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FOREWORD 

Entrepreneurship development is an important requirement for achieving the goal of smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth set out in the Europe 2020 strategy. It is also a means to respond to 

new economic challenges, to create jobs and to fight social and financial exclusion. The impact of the 

global financial and economic crisis calls for giving entrepreneurship and self-employment a stronger 

role in economic and social development policies. Entrepreneurship may be a way back to the labour 

market for unemployed. 

However, the effectiveness of national, regional and local measures and actions to promote 

inclusive entrepreneurship development in Europe can be hindered by a fragmentation of 

responsibilities, resources and strategies, and a failure to understand the goals of inclusive 

entrepreneurship. 

This project is part of a series of rapid policy assessment projects on inclusive entrepreneurship 

that are conducted by the Local Economic and Employment Development (LEED) Programme of the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in collaboration with the 

Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion of the European Commission. This 

work builds on a collaborative project between the OECD and the European Commission on inclusive 

entrepreneurship. For more information on this project, please refer to: 

http://www.oecd.org/employment/leed/inclusive-entrepreneurship.htm. 

  

http://www.oecd.org/employment/leed/inclusive-entrepreneurship.htm
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Although Flanders has had a consistently low unemployment rate and start-up rates which are 

comparable with other countries, at the same time the propensity for the unemployed to become self-

employed is low, perhaps partly caused by a low level of entrepreneurial culture as witnessed by the 

most recent GEM survey. 

The Government of Flanders has set targets for employment and self-employment based on 

comparisons with other countries, and these require an increase in the level of self-employment 

amongst the unemployed. Accordingly the ‘Make Your Business Work’ programme was established 

with ESF funding in order to provide a coherent approach and reduce fragmentation of training and 

guidance for start-up entrepreneurs. Make Your Business Work is a one-year training and coaching 

programme divided into two phases. As well as counselling, participants receive a “virtual backpack” 

of EUR 500 to be spent on training according to their needs. Participants are selected by a rigorous 

procedure through VDAB, the public employment service. 

Since the start, the programme has reached more participants than expected – by the end of June 

2015, 1 958 individuals had been screened, 1 717 were on a counselling trajectory and 1 451 started 

the orientation phase (the other 266 started a parallel trajectory with Starters’ Lab). The programme 

reached 34% more people than originally anticipated. Progress so far shows that the target of 25% of 

participants in the counselling phase being self-employed at the end of the programme was exceeded 

by a large margin. 

The programme follows the generic principles identified by OECD in terms of outreach, use of 

selection mechanisms, and monitoring and evaluation, but as yet is stand-alone and is not properly 

framed within a broader strategy. 

With regard to entrepreneurship skills, an important factor in the choice of courses has been the 

need for basic knowledge of business as required by law. Nonetheless, the flexibility of the ‘backpack’ 

has been seen to be important. An important omission, however, is support for technical skills related 

to specific businesses – these are not covered by the programme. 

A major issue related to finance is the fact that Belgium does not currently have any ‘welfare 

bridge’ allowing the unemployed to continue to receive benefits as they start their business. This 

means that they are officially available for work even when they are on the programme, and have to 

start to make money immediately when their business starts. Although there is no direct financial 

support in the programme, Enterprise Flanders provides access and information on a variety of 

different appropriate financial schemes. 

Flanders has made a number of significant moves to improve institutions and regulations 

related to entrepreneurship, including an Entrepreneurship Action Plan and a Plan for Entrepreneurial 

Education. Administrative burdens are being reduced, including through use of the internet, for 

example for filing tax returns online. 

The programme demonstrates that counselling the unemployed towards self-employment is 

effective, backed up by the well-developed network of partners and the tailor-made nature of 

counselling and training. Nonetheless, a number of areas for improvement remain: 
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 Technical skills (as well as additional entrepreneurial skills) should be introduced into the 

programme. 

 A system should be introduced to ensure that participants continue to receive benefits while 

they are counselled or trained, using models of “welfare bridges” from other countries. 

 Counselling should be extended to actions which encourage participants to work together, in 

particular the formation and maintenance of networks. 

 Continued examination should be made of possible conflicts of interest between Syntra as 

the implementing organisation and its possible role in delivering services to participants, 

noting that this may become a more significant issue if technical skills are involved. 

