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Promoting community integration and wellbeing through entrepreneurship 
 

Lessons learned from the Fresh Start Programme 
 
What is Fresh Start? 
The Fresh Start programme started on 1st June 2017 and has successfully supported almost 120 migrant 
entrepreneurs across 3 EU states (UK, Belgium, Netherlands) over 2 years; offering participants the possibility 
to acquire the necessary competences and the abilities for an entrepreneurial future. It is an EU funded 
partnership of 3 universities (UCLL Limburg, Zuyd university of Applied Sciences, Maastricht and London 
South Bank University), a UK charity (Citizens UK) and a UK social enterprise (NWES). 
 
The programme design has drawn from all partners and participants to develop a co-learning environment 
which is appropriate and relevant to the participants and each local context. It is based on mutual respect, 
shared expertise and a belief that we are all co beneficiaries and all learn from each other through on ongoing 
enquiry, active learning, reflection and evaluation. 
 
Key impact factors 
Participants have developed business plans to take forward their ideas into action and several have already 
started the process of setting up a business. Others have started a master course, found employment, started 
communities of practice for female refugee entrepreneurship or for refugee European project writers. 
Positive wellbeing has increased through enhanced self-confidence, trust and understanding of the context 
of the receiving country. Ongoing relationships have been established which will enable future flourishing 
and participants have been linked into key networks for future support. 
 
Successes achieved so far 
London participants’ plans include the following: Ethiopian vegan café; Motivation and careers consultancy; 
Car computer analysis; Columbian jewellery and crafts’ web site; Natural hand crafted beauty products; Local 
personalised fashion; Motivation and careers consultancy; Lebanese fruit bar; Yoga classes; Syrian food take 
away; Introduction and welcome agency for Colombian students; Mediterranean/Caribbean club; Bolivian 
restaurant. 
 
ZUYD participants’ plans include the following: Syrian restaurant and cultural centre / internship provider 
for new, young migrants; online platform for a wide variety of services (supply/demand); participants 
studying further (at Zuyd, at the University of Utrecht), or taking further training; participants entering 
employment, Catering services (Syrian Food), import/export of generators, Tailor shop. 
 
UCLL participants’ plans include the following: employment as researcher at UCLL, employment as coach, 
self-employed coaches, volunteer as teachers, online crafts shop, continuation at Starterslabo, continuation 
at HOA (highly educated non-Dutch speaking citizens), B2B-nuts shop, travel agency for other-abled, digital 
solutions provider, internship as surgeon at hospital, starting a GP-practice, intercultural B2B nuts company, 
employed as project management assistant, employed as community-manager EPN, accepted in master 
courses in diverse universities. 
 
Challenges for migrant entrepreneurs 
Through the project the partners have identified the following challenges for migrant entrepreneurs: 
 
Integration challenges: challenging media and host community perceptions and stereotypes around migrant 
employment, political tensions between new and established migrants. 
Employment challenges: lack of prior recognition for prior qualifications and experience, lack of clarity of 
previous levels of education, lack of a national or regional ESOL strategy for language support, an inflexible 
benefit system which does not always support educational opportunities for migrants (particularly in the UK), 
lack of freely available, accessible childcare. 
Educational challenges: differences in pedagogical culture. 
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Entrepreneurship challenges: differences in entrepreneurship culture, differences between a more formal 
and a more ad hoc culture, lack of access to funding with temporary residence status. 
(NB Some of these challenges also apply to host country citizens, however, migrants also lack family and 
social support systems which can support entry into employment.) 
 
Why is policy change needed? 
Refugees and migrants have a great deal of experience and expertise to offer are keen to contribute to the 
wider community and they present a valuable resource for the community. However, there are many 
obstacles in their way with regards to employment, such as: 

• Lack of recognition for prior qualifications and experience 
• Lack of a national or regional ESOL strategy for language support 
• Very few accessible and freely available and relevant courses 
• Lack of freely available childcare 
• A benefit system which sometimes restricts opportunities for employment training 

 
Enabling migrants to contribute their talents and expertise has additional benefits to the host community, 
such as: 

• Development of mutual respect and understanding leading to Improved integration and intercultural 
understanding 

• Challenging negative media and host community perceptions and stereotypes around migrant 
employment 

• Economic benefits, such as reduced benefit payments and the potential for job creation through 
entrepreneurships 

• New models of entrepreneurship can be part of a counter strategy against radicalisation 
 
The benefits of migrant entrepreneurship courses include: 

• Improved wellbeing and self-esteem of participants 
• Increased self-confidence and business readiness 
• New startups and improved business competences and skills 
• Development of new innovative ideas   
• Potential to reduce benefit contributions 

 
We are asking policy makers to: 

• Lobby for more support for migrant parents – especially free childcare  
• Support changes to the benefit system so that migrants can get an allowance for benefit while on courses as 

they currently risk losing benefits if they start a business 
• Look into possibilities for funding businesses even when entrepreneurs have temporary residence permits 
• Develop a strategy for ESOL and support a strategy with differentiated levels relevant to different groups and 

abilities 
• Support the need for targeted entrepreneurship training for migrants or for separate courses for where 

mainstream courses do not work 
• Engage refugee experts as migrant entrepreneurship trainers 
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Key lessons learned for practice – designing entrepreneurial courses for migrants and refugees 
 

Recruitment – the importance of trust building 
For obvious reasons, owing to outside pressures and vulnerabilities, reaching out and connecting with 
refugees and migrants was a challenge. Therefore, collaboration with partners active in refugee support was 
important. Gate keepers need to be trusted in the community – community organisers like Citizens UK were 
essential. Bridge building between intermediaries and refugees in advisory boards, listening sessions, design 
days were of the utmost importance to open up the conversation. Informal WhatsApp groups kept the 
communication going. 
 
The education programme –addressing the needs of participants 
The programme needs to be built round people– people before projects. Attention needs to be given by 
trainers to the wellbeing of participants, with mutual support, sharing, and solidarity built in. Building 
confidence and self-respect is essential. Intercultural awareness for trainers and refugees, including attention 
to language, needs to be built in. Virtual learning environments have a useful role, but face to face interaction 
is also needed. Reverse training where refugees ‘educate’ bankers, fiscalists, accountants, consultants about 
their needs and expertise can also play an important role. Inviting experts of the refugee community new to 
experts from the receiving country facilitates networked knowledge construction. 
 
The Fresh Start approach 
Principles: shared overlapping principles, aims, values,objectives and pedagogy pathways as relevant to the 
region and context. 

 
 
Pedagogy: co-creation, active learning, connectivism, design thinking, transformative pedagogy, 
collaborative, mutual learning, network learning. 
 

 

London 
pathway

Maastricht
pathway

Limburg        
pathway

Innovation and 
enterepeurship

Mutual respect and co  
learning

Community engagement
A co-creation learning 

environment 
Valuing what migrants 

bring to local communities

Appropriate to context, region 
and target group

Appropriate to 
context, region 

and target group

Appropriate to 
context, region 

and target group


	Promoting community integration and wellbeing through entrepreneurship
	What is Fresh Start?
	Successes achieved so far
	London participants’ plans include the following: Ethiopian vegan café; Motivation and careers consultancy; Car computer analysis; Columbian jewellery and crafts’ web site; Natural hand crafted beauty products; Local personalised fashion; Motivation a...
	Educational challenges: differences in pedagogical culture.
	Why is policy change needed?
	We are asking policy makers to:
	Key lessons learned for practice – designing entrepreneurial courses for migrants and refugees
	The Fresh Start approach

