
 

 

 NATIONAL THEMATIC NETWORKS IN BUSINESS CREATION 
SOME LESSONS FROM FIRST ROUND 

The eight EQUAL National Thematic Networks (NTNs) in business creation1 have made 
major inroads at different stages of the mainstreaming “cycle”: as a result of just two 
years of activity there are now discernable shifts in national and/or regional policy, at least 
in some Member States. 
 
Some NTNs, like the Portuguese have developed an extremely rigorous system for identifying 
and validating EQUAL good practice. Together with the Spanish and Dutch NTNs they have 
grouped these EQUAL “jewels” in a set of policy priorities which ring bells for many other 
countries.  
 
The Germans have gone one step further to build two national associations to spread their 
message to other practitioners and to lobby policy makers. The Dutch and UK have used a 
number of techniques to build ownership of EQUAL lesson among policy makers themselves. 
 
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. 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. 
 
Most importantly, however, they all have laid the ground work for developing a series of common 
tools which have the potential for ensuring that entrepreneurship policy at both EU and national 
level is far more open to the needs of all EU citizens. The achievements of four of these NTN’s 
and the process they have followed have been described in detail in a separate report2. 

TWO WAYS OF APPROACHING THE SAME PROBLEM 
National networks in business creation have tackled mainstreaming from two different angles. 
Some like Spain and Germany have taken a more “bottom up approach” and organised 
themselves around the EQUAL partnerships. Right from the start, the partnerships in both 
countries identified access to finance and tailor-made support itineraries as being central for 
opening up entrepreneurship to disadvantaged groups.  
 
In Spain, the NTN used a combination of questionnaires, group discussions, and expert advice to 
group the main lessons and outputs of EQUAL so that they could be more useful to policy 
makers. The German NTN, however, went further in building a consensus around main 
parameters of more inclusive “models” of both micro-finance and of business support. In 
Germany two national associations have also been created, to deal with each issue.  
 

The Deutsche Mikrofinanz Institut (DMI) consists of 56 organisations from all German regions,  
including 5 EQUAL projects, and has the support of the federal SME bank Kreditanstalt für 
Wiederaufbau (KfW), the Federal Ministry for Economics and Labour and the Federal 
Employment Services. The National Association of German Start-up Initiatives (VDG) is a 
national association of more than 40 members supported by the Ministry for the Economy and 

                                                      

1 The UK, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, the Czech Republic, Greece, France and Portugal. 
2 Success stories of National Thematic Networks in business creation.  
http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/equal/data/document/etg2-suc6-bc-ntn.pdf 
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Labour. VDG provides a forum for developing support instruments, disseminating innovative 
approaches, learning from each other and formulating quality standards. 

At the other end of the spectrum, the Dutch National Thematic Network was mainly composed of 
policy makers and experts in business creation with representation from just two EQUAL 
partnerships. Obviously, however, the raw material for its work was the lessons learned from all 
17 partnerships who shared and collectively classified their main outputs and messages into a 
series of priority areas which are remarkably similar across all member states. The Dutch NTN 
disseminated these messages through a series of thematic dinners and individual meetings with 
policy makers. 

The UK is probably the country that has gone further in directly involving the policy makers 
responsible for entrepreneurship policy at national level in the working of their national thematic 
network. One institutional problem in some European countries is the gap between employment 
ministries responsible for self employment and industry or economic ministries responsible for 
entrepreneurship. The UK network actually put the person directly responsible for the national 
business start-up strategy, at the Department of Industry run Small Business Service, as the 
chair of the thematic group. Policy makers were also involved in deciding the priorities and 
selection criteria for the mainstreaming actions carried out by the partnerships. 

Both top-down and bottom-up 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 
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. 

EARLY RESULTS 

In the UK, the design and implementation of the Department of Trade and Industry’s Strategic 
Framework for Women’s Enterprise has been heavily influenced by EQUAL. In addition, a new 
organisation was created to role out EQUAL’s experimental method for providing business advice 
to ethnic minorities through community organisations across London. 

 

 “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  

 

In Germany there is a high level of interest from the Federal Ministry of Economics and Labour in 
the methods for profiling potential entrepreneurs developed by EQUAL, as well as certain 
aspects of the model of microfinance.  

In the Netherlands, the Ministry of Social Affairs has been able to use information from the NTN 
to amend the law on unemployment benefit. 
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Finally in Spain, 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. EQUAL has also helped to shape the employment policies of several regions.  In 
Andalucía, for example, the new regional employment regulation for self-employment 
incorporates a series of lessons from EQUAL projects. 

TIPS FOR THE FUTURE 

All EQUAL 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. 

There is a remarkable similarity in the priority sub themes and categories along which all thematic 
groups are selecting good practice from EQUAL and transforming these into policy messages. 
These are totally compatible with the work developed by the European Thematic Network. 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. 

 

 

Also read Full Analysis 
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