EQUAL project, was able to work in partnership with the UK EQUAL National Authority 
to facilitate EQUAL sponsorship of the event. This enabled the UK EQUAL programme to be 
widely promoted. The conference was opened by Gordon Brown (Chancellor of the Exchequer) 
and closed by Patricia Hewitt (then Secretary of State for Trade and Industry). 

Because of the context in which it was created, the UK Thematic Group on Business Creation 
was strong in taking a user-led policy approach but weaker in clearly identifying, validating and 
sharing the lessons from the good practice of its members. The event above was one of their few 
genuinely collective actions.  

In the rest of cases, the thematic group provided the framework for individual partnerships and 
mainstreaming partnerships (funded under Action 3) to influence some of the key policy 
developments mentioned above. This was their stated aim and from the examples above it can 
be seen that they have achieved some important results.  

Contacts:  Jo Hawley, Ecotec (National Support Structure) 

E-mail: Jo.Hawley@ecotec.com 

Website:  http://www.equal.ecotec.co..uk/themes/c_business.asp 

Chair Business Creation NTG Round 2: Terry Watts, Small Business Service 

 

mailto:Jo.Hawley@ecotec.com
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3. GERMANY: EQUAL FINANCE AND SUPPORT - FOR CREATING 
BUSINESSES OUT OF UNEMPLOYMENT 

ACHIEVEMENTS 
The ten partnerships which formed the German Thematic Network on business creation showed 
that disadvantaged groups faced two major problems when it came to starting up a business: the 
lack of appropriate finance and inadequate business support and advice. They have made major 
inroads in both areas.  

• An EQUAL model of microfinance 

The German Thematic Network has created a separate registered association called the 
Deutsche Mikrofinanz Institut (DMI) in 2004. This now consist of 56 organisations from all 
German regions including 5 EQUAL DPs7 At its initial general meeting, DMI was supported by 
the federal SME bank Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau (KfW), the Federal Ministry for Economics 
and Labour and the Federal Employment Services. 

The model supported by the DMI involves the creation of a federal fund – the GLS Mikrofinanz 
Fonds. Local Initiatives – which are accredited and recommended by DMI - tap into this fund by 
adopting the  common local funding model mentioned above, thereby increasing their economies 
of scale. The DMI is developing methodology, benchmarking, training and accreditation of local 
microlending initiatives in Germany. It publishes the bi-monthly “DMI-News” and holds a series of 
promotional events. DMI is a member of the European Microfinance Network and has agreed 
strategic partnerships with the National Association of German Start-up Initiatives (VDG) and the  
German Women Business Starter Forum (DGF). 

In a letter to the DMI8 Wolfgang Clement, Germany’s minister for Economies and Labour said “I 
explicit appreciate your initiative, because microfinance is already proved as valuable for small 
business start-up’s in our neighbour countries. In our country small enterprises have also big 
problems to cover modest demands for credit.”  

• A charter for quality business support for the unemployed 

The Thematic Group has also developed a common 4 stage integrated model of business 
support, based upon the approaches tested by certain DPs9. To promote the model across 
Germany, they created the National Association of German Start-up Initiatives (VDG), a national 
association of more than 40 members supported by the Ministry for the Economy and Labour. 
VDG provides a forum for developing support instruments, disseminating innovative approaches, 
learning from each other and formulating quality standards.  

VDG has created three working groups: one on legal and political framework conditions, another 
on business start-ups among migrants, and a third on start-up methodology. It has also produced 
a charter of ten points which would greatly improve support for business start-ups by unemployed 
people. The main aim of the charter is not to call for more money for business support but to 
systematically improve the quality of the services offered, to promote the sustainability of 
business start-ups and to call for a simplification of the procedures among all parties involved.  

                                                      

7 See the case study of Exzept for more details on the DMI. Partners are Exzept, Women Way of Entrepreneurship, 
Enterprise, MaGNet and Gründerbegleitnetzwerk Brandenburg), 36  self employment services / start-up initiatives and 
incubators with microlending experience, 2  financial institutions GLS Gemeinschaftsbank eG (ethical-ecological 
cooperative bank) and GLS Beteiligungsaktiengesellschaft (investment company), scientists, consultancies, certain public 
bodies and organisations representing women and ethnic minority entrepreneurs. 

8 Letter from Wolfgang Clement to the DMI, June 1st 2004 

9 For example, see the case study of Verbund Enterprise. 
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The VDG has organised a series of expert meetings with representatives from the Federal 
Employment Office, the Federal Ministry of Economics and Labour, city councils and local 
economic development agencies in order to promote the charter and 4 stage model. There is a 
high level of interest in certain aspects of the model – such as the methods for profiling – as a 
way of increasing the quality and sustainability of firms set up by unemployed people.   