 The programme should be made structural rather than project-orientated, embedding it with 

Flemish policy on entrepreneurship and employment. This additionally means that there 

needs to be clearer consideration of the position of vulnerable groups within the unemployed 

(over 50, poorly educated, disabled, ethnic minorities) who currently participate in the 

programme at a disproportionately low level. 



 6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

FOREWORD ................................................................................................................................ 2 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .......................................................................................................... 3 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ........................................................................................................... 4 

Abbreviations ............................................................................................................................. 8 

INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................................................... 9 

OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessments on inclusive entrepreneurship policy 9 
OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessment criteria ............................................... 9 
Project methodology ................................................................................................................ 10 

CONTEXT AND DATA ON THE FLEMISH LABOUR MARKET ........................................ 11 

Economic and labour market context ...................................................................................... 11 

THE ‘MAKE YOUR BUSINESS WORK’ PROJECT IN FLANDERS .................................... 15 

Project objectives ..................................................................................................................... 15 
Methodology: orientation phase followed by counselling phase ............................................. 17 
The network of partners in the programme.............................................................................. 20 
Data on participation, employment and business creation after participation ......................... 21 

 ASSESSMENT OF THE PROJECT IN THE CONTEXT OF OVERALL POLICIES ............ 26 

Generic Principles .................................................................................................................... 26 
Entrepreneurship skills ............................................................................................................ 26 
Access to benefits and finance ................................................................................................. 28 
Institutions and regulations ...................................................................................................... 29 

 KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ..................................................................... 31 

Counselling the unemployed towards self-employment pays off ............................................ 32 
The programme rests on a well-developed network of partners… .......................................... 32 
… which is a crucial asset given the high number of participants coached by each counsellor32 
The tailor-made nature of the training and counselling modules is much appreciated ............ 33 
Recommendations for improvements ...................................................................................... 33 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................ 36 

 

 

Tables 

Table 1. Key indicators for the population aged 15-64 (%) .............................................. 11 
Table 2. Individual Self-Perceptions and National Societal Impressions, 2013 (% 18-64 pop.) 14 
Table 3. Profile characteristics of the participants of Make Your Business Work ............ 23 
Table 4. Transition rates of participants into self-employment and employment for the entire 

population 24 



 7 

Table 5. Transition rates of participants into self-employment and employment for groups ‘at 

risk’ in the labour market ......................................................................................................... 25 
 

 

 

Figures 

Figure 1. Evolution in the number of starters 2005-2014 ................................................... 12 
Figure 2. Potential for self-employment by the unemployed, 2012.................................... 13 

 

 

Boxes 

Box 1. OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessment criteria .................................. 10 
Box 2. Starters' lab ................................................................................................................... 16 
Box 3. Basic knowledge of business management required by law ........................................ 19 
Box 4. Enterprise Flanders ...................................................................................................... 28 
Box 5.  New Enterprise Allowance programme, United Kingdom ......................................... 34 
Box 6.  Bbz 2004, Besluit Bijstand voor Zelfstandigen, Decision Support for Entrepreneurs 35 

 

  



 8 

Abbreviations 

BCE/KBO Central Enterprise Databank 
BSC Belgian Senior Consulting 
CVO Centre for Adult Education 
GEM Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 
SBA Small Business Act 
Unizo Federation of self-employed entrepreneurs 
VDAB Public Employment Service 
WSE Department of Work and Social Economy 

  



 9 

INTRODUCTION 

OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessments on inclusive entrepreneurship policy 

This project is part of an international series of policy case study reviews on inclusive 

entrepreneurship policy. These review studies are undertaken as part of a collaborative programme of 

work between the Local Economic and Employment Development (LEED) Programme of the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the Directorate-General for 

Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion of the European Commission.  

These rapid policy assessments provide a baseline analysis with focus on one of the key target 

groups of inclusive entrepreneurship policy (i.e. youth, seniors, women, migrants or the unemployed). 

They examine the nature and appropriateness of existing and proposed policies and programmes with 

the aim of providing guidance on priorities for future activities in this area, notably activities that can 

be funded by the European Social Fund (ESF). The analysis identifies gaps in current and planned 

support, as well as areas where current and planned support can be improved. The recommendations 

aim to provide assistance to European Union Member States in the design and implementation of 

policies and programmes for business creation by youth, seniors, women, migrants or the unemployed, 

through:  

 Tailored advice and assessments for individual national or regional administrations in the 

design and implementation of policies and programmes for business start-up and self-

employment, including through European Social Fund (ESF) support; and  

 Facilitation of mutual learning among national and regional authorities, stakeholders and 

practitioners concerned with ESF support from different Member States, through monitoring 

and comparison of policy and programme approaches, collection and dissemination of good 

practice examples and provision of tools to support learning networks, events and platforms.  

OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessment criteria 

The OECD-European Commission collaboration on inclusive entrepreneurship has produced a 

series of reports and policy briefs that examine the barriers faced by different under-represented and 

disadvantaged groups in business start-up and self-employment, as well as appropriate policy 

responses to address these barriers. This work has covered several social target groups, including 

women, youth, seniors, migrants, the unemployed and people with disabilities. The unemployed have 

been a key target group of this work programme and actions to support entrepreneurship amongst the 

unemployed are included in the Missing Entrepreneurs reports (OECD/EC, 2013; 2014; 2015). 

Based on this work and consultation with international experts, the OECD has developed a list of 

principles for inclusive entrepreneurship policy (see Box 1). This list of principles is intended to give 

guidance to policy makers in designing and implementing a comprehensive support system for 

inclusive entrepreneurship. These principles underpin the analytical framework used in this series of 

rapid policy assessments. 
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Box 1. OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessment criteria  

1. Generic principles 

 Policies and programmes are framed within a broader strategy. 

 Outreach to the target group is targeted and sufficient. 

 Use competitive selection mechanisms to target intensive support. 

 Support provisions are regularly monitored and periodically evaluated for impact and effectiveness. 
 
2. Entrepreneurship skills 

 Entrepreneurship education and training for the target group is available and covers pre-start-up, start-
up and growth phases. 

 Coaching and mentoring programmes are available and provide one-on-one or group support using 
experienced entrepreneurs and/or business professionals. 

 Public policy supports network development within the target group and builds linkages with 
mainstream entrepreneurs and services. 

 Entrepreneurship skills support offerings are linked with financial supports. 

 Entrepreneurship skills support offerings are resourced appropriately and those delivering the support 
are trained. 

3. Access to finance 

 Information is available about funding opportunities and lender requirements. 

 Access to micro-finance is facilitated, either through schemes that are dedicated to the target groups or 
through enhanced access to mainstream schemes. 

 Targeted credit guarantee and mutual guarantee schemes aim to support entrepreneurs from the 
selected target group. 

 Where micro-finance is not available, small grants are available. 

 Financial supports are complemented with training and advisory services to develop entrepreneurship 
skills. 
 

4. Institutional environment and policy delivery 

 A culture of entrepreneurship is promoted and supported.  

 Information about business creation is readily available. 

 Efforts to reduce the burden and complexity of business regulation at all stages of enterprise 
development are ongoing. 

 Opportunities for e-services are pursued, including online business registration and tax filing. 

 Ministries, agencies and relevant stakeholders work together. 

Project methodology 

The OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessments are conducted in two stages. First, 

desk research is conducted to uncover basic information on the quality of the environment for business 

start-up and self-employment policy, the levels and nature of start-up and self-employment activities, 

and the nature and scope of existing policy and programme activities. In a second stage a workshop is 

held with key stakeholders to discuss the findings. Information for the report comes from the 

following sources: 

 Desk research, examining government strategies, planning documents for existing 

programmes, evaluations of past interventions, and foreign experience. 

 Interviews with key stakeholders. 
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 A workshop with key stakeholders to discuss preliminary findings and to develop an action 

plan to fill some of the gaps. 

CONTEXT AND DATA ON THE FLEMISH LABOUR MARKET 

Economic and labour market context 

The Flemish region is characterised by the lowest regional unemployment rates in Belgium (5.1% 

compared to an average of 8.5% in 2014). Whereas, in the period 2009-2014, the unemployment rate 

in the EU-28 increased by almost 2 percentage points from 9% to 10.9%, in Flanders it has fluctuated 

around 5%. When considering the employment rate, the difference is less pronounced. The Flemish 

employment rate ranged between 65.8% and 66.4%, while the EU-28 rate has been around 64%. 

Nevertheless, the Belgian employment rate peaked at ‘only’ 62% in 2010 since the employment rate in 

the Brussels region and the Walloon region are considerably lower than in the Flemish region. 