Jens Beutel, Mayor of the City of Mainz has said that “To effectively promote business start-ups 
is of central interest to cities and municipalities as well. The broad exchange of experience 
between start-up experts and business centres from all over Germany and the development of 
common standards in the framework of the VDG provides an important basis for that. We as a 
city support this." 
 
During the second round of EQUAL VDG will be working towards the development of general 
standards for business advisors and towards setting up a corresponding certifications scheme. 

THE NEED TO OPEN THE DOOR TO BUSINESS FOR THE UNEMPLOYED 
In the context of nearly five million unemployed, it is not surprising that Wolfgang Clement, 
Germany’s minister for Economics and Labour, says that “the promotion of business start-ups is 
one of the central tasks of the economic policy of this federal government. Most analysts agree 
that it will be extremely difficult to achieve the Lisbon targets for jobs and competitiveness unless 
solutions are found – particularly in the Eastern Länder were the unemployment rate has stuck 
obstinately at around 20%.    

The distinctive contribution of EQUAL is to show that young people, women, ethnic minorities and 
people with disabilities not only suffer the worst effects of unemployment but also form part of the 
solution.  In fact, recent events in Germany show that disadvantaged groups can make significant 
inroads into unemployment. In 2003, 430,000 unemployed people went into business for 
themselves. - Nearly two thirds of all business start-ups in Germany were created by the 
unemployed in 2004, over three times more than five years ago.10 However, these numbers still 
only scrape the surface of the problem. Furthermore, there is a major question mark over the 
sustainability of the businesses that have been created.  

The EQUAL Thematic Group on Entrepreneurship has squarely faced up to the issue of the 
quantity and the issue of the quality of start-ups by concentrating on two major levers which affect 
both. In the first place, over a quarter of all German start-ups were found to need less than 5.000 
Euros to finance their business and the problems of unemployed people in gaining access to 
finance were seen to have increased.  A state supported bank, the KfW SME Bank provides a 
range of small loans of under 50,000 euros and other financial products guaranteed by the 
European Investment Fund. However, these are only available through recognised “house” 
banks, and despite a special programme of micro loans a high proportion falls within the upper 
range of 25-50,000 euros. 

In response to this situation some 22 microfinance initiatives have been created recently in 
different parts of Germany. However, many of these initiatives are extremely small (making less 
than a 100 loans a year) and have great difficulty in achieving sustainability. So there is clearly a 
need to develop sustainable methods of providing business finance to disadvantaged groups 
which are compatible with Germany’s heavy financial legislation. This is the rationale for the DMI.  

In another letter to the DMI11, Renate Schmidt, Germany’s minister for Women, said “I am 
pleased to point out, that your microfinance fund take the special conditions of women with family 
responsibilities … Together with my minister colleague Clement (Germany’s minister for 
Economics and Labour) it is our concern to improve conditions and access to finance for micro 
start-up’s - in equal measure for women and men.”  

                                                      
10 There were more than 360.000 start-ups from unemployment in 2004, as against less than 100.000 in 
1999. Source: KfW MitteltandsMonitor 2005, based on figures from the Federal Employment Agency and 
the Institut für Mittelstandsforschung Bonn.  
11 (Letter to DMI, January 6th 2005) 
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Secondly, traditional support structures, such as the Chambers of Commerce, tend to prefer to 
advise existing businessmen or people with a track record. Women, young people, the disabled 
and ethnic minorities do not fit into their expectations of what an entrepreneur should look like. 
There is now a lot of support for these people in Germany. However the services and instruments 
are still not co-ordinated and need to be better geared to the requirements of the EQUAL target 
group. Hence the need for the National Association of German Start-up Initiatives (VDG) 

USING EQUAL TO BUILD JOINT SOLUTIONS 
Germany was one of the first countries to create national thematic networks to help mainstream 
the main lessons coming out of the partnerships in the first round of EQUAL. Fourteen Thematic 
Networks were set up in December 2002 with the explicit aims of exchanging experience and 
learning from each other, defining, benchmarking and mainstreaming best practice and finally 
designing policy briefs and forums for vertical mainstreaming. 

One of the Thematic Groups was devoted to business creation12. It was made up of all 8 
development partnerships in the business creation theme of EQUAL plus three other 
partnerships working on different aspects of business creation in other themes – one on the 
social economy and two on insertion into employment.  

Representatives of National Support Structure also took part in the meetings. However, there 
was no formal involvement of external policy makers concerned with business creation. No 
external experts were assigned to the network and the NTG did not have an independent budget. 
It relied upon “bending” existing resources within the individual partnerships, the action 3 
programmes and the national support structure towards commonly defined aims.  

The whole NTG met twice in 
2003 and three times in 2004 
but most of the detailed work 
was carried out in five working 
groups dealing with: access to 
finance, one stop shops, 
migrants, cooperation and 
mainstreaming. These working 
groups focussed on the two core 
problems mentioned above:- 
access to finance and 
counselling and support 
structures for disadvantaged 
groups. 

Many of the members of the 
working groups were already 
recognised as “pioneers” of 
these fields in Germany.  

Together, they analysed the legal and institutional changes required to create a “friendly 
environment for self employment”. They also compared the benchmarking studies of 
microlending initiatives in both Germany and other European countries carried out by certain 
development partnerships, finally they carried out a detailed analysis of local microlending 
schemes set up in the context of EQUAL. On the basis of all this evidence and the opinion of 
outside experts the DMI model of Microfinance and the four stage business support system 
gained widespread recognition among practitioners as examples of “best practice” 

                                                      

12 Oher thematic groups focussed on interventions to support existing SMEs and on the social economy. 

 

A workshop of the Entrepreneurship Mainstreaming 
Forum, November 2004. 
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The EQUAL National Support Structure also established a mainstreaming working group called 
“open dialogue” with members from different branches of the Federal Ministry of Economies and 
Labour & the Federal Ministry for Family, Senior Citizen’s, Women and Youth - to take a broad 
range of policy fields into consideration and to initiate the discussion between selfemployment/ 
microfinance practitioner’s and public authorities. The microlending and business support models 
were accepted as “best practice” in discussions with the Federal Ministry of Economies and 
Employment and the Federal KfW SME Bank. 

Following their recognition by major institutional policy makers the VDG and the MFI have gone 
on to develop operational guidelines and benchmarks for testing the models over larger parts of 
Germany. It is at this promising juncture that the second phase of EQUAL is about to begin. 

 

Contact DMI: Brigitte Maas / Falk Zientz,  Christstraße 9, D-44789 Bochum, Germany                                                 

Email: Brigitte.Maas@dmi-news.de; Falk.Zientz@dmi-news.de 

Website: www.mikrofinanz.net 

Contact VDG  : Norbert Kunz,  Muskauer Str. 24, D-10997 Berlin, Germany  

E-mail: kunz@iq-consult.com 

Website: www.vdg-forum.de 

mailto:Brigitte.Maas@dmi-news.de
mailto:Zientz@dmi-news.de
http://www.microlending-news.de/
mailto:kunz@iq-consult.com
http://www.vdg-forum.de/
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4. THE NETHERLANDS  

ACHIEVEMENTS 
The Dutch Thematic Group on Business Creation is unusual in that it is made up mainly of policy 
makers and experts from different organisations with the presence of representatives from just 
two EQUAL projects. Together they synthesised the good practices of the 17 EQUAL 
partnerships to produce a series of key messages, centred around five main issues: the transition 
from welfare benefit, entrepreneurship for specific target groups and sectors, entrepreneurship in 
small rural settlements, access to credit, and building an entrepreneurial culture, particularly 
through the education system. 

With this information they went further than many countries in organising joint13 mainstreaming 
action. This involved a combination of high profile national events, individual discussions and 
working dinners with influential policy makers to press forward their case. As a result, information 
from the NTG is being used in the modification of certain national policies. For example, 
EQUAL’s work with unemployed people provided a far greater insight into the barriers faced by 
people who want to set up a business while on unemployment benefit. The Ministry of Social 
Affairs has been able to use this information in proposals to amend the law on unemployment 
benefits. The aim is to make starting up a business an equal possibility in relation to reintegration 
to employment.  

Following one of their executive dinners on “Entrepreneurship in education”, the Scottish partners 
of one of the EQUAL projects was invited to the Netherlands to explain their experiences in 
bringing entrepreneurship into primary schools. Entrepreneurship education in primary schools is 
not as developed in the Netherlands and the Ministry of Education is pursuing the idea of a 
conference to explore the possibility of adopting some of the successful practices tested in 
Scotland.  

Finally, EQUAL has been successful in involving senior politicians from both the economic and 
the employment ministries. State Secretary Van Gennip of the Ministry of Economic Affairs now 
sees the 17 EQUAL projects as initiatives which can help “give start-ups a greater chance of 
success – whether the starter is unemployed or comes from another situation”. State Secretary 
Van Hoof of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment agrees and congratulates the National 
Thematic Network with their achievement to bring so many people together who are interested in 
the results of the EQUAL projects. ”This conference adds to greater knowledge about the best 
practices. Everybody here is already helping us to mainstream the results.”   

THE POLICY CONTEXT - REMOVING THE BARRIERS TO CREATING A BUSINESS – FOR ALL 
At just under 4%, unemployment in the Netherlands is half the average for the EU 15 and one of 
the lowest in Europe. This has led the Dutch government to focus on “activation” strategies to 
increase the participation of certain groups of workers in the labour market. There are ambitious  
targets to increase the employment rate of women by over 10 points between 2003 and 2010 and 
to boost that of ethnic minorities by seven points to reach 54% in 200514.  