Table 1. Key indicators for the population aged 15-64 (%) 

  2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Unemployment rate
 

      

 Flanders
b
 5.0 5.2 4.3 4.6 5.1 5.1 

 Belgium
b
 8.0 8.4 7.2 7.6 8.5 8.6 

 EU-28 9.0 9.7 9.8 10.6 10.9 10.2 

Employment rate       

 Flanders 65.8 66.3 66.2 65.9 66.2 66.4 

 Belgium 61.6 62.0 61.9 61.8 61.8 61.9 

 EU-28 64.5 64.0 64.2 64.1 64.1 64.8 

Self-employment rate       

 Flanders 8.7 8.8 8.5 8.6 9.2 8.9 

 Belgium 8.1 8.1 7.9 8.1 8.5 8.2 

 EU-28 9.2 9.3 9.3 9.3 9.2 9.3 
b
 Break in time series in 2010 

Source: FOD Economie - Algemene Directie Statistiek - EAK, Eurostat LFS (processed by the Policy Research Centre Work 
and Social Economie (WSE)/Departement WSE) 

In 2013, the self-employment rate in Flanders reached the European average of 9.2% for the first 

time in many years. The Belgian self-employment rate in the same year was somewhat lower (8.5%). 

Figure 1 shows a growth of 35.6% of start-ups in Belgium in the period 2005-2014, from 59 794 to 

81 107. In Flanders an increase of 27.5% was registered, from 34 734 start-ups in 2005 to 44 273 in 

2014. In 2014, the Flemish region accounted for 54.6% of all the start-ups in Belgium.  
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Figure 1. Evolution in the number of starters 2005-2014 

 

Source: Starters’ atlas 2015, published by Unizo, Graydon and UCM 

The figures shown in Figure 1 capture businesses set up by individuals with a variety of profiles, 

including employed and unemployed individuals, as well as people in training or retirement. Although 

self-employment provides an alternative to unemployment, the number of unemployed considering 

self-employment and ending up in self-employment is relatively low. In 2012 only 1.6% of the 

Belgian unemployed were seeking self-employment while 1.7% actually became self-employed 

(Figure 2). These figures are substantially lower than the average for the EU28, i.e. 2.6% of the 

unemployed seeking self-employment and 3% becoming self-employed. (OECD/EC, 2014) 
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Figure 2. Potential for self-employment by the unemployed, 2012 

 

Source: Special tabulations of the Eurostat Labour Force Survey, 2012. 

These data have to be interpreted in the light of the entrepreneurial culture in Flanders. Table 2 

shows the results of the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) published in 2013. It shows that 

people in Flanders perceive as many opportunities and have as much start-up intentions as people 

living in the benchmark economies. However, only one out of three persons believes to have the skills 

to start a business and 47% believes that fear of failure may keep them from setting up a business. 

Although entrepreneurship is considered to be a good career choice to a similar extent to benchmark 

economies, fewer people are convinced that successful entrepreneurs have high status. Also, fewer 

people perceive positive media attention for entrepreneurship. In summary, these results suggest a 

relatively weak entrepreneurial culture, illustrated by high fear of failure and low media attention 

(Bosma et al, 2014). 
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Table 2. Individual Self-Perceptions and National Societal Impressions, 2013 (% 18-64 pop.) 
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Belgium 31 34 47 8 55 52 44 

Flanders 34 33 47 6 58 54 41 

Benchmark Economies (average) 28 41 38 9 59 69 48 

France 23 33 41 13 55 70 41 

Germany 31 38 39 7 49 75 50 

Netherlands 33 42 37 9 79 66 55 

Spain 16 48 36 8 54 52 46 

United Kingdom 36 44 36 7 54 79 50 

Other innovation economies (average) 34 39 39 13 50 68 58 

Canada 57 48 35 14 61 70 70 

Czech Republic 23 43 36 14 
 

48 
 

Finland 44 33 37 8 44 85 69 

Greece 14 46 49 9 60 65 32 

Ireland 28 43 40 13 50 81 60 

Israel 47 36 52 24 61 80 49 

Italy 17 29 49 10 66 72 48 

Japan 8 13 49 4 31 53 58 

Korea 13 28 42 12 51 68 68 

Luxembourg 46 43 43 14 39 71 36 

Norway 64 34 35 5 49 75 57 

Portugal 20 49 40 13 
   

Puerto Rico 28 53 25 13 18 50 69 

Singapore 22 25 40 15 51 59 75 

Slovenia 16 51 30 12 57 68 51 

Sweden 64 39 37 10 52 72 59 

Switzerland 42 45 28 10 41 65 48 

Taiwan 42 27 41 28 73 64 87 

United States 47 56 31 12 
   

* These data have not been collected in Portugal, the United States and the Czech Republic (except for the indicator on high 
status for successful entrepreneurs). 