Small and medium sized firms play an important part in this process. New business start-ups 
generated 100.000 jobs in the Netherlands in 2003 - nearly half all the jobs created in the 
economy that year15. This is why the Secretary of State for Economic Affairs launched a new 

                                                      

13 As opposed to providing a platform for discussing the mainstreaming activities of individual partnerships. 

14 The targets are to increase the employment rates of women from 54,7% in 2003 to 65%  in 2010, that of ethnic 
minorities from 48,2% in 2003 to 54% in 2005 and that of older workers from 38,6%  to 40% in 2007. These objectives 
are based on Dutch definitions which are more conservative than Eurostat. 
15 New business start-ups accounted for 44% of the total number of jobs created in that year. There’s also a connection 
between age and growth of companies. Young companies are more likely to grow fast in terms of employment and turn 
over. Enterprise dynamics and employment, period 1987-2004, EIM, Zoetermeer, March 2005. 
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policy16 called Action for Entrepreneurs with 43 specific measures aimed at removing the 25 
obstacles experienced as most oppressive by entrepreneurs in the start-up, growth and transfer 
stages of running a business. This provides the policy framework for many of the solutions piloted 
by EQUAL. The single most important barrier mentioned by entrepreneurs themselves is the 
administrative burden. The cabinet aims to reduce this by a quarter in the current legislative 
period. EQUAL has less to say in this area.  

However, the Minister of Education and the State Secretary for Economic Affairs have also 
submitted an action plan on one of EQUAL’s main priorities - entrepreneurship and education. 
The plan focuses on developing (internationally recognised) entrepreneurial skills in education 
programs (the curriculum for primary and secondary school students and universities). It also 
proposes the creation of a series of training centres for start-ups. Several EQUAL projects are 
active in this area. The Ministry of Economic Affairs is also responsible for entrepreneurship 
among particular target groups like women and ethnic minorities. So its membership of the 
EQUAL thematic group on entrepreneurship opens up an important channel for feeding the 
messages of the  EQUAL partnerships into policy. 

THE EQUAL NATIONAL THEMATIC GROUP – TAKING JOINT ACTION WITH POLICY MAKERS 
The Dutch Thematic Group on Entrepreneurship was launched in the Spring of 2003 with the 
specific aims of analysing the results of the EQUAL projects, selecting successful outcomes and 
methods and formulating recommendations for broader implementation. The Network was 
chaired by an external chair with expertise in the field of entrepreneurship with participation from 
the ministries of Economic Affairs, VNO/NCW (employers organisation), EIM (research institute in 
the field of entrepreneurship) the chambers of commerce, independent experts,  two 
representatives from two EQUAL projects and a member from the National Support Structure 
(NSS).   

The NSS has produced its own database of EQUAL projects (www.agentschapszw.nl). In 
addition to the expertise of its own members, an external expert was contracted to work with the 
thematic group in September 2005. 

The first (day long) general meeting of the NTN and all 17 EQUAL projects took place in the 
Spring of 2003. This provided an opportunity for starting to develop a “ shared picture” of each 
project.17 The network then put a lot of energy into the exchanges required for improving this joint 
knowledge. In June 2003 a full exchange of all projects was organised in Utrecht. This was 
followed up in November of the same year by a meeting to agree on a set of indicators of both 
good practice and common pitfalls. The NTN met on average every 2 months to prepare 
activities.  

To deal with the diversity of situations, the NTN developed indicators for four different types of 
project - according to whether they were primarily trying to get people to shift from the “hammock” 
of welfare benefits or directly onto the “trampoline” of business creation. The indicators were 
designed to measure the qualitative and quantitative results for the target groups18, elements of 
innovation, the degree of transfer and transferability, common problems and pitfalls, and the 
extent to which the change was sustainable without EQUAL funding. 

The indicators were tested during three meetings of the network and all the EQUAL projects early 
in 2004 (10th February, 9th and 30th March 2004). At these meetings each project provided a brief 
presentation followed by joint discussion around three questions: what concrete outputresults 
have been achieved?  What are the innovative aspects?  What mainstreaming activity has or 

                                                      

16 Sent to the Dutch Parliament in December 2003 

17 NTN’s developed and embellished a short questionnaire which allowed partnerships one of two options. Firstly, they 
could make short general presentation followed by a longer round of questioning by peers and policy makers.  Secondly, 
they could make  presentation of a specific instrument or methodology which was then tried and tested by workshop 
members 

18 The NTN focused on output results instead of input results.  

http://www.agentschapszw.nl/
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could be envisaged? The indicators were used to score the main outputs and messages in terms 
of their potential for mainstreaming. 

The NTN found that the outputs and methods developed by the EQUAL partnerships could be 
grouped into five main categories with relevance for policy makers. The first was, the transition 
from welfare benefits to self employment, where EQUAL projects provided useful lessons about 
how to help welfare managers to recognise and encourage potential entrepreneurs, how to 
improve the integration between different services and target them of specific phases of setting 
up a business and how to empower and build the capacity of disadvantaged groups. 

The second category of mainstreamable results involved a series of approaches and methods 
tested by EQUAL for increasing entrepreneurship in particular sectors and activities. These often 
involved new technology but were also related to the growth of care services as a result of the 
aging of the population and the professionalisation of child care. There were also good result in 
other growth sectors such as culture and art or even certain niche markets within declining 
sectors. EQUAL partnerships were also able to develop a series of methods for encouraging 
entrepreneurship which also improved the quality of life in small rural settlements (the third 
category). 

Fourthly, there is a block of recommendations and outputs concerned with improving the access 
to finance for disadvantaged groups.  As in other Member States, EQUAL projects show that 
there is an unmet need for certain financial instruments such as microfinance but that this must 
be backed up with adequate investment in financial capacity building (business planning, etc) and 
support for improving the relationships with mainstream banks. Public-private partnerships play 
an important role here. Some DPs also showed that there was scope for involving informal 
private investors. 

Finally, Dutch DPs have a number of tools and methods to offer policy makers in the field of 
using mentors to build a more entrepreneurial culture in schools. For example, the partnership 
‘Maatschappelijk ondernemen’ (social entrepreneurship) have tested a system involving mentors 
from businesses working directly with students in vocational training. The results have been 
positive in terms of reducing drop-outs attracting students into entrepreneurship. Their approach 
is now being used in several cities in cooperation with different companies. 

The Thematic Group also identified a series of weaknesses in the activities of the partnerships 
which will be very important for the next round in most Member States. These include poor 
evidence of impact and cost-effectiveness and insufficient information sharing and networking, 
particularly in the early stages.  

The outputs and lessons of all the partnerships have been summarised in a report produced 
aimed at both policy makers and executors at local, regional and national level. Further details 
can be found in a thematic section of the Website organised into the clusters mentioned above so 
as to improve retrieval by policy makers.  At the end of 2004 the NTN produced a strategy for 
mainstreaming the results mentioned above. Some results were clearly only susceptible for 
horizontal transfer. When it came to vertical mainstreaming they identified the main policy making 
players as being: the ministry of Social affairs and employment  (SZW), the ministry of Education, 
culture and science (OCW), the ministry of economic affairs (EZ).  

Policy makers of the departments of Economic affairs and Social affairs and employment were 
already members of the NTN, so the contacts with the key players for mainstreaming in these 
departments were easily made.  Also the contacts with OCW were easily made, because of the 
NTN-approach of ‘sharing information and knowledge’. 

 

 

THREE SHOTS AT MAINSTREAMING 
The NTN chose three main channels for convincing policy makers of the importance of their 
results.  
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The first was to organise a high profile mainstreaming conference on the 21s t March 2005, 
called evocatively “shoot with hail” - aimed at a broad public of policy makers and executors. The 
aim was to let ‘the world’ know that there were interesting lessons to be learned when it comes to 
stimulating entrepreneurship. Both State Secretary Mrs. Van Gennip (Economic affairs) and State 
Secretary Mr. Van Hoof (Social affairs and employment) made speeches to an audience which 
included policy makers from local, regional and national level.  

The second was to organise a series of four informal thematic dinners, once again evocatively 
called “shoot with sharpness” – this time with the aim of talking about specific opportunities or 
barriers in more detail with a small group of key decision makers. The dinners are being held 
between March and the second half of 2006 and deal with subjects such as the transition from 
welfare and unemployment benefits into entrepreneurship, the role of entrepreneurship in 
education and social economy and Social entrepreneurship. 

The executive dinners involve a maximum of 15 people - key players in policy at ministries and 
other decision makers from public institutions as well as people from EQUAL projects who can 
explain more about their experiences. External practitioners were also invited. For instance the 
director of a primary school was invited to the dinner about entrepreneurship in education. So the 
company at the table was of great diversity, which made the conversation inspirational and 
energetic. For example, this director explained the cultural shift required for opening up 
entrepreneurship in the following terms: “First think: ‘what do I want’, then: ‘can I do it’, and at last 
‘am I allowed to do it’. In this order. Adults have the tendency to think the other way around, but 
that is not an attitude that will bring an entrepreneur very far. Culture change starts here!” At 
another dinner, participants recommend that “entrepreneurship should be a normal option to get 
out of benefits, a part of the whole palet of reintegration instruments.” 

Finally, the executive dinners were followed up with two individual meetings between the 
chairman of the NTN and State Secretary Van Gennip, of the ministry of Economic affairs and 
State Secretary Van Hoof of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment. This dealt with the 
activities of the NTG and specific points of interest in relation to their policy field. It has allowed 
them to use EQUAL to inform certain legislative changes. 