** Fear of failure measured only for the respondents who perceive good opportunities to start a business. 

*** Start-up intentions measured only for the respondents who are currently not actively involved in entrepreneurial activity 
Source: GEM Belgium and Flanders 2013 report 
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THE ‘MAKE YOUR BUSINESS WORK’ PROJECT IN FLANDERS 

Project objectives 

‘Make Your Business Work’ (‘Maak Werk van je Zaak’) is an ongoing one-year training and 

coaching programme that was launched in October 2013 in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking part of 

Belgium, to help unemployed job-seekers, people at risk of collective layoffs and people at risk of 

becoming unemployed due to economic reasons to start their own business. The programme targets 

people with a concrete business idea for whom it is possible to set up a business within a one year 

period. It is the sequel of the programme ‘Entrepreneurship Works’ (‘Ondernemen Werkt’) which ran 

from 2008 to 2013. Make Your Business Work integrates tailored guidance, counselling and skills 

enhancement to give individuals belonging to the target groups the opportunity to find out whether 

becoming an entrepreneur is a realistic option for them. When participating in the programme, they 

remain entitled to unemployment benefits, but the level of benefits reduces progressively over the 

period of unemployment
1
. 

The rationale for the programme is twofold. First, the Flemish government wanted to increase the 

number of unemployed setting up a business and so contribute to reaching two regional targets of the 

EU 2020 strategy: realising an employment rate of 76% by 2020 and increasing the self-employment 

rate to reach the level of top 5 EU benchmark regions in countries such as the Netherlands, France, 

Spain, Germany and the UK
2
. Rather than considering self-employment as the solution for 

unemployment, the programme was introduced in a way to use the entrepreneurial potential of 

unemployed job seekers who want to set up a business. Secondly, policy makers sought a way to 

reduce fragmentation of training and guidance for starting entrepreneurs (since they were offered by 

multiple actors independently from each other). As a result, the programme was put into place to 

introduce a well-structured, integrated approach to support unemployed people during the start-up of 

their business.  

The programme is funded by the ESF-Agency Flanders (45%) and the Flemish government, 

including the public employment service VDAB (55%), with Syntra-Limburg as project manager. 

Syntra-Limburg is one of the regional branches of Syntra Flanders, the Flemish Agency for 

Entrepreneurial training. This report focuses on the initial phase of the programme Make Your 

Business Work, which runs from October 2013 until December 2015. In this phase, the total funding 

amounts to EUR 1 million consisting of two components: funding for coaching (EUR 600 000 to 

coach 800 candidate-entrepreneurs), and funding for ‘training backpacks’ (EUR 400 000 for 800 

candidate-entrepreneurs). Each participant is entitled to customised coaching throughout the 

programme through a virtual backpack of EUR 500 for training that he or she can chose from an 

exhaustive menu. This menu comprises short-term training and counselling modules from both private 

and public providers. The cost of each individual trajectory is EUR 1 250, including EUR 750 for the 

provided counselling and EUR 500 for the individual training backpack. 

                                                      
1
  The level of the unemployment benefits is 65% of the last wage (limited to a certain level) during the 

first three months of unemployment. Then, it decreases to a fixed level that does not depend on the 

last wage, but on the family situation. The benefits reach this fixed level after at most 4 years in 

unemployment (the length of the period relates to the time spent in employment). 

2
  ‘Pact 2020’ signed by the Flemish government, the Flemish social partners and civil society. 

(http://www.vlaandereninactie.be/en/about/pact-2020) 
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Since the initially foreseen 800 trajectories had already been started by June 2014, the budget was 

extended to counsel a total of 1 277 participants. As the budget for the training backpacks was not 

fully used by participants, it was used to admit more candidates. Hence, by the end of June 2015, a 

total of 1 717 had passed the intake, though 266 of them were transferred to Starters’ lab 

(Starterslabo)
3
, an 18-month coaching programme providing counselling to unemployed candidate-

entrepreneurs to set up their business under the legal structure of a cooperative (see Box 2).  