 

Contacts:  Elsa Vruggink (MA), Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, Ard Terpstra 
(NSS), Agentschap SZW, and Thelma Dorsman (NTG), Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Employment 

Email: evruggink@minszw.nl; aterpstra@minszw.nl; tdorsman@minszw.nl 

Website: http://agentschap.szw.nl (link to EQUAL) 

Project information: 

http://agentschap.szw.nl/index.cfm?fuseaction=dsp_document&link_id=46883&menu_ite
m=8421#3884300 

 

mailto:evruggink@minszw.nl
mailto:aterpstra@minszw.nl
mailto:tdorsman@minszw.nl
http://agentschap.szw.nl/
http://agentschap.szw.nl/index.cfm?fuseaction=dsp_document&link_id=46883&menu_item=8421#3884300
http://agentschap.szw.nl/index.cfm?fuseaction=dsp_document&link_id=46883&menu_item=8421#3884300
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5. SPAIN – STARTING ON THE GROUND FLOOR WITH GOOD PRACTICE 

ACHIEVEMENTS 
The Spanish National Thematic Network on business creation was mainly composed of the 
Development Partnerships and focussed on two key issues:  poor access to finance and the lack 
of integrated business support itineraries. It achieved important results in both areas.  

 

• Microfinance 

Several types of microcredit already existed in Spain before EQUAL19 but take-up was poor. A 
number of  Spanish EQUAL projects (San Cosme Innova in Cataluña, Fides in Rioja, Regenta in 
Asturias, EQUAL Granada in Andalusia) showed that a condition for success was that the loan 
should be accompanied by a tailor-made itinerary of financial capacity building and better 
communication. 

They also showed how important it was to reach general agreements with mainstream financial 
institutions. For example, the main financial partner in the San Cosme Innova is the Fundació Un 
Sol Món, part of the Caixa de Catalunya savings bank, Spain’s seventh largest financial 
institution. Through the project, the foundation has shown how financial engineering and financial 
expertise can be brought in to strengthen policies for the comprehensive redevelopment of urban 
communities facing multiple forms of deprivation.  

The same project also provided insights into how the European Social Fund can work in tandem 
with financial institutions, local authorities and NGOs to build more sustainable jobs for groups 
such as women and ethnic minorities. This is the only case of EQUAL funds being directly 
invested in microcredit in Europe and in this sense it provides important lessons for the future. 

The findings of partnerships like Un Sol Mon were discussed and enriched by other partnerships 
in the working group on Microfinance. The Confederation of Spanish Savings Banks has now set 
up a working group to study the development of microfinance for disadvantaged groups along the 
lines recommended by EQUAL. 

• Integrated business support itineraries for disadvantaged groups.  

The EQUAL partnerships were also able to develop a series of methods for providing integrated 
business support to disadvantaged groups. These have been taken up by a number of regional 
governments. The National Thematic Group has identified and analysed these experiences in a 
report on good practice in business creation and in a major national conference for policy makers 
and practitioners. 

In Andalucía, for example, the new regional employment regulation for self-employment20 
incorporates a series of lessons from EQUAL projects. The regulation makes all grants 
conditional on having have followed personalised itineraries into self-employment. At present 
beneficiaries are eligible for a lump sum grant – but the possibilities of adopting the more flexible 
monthly grant tested in one EQUAL partnership is being studied carefully.  

In the Basque country, the main channel for mainstreaming has been through 23 local 
development agencies linked into a network, called Garapen,  which covers three-quarters of the 
population.  The core of Garapen’s activities has been to create an IT-based learning platform to 
share lessons and develop common methodologies for business creation, with a particular 

                                                      
19 There is a programme of microcredits for women run by the Spanish Women’s Institute and a national 

programme of microcredits run by the Official Credit Institute (ICO) 
20 Orden de 6 de Mayo de 2005 por la que se desarrollan y convocan determinadas líneas de ayuda al 

autoempleo al amparo de los dispuestos en el decreto 141/2002 de 7 de Mayo 
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concern for young people and women. The platform has also allowed the partners to identify 
gaps in business support and develop new solutions in areas such as creating an entrepreneurial 
culture in schools, finance and increasing the sustainability of start-ups. 

On this basis the  network started to provide a series of joint services for the whole region. For 
example, Garapen jointly developed the Basque government’s internet portal for entrepreneurs21 
and provides a system of on-line business support and advice. The portal called Lanbide 
receives about 4,000 visits per month. The site allowed Garapen to launch the first on-line 
initiative to improve entrepreneurship skills in the Basque region. One hundred and seven 
participants took part in this programme leading to the creation of 65 companies.  

WOMEN AND YOUNG PEOPLE – TWO UNDERUSED RESOURCES IN A GROWING ECONOMY 
The Spanish economy has been growing faster than many of the “old” EU Member States and 
the labour market situation has improved dramatically over the last 8 years. Unemployment has 
been nearly halved over this period - from over 20% to just above 11%.   

However, the aggregate statistics still hide important disparities. Women, in particular, continue to 
carry the brunt of the burden. The rate of unemployment among women is twice the EU average 
and almost double the national rate for men.  Even worse, the employment rate among women is 
just 45% - a full ten points below the EU average and way off course for meeting the Lisbon 
targets. Young people and ethnic minorities are also particularly hard hit by lack of alternative 
sources of paid employment - both in the countryside and in the most deprived urban 
neighbourhoods. 

In many of these areas, self-employment and business creation, has been, and still is, one of the 
main routes for getting a job. The situation in Andalusía provides a graphic example of this 
situation. During round 1 EQUAL managed to get 2027 people into a job but over 65% of these 
were self-employed. EQUAL shows that the barriers facing disadvantaged groups when trying to 
create a business are even more severe than when they try to find a paid job. For example, only 
one third of entrepreneurs are women – even less than the proportion of women in the labour 
force as a whole.  

Some of the main obstacles for disadvantaged groups are seen as being low levels of collateral 
and the difficulties of obtaining finance, low levels of training and education in the skills required 
for running a business and the administrative complexity of starting a business. Women face the 
additional burden of a very unequal distribution of caring responsibilities. On the other hand, over 
50% of start-ups fail within the first four years  so one-off actions to increase the rate of new 
business creations is definitely not seen as sufficient.  

Mainstreaming EQUAL is made more complicated in Spain by the fact that nearly all the powers 
for designing and implementing policies for entrepreneurship and self-employment are divided 
between the 17 autonomous regions. At national level, the General Directorate for Small and 
Medium Sized Enterprises at the Ministry for the Economy is responsible for a series of policies 
and programmes but these tend to focus on promoting high growth, innovatory SMEs.   

THE NATIONAL BUILDING BLOCKS 
The National Thematic Network in Spain got off to a slightly later start than in other countries like 
the UK and Germany. The network was launched at a large scale event for the 25 DPs in 
Business Creation and the 23 DPs in the Adaptability theme on the 14th March 2003. They were 
organised into two parallel subgroups – one for business creation and one for adaptability Is 
there need for the footnote (the 2nd round these two are separated) 

The main purpose of the thematic network for business creation was “to implement a plan of 
action for the mainstreaming of the good practices coming out of EQUAL in Spain”. At the launch 
of the network, Aurora Saeta, the subdirector responsible of the Social Fund at the Ministry of 

                                                      
21 www.lanbide.net 
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Employment, argued that the major priorities for the work on business creation were: “the need to 
take account of women entrepreneurs, the need for continuity in support services, the lack of 
cooperation and networking between firms, the need to consolidate firms after the initial start-up 
phase and help them adapt to changing circumstance, the importance of integrating the social 
economy into the BC process and corporate social responsibility”. 

A steering group was created to cover both the business creation and adaptability themes which 
was jointly chaired by the Social Fund Division at the Ministry of Employment and the Regional 
Government of Andalusia. Its membership was made up of the representatives of 8 regional 
governments on the EQUAL monitoring committee and a selection of 9 development partnerships 
from different regions (for business creation).  

Technical support was provided by the National Support Structure and the Andalusían Support 
Structure who brought in external experts to help with the analysis of good practice. The Regional 
Government of Andalucía produced a Web Site for GTN2 with links to the main documentation 
and activities at a European Level (www.equal-gtn2.net). The steering group was responsible for 
designing and coordinating much of the work which was then discussed with all the DPs in the 
theme in a series of joint meetings. 

In June 2003,  the NTG set about the task of identifying good practice using a methodology 
based upon the different phases of setting up a business: engagement and motivation, 
information and advice, start-up and consolidation.  Two experts were appointed - one for 
integrated business services and one for finance. In October 2003, they sent out a questionnaire 
to all nine DPs on the steering group asking them to provide information on difficulties, possible 
solutions and promising practices at each of these stages.  They considered the results of each 
practice, its degree of innovation (with references mainly to the local context) and its potential for 
transfer.  

 
Their replies were presented and 
discussed in considerable detail at a 
general meeting of all the partnerships 
in the theme in December 2003. After 
this a further questionnaire was sent out 
to all DPs and followed up with 
telephone interviews. These were used 
to produce a final report22 which 
provided the basic information for the 
production of two-side summary good 
practice fiches on each of the 23 
partnerships in business creation. Apart 
from summarising the content of each 
project, the fiches highlighted the main 
innovations and their potential for 
transfer. The report was presented at a 
major conference in Seville one year 
later in December 2004. 

 

INNOVATIONS AND THEIR POTENTIAL FOR TRANSFER 
The Spanish NTG concludes that the five most promising lines for mainstreaming EQUAL good 
practice are: 

                                                      

22 Buenas prácticas en creación de empresas y adaptabilidad 

 

International meeting on EQUAL Best Practices 
in business creation and adaptability, 

December 2004. 

http://www.equal-gtn2.net/
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• Methods for creating an entrepreneurial culture – particularly in secondary schools by the 
development of materials and training modules for both teachers and students. Some DPs 
also had considerable success in local campaigns to promote an entrepreneurial culture.  

• Specially adapted and integrated training for entrepreneurs - going from the first stages of 
building capacity and self-esteem to management and marketing. Distance learning and 
other solutions involving new technology have been used extensively. The quality of training 
can be greatly improved by combining it with practical experience in both simulated and real 
companies.  

• Tailored and integrated advice and after-care. This has included advisors who spend time 
working alongside new entrepreneurs 

• Combining microfinance with specially adapted training and advice. Reaching general 
agreements with financial institutions so that they integrate these methods into their general 
practice.  

• The use of new more flexible grant instruments together with training and advice. 

The guide provides examples of good practice and recommendations in each of these areas. On 
the other hand, they found that the minimum investments required for the functioning of business 
angels and mutual guarantee funds limited their use with the most disadvantaged groups.  

Finally, the NTG pointed out that most transfer took place at local level. In order to improve the 
potential for vertical mainstreaming it was necessary to build far better channels of 
communication with the responsible departments – especially in the autonomous regions – but 
also in certain central government institutions. This is then one of the priorities for the next round 
of EQUAL. 

At the closing conference of the Thematic Network in Seville, Esperanza Perea, the Director 
General of Employment of the Regional Government of Andalusia pointed the way for the regions 
in Spain by saying that: “The Directorate of Employment of the Regional Government of 
Andalusia, as the body responsible for employment policy in the region and as a member of a 
large number of EQUAL Development Partnerships guarantees that the results of the 
partnerships will be communicated and evaluated and will eventually be used for benefit of the 
whole region and all the people of Andalucía.”  

  

Contact:  Guzman Garcia. UAFSE. 

Email: ggarcia@mtas.es 

Website:  www.equal-gtn2.net 

  

mailto:ggarcia@mtas.es
http://www.equal-gtn2.net/
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6. CONCLUSIONS 
• There are two broad models of thematic networks in business creation. The first is more 

“bottom up” and is composed mainly of the DPs (Germany, Spain and to a certain extent the 
UK); the other is more “top down” and gives policy makers a greater say in the priorities and 
make-up of the network from the start (the Netherlands and the UK).  

• Both models obviously have strengths and weaknesses. The top down model allows for 
EQUAL to be used as an instrument for piloting changes that are already seen as potentially 
important by policy makers; but it can screen out new innovations. The bottom up approach 
may be better at brainstorming new solutions and building ownership on the ground but then 
there is a longer way to go to bring policy makers on board. Both approaches have achieved 
significant advances and it will now be important to draw out the best of each. 

• For example, guides of EQUAL good practice complete with recommendations classified 
according to certain priority themes have been produced by Spain, the Netherlands and 
Portugal. The UK is currently putting all its results onto an IT Repository which will make it 
easy to search for policy messages from EQUAL by theme and then see what cases studies, 
evidence and tools have been produced to support this. There is a lot in common in these 
approaches and much to be learned from each other in terms of developing more systematic 
methods for identifying the “jewels” of good practice within EQUAL as well as converting 
these into a bank of relevant policy messages. 

• Further down the mainstreaming chain, some networks have been very successful in 
involving policy makers. For example, it was an extremely astute decision to make the 
person directly responsible for the national small business start-up strategy in the UK the 
chair of the NTN. Similarly, the Dutch involvement of policy makers both directly in the NTN 
and in its dinners and meetings is very interesting. Finally, the German NTG has been very 
successful in building a consensus around certain EQUAL tools and methods, creating 
national associations and then entering into discussions with policy makers.   

• All Thematic Networks should now make a major effort to draw in decisions makers 
responsible for entrepreneurship policy in both employment and industrial (or economic) 
ministries into a dialogue about priorities and activities. In some cases, the main channel for 
mainstreaming may be at regional level (eg Spain). But whatever, the decision makers must 
start to feel that they have a greater stake in the EQUAL pilot activities. 

• As mentioned there is a remarkable similarity in the priority subthemes and categories along 
which all thematic groups (including the four above) are selecting good practice from EQUAL 
and transforming these into policy messages. These are also totally compatible with the work 
developed by the European Thematic Network.  In round two of EQUAL there is, therefore, 
considerable potential for pooling the work of the different networks to produce common 
tools, methods and messages that can have a greater impact on policy at EU and national 
levels. 

• However, this will require more resources at national level for joint mainstreaming work. In 
general, there is insufficient coordination between the resources available to individual DPs 
for mainstreaming work (Action 3) and for transnational cooperation and the collective work 
of the national thematic networks. The national thematic networks seem to have less own 
resources than the first two. In some cases, they simply become a forum for discussing the 
individual activities of the DPs.  

• This situation is even more pronounced for the European dimension of mainstreaming. Few 
Thematic Networks seem to make systematic provisions for involvement at EU level.  There 
is insufficient communication and two way exchange between NTNs in different Member 
States and between them and the European activities.  The Commissions proposals for 
Communities of Practice could go some way to solve these problems - if they are taken up. 
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