Due to the programme’s success, it has been extended to run until December 2017, again on a 

project basis via ESF, although policy makers are currently considering financing a programme to 

support unemployed candidate-entrepreneurs on a more structural basis. In the period July 2015-

December 2017 the programme aims to counsel 1 500 candidate-entrepreneurs with a budget of 

EUR 1 615 000; 40% financed by the ESF and 60% financed by the Flemish government. As each 

participant will have the opportunity to spend a backpack of EUR 500 on training and counselling 

services (for a total budget of EUR 750 000), the remaining budget of EUR 865 000 will finance the 

personnel to run the programme. 

In terms of results, the original aim of the programme was to coach 800 candidate-entrepreneurs 

and to have 25% of all participants taking part in the final phase of the programme actually starting up 

as a self-employed entrepreneur. If these targets were not reached, a funding penalty was foreseen. For 

the second term of the programme (July 2015-December 2017) the target has been set at 20% of all 

participants who entered the first phase of the programme that have to set up their own business. 

Box 2. Starters' lab
4
 

Since 2002, Starters’ lab targets unemployed job seekers who already have a concrete business idea 
offering them the protected environment of a cooperative to bring it to the market. In order to enter the 
programme, the participants need to have been unemployed for at least 6 months and to need only limited 
financial investment to implement their start-up (which excludes a number of activities). Furthermore, participants 
are expected to already possess the necessary professional knowledge. They are also expected to actively 
participate in the collective coaching sessions. 

Individual trajectories last maximum 18 months. Prior to the programme, there is an individual intake of the 
candidate-entrepreneurs by one of the coaches at one of the regional Starters’ labs. If the assessment is positive, 
the participant is assigned to one of the three groups starting each year. At this stage, participants not holding a 
business management certificate can follow the course to obtain it.  

The first phase of the programme is the exploration phase (max. 6 months). This phase is about creating a 
business plan with the support of collective workshops and individual coaching to discuss the participant’s start-up 
process. An external jury assesses the business plan. After a positive result, the participant can start invoicing. 

The programme is funded by the Social Economy Department of the Flemish government (by annual 
Ministerial Decree). Participation in Starters’ lab entitles individuals to avoid the further reduction of 
unemployment benefits after one year of unemployment. Moreover, participants are entitled to a fee of 2 
euro/hour as jobseekers undergoing training. As participants test their business idea under the umbrella of the 

                                                      
3
  Starters’ lab targets candidate entrepreneurs with a large distance to self-employment, who can be 

convinced to set up a business on a collective basis with intensive support. Despite the selection 

criteria (see also Box 2), the number of candidates exceeds the available positions, and hence, it is 

common for applicants to end up on a waiting list. However, while being on the list, they can 

participate in Make Your Business Work and follow modules as a preparation to their trajectory in 

Starters’ lab. 

4
  Starters’ lab was previously known as Activity Co-operatives.  
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cooperative, this programme offers a more protected environment than Make Your Business Work. 

Further information is available in OECD/EC (2013) 

Methodology: orientation phase followed by counselling phase 

The programme itself consists of two main phases – the orientation phase and the counselling 

phase – which each last at most 6 months. Prior to the orientation phase, candidate-entrepreneurs are 

recruited and selected.  

Recruitment of participants 

Before entering the programme, unemployed job seekers who are registered at the VDAB can 

attend (free) collective information sessions organised by organisations that provide training or 

counselling trajectories for candidate-entrepreneurs including the regional Syntra organisations, Unizo 

(the federation of self-employed entrepreneurs), and Starters’ lab (see Box 2). In each session, all 

available trajectories are presented in order to give the unemployed an overview of what is available 

for them.  

Next to the public employment agency VDAB, various actors in the labour market play an 

important role in informing the unemployed, such as the government agency ‘Enterprise Flanders’, 

unions and employers’ associations, ethnic minorities’ (self-)organisations, the Public Centres for 

Social Welfare, training providers, outplacement agencies, etc. Syntra Limburg, the project manager of 

‘Make Your Business Work’, organises information sessions for these organisations as well as 

potential participants in order to organise the dissemination of information as efficiently and 

effectively as possible.  

During the monthly sessions for unemployed job seekers with a concrete business idea, 

information is provided about the approach, the procedure and the commitment expected in Make 

Your Business Work. The candidate-entrepreneurs get a concise overview of the main points of 

interest related to regulations for starters (for example: main occupation or not, professional 

competence, one-man business versus partnership) and different options for financing the business (for 

example the Participation Fund or Starters’ loan). Furthermore, information is provided about the 

counselling trajectory that the participants are expected to follow, and the offered training.  

Screening by the public employment agency (VDAB) before intake interview 

At the public employment agency VDAB, unemployed job seekers interested in starting their 

own business are put into contact with the local entrepreneurship consultant, who assesses their 

business idea, motivation and capacities to participate in the programme ‘Make Your Business Work’ 

or ‘Starters’ lab’. The basic requirement to be admitted to the program is having a concrete business 

idea. In addition, candidate-entrepreneurs should also have the necessary technical skills to set up the 

business. Furthermore, it is important that the candidate has basic knowledge of Dutch and a clear 

intention to start within one year (or exceptionally 1.5 years depending on the entrepreneurial idea). 

No specific conditions are imposed in terms of start-up capital. If the outcome of the assessment is 

negative, the unemployed job seeker is transferred to the guidance towards employment organised by 

the VDAB. 

During the initial screening, the VDAB consultant evaluates the business ideas by means of an 

interview and a concise questionnaire. Only when both result in a positive assessment, the consultant 
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enrols the candidate-entrepreneur for the intake at the local Syntra office. At that moment, the 

candidate-entrepreneur receives the instructions to use a self-assessment tool at home, the ‘Entre 

Mirror’, which is a questionnaire generating a score on entrepreneurial skills such as decisiveness, 

independence, persuasiveness, perseverance, notions of financial results, networking and 

organisational skills, etc. Furthermore, the VDAB consultant passes over a form to the Syntra 

counsellor in which he or she briefly comments on the business idea and formulates his or her advice 

regarding the most suited trajectory: Make Your Business Work or Starters’ lab. This is necessary as it 

is the Syntra counsellor that formally decides whether candidate-entrepreneurs are referred to either or 

both trajectories: it is possible that they follow Make Your Business Work as a preparation for 

Starters’ lab. Each week, the counsellors at the regional Syntra offices organise intake interviews to 

make this decision. By using an online registration system, the VDAB consultants make sure that no 

more than seven persons attend the same session. 

Intake procedure 

The intake interview starts with a collective session, in which the expectations of the programme 

are clarified. During this session, the candidate-entrepreneurs receive information about the phases of 

the programme, the Entre Mirror as well as the budget of the ‘training backpack’ and the training 

modules on which it can be spent. Throughout the programme, each participant gets a backpack of 

EUR 500 that can be spent on training and counselling modules that are listed on the programme’s 

training ‘menu’. During both phases of the programme, participants can choose from a number of 

short-term modules focusing on entrepreneurial competencies required to start and manage a business. 

No specific technical training is offered, since the participants are supposed to have the required 

technical qualifications before entering the programme.  

The offered training is organised by private and public providers and is very diverse in terms of 

topics, target group, training method, enrolment fee, length etc. It contains, among other things, the 

initiatives for (pre)starters from Enterprise Flanders, as well as the course ‘business management’ 

leading to the accompanying certificate that is mandatory for starting a business in Flanders. How the 

backpack budget is spent depends on the personal training needs of the candidate-entrepreneur. The 

basic principle is that the prices of the training included in the menu cannot exceed the ones that are 

normally charged (to people that are not participating in the programme). The menu is updated on a 

regular basis and can vary to a certain extent (10 to 20% of the items on the list) between regions
5
. 

After the collective information session, individual intakes take place. During the intake 

interview, the Syntra counsellor checks whether the business idea is feasible and whether the candidate 

entrepreneur has sufficient entrepreneurial skills. In order to map out the entrepreneurial skills, each 

candidate entrepreneur fills in the Entre-Mirror. This information forms the basis of the personal 

development plan, which is to be realised during the orientation phase. 

On the intake sheet the counsellor indicates whether someone is admitted or not. To date, 

approximately 10% of the candidates have not been admitted to the programme, for instance because 

they did not have the required professional competencies to start a business in a regulated profession, 

their business idea could not result in a start-up within the one-year period of the programme or 

because of their limited knowledge of Dutch. If the job seeker is admitted, practical arrangements are 

made and the participant signs a declaration of commitment, which serves as a contract between the 

participant and the counsellor. This allows Syntra to stop the trajectory for participants who do not 

                                                      
5
  Modules that are only offered in a particular region are not listed on the training menu of the Syntra 

offices in other regions. 
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show sufficient commitment. If the counsellor is convinced of the entrepreneurial potential of the 

candidate, he or she can advise various further steps or trajectories: 

 Training in business management (this certificate is required to start a business – see Box 3) 

 Go 4 Business organised by UNIZO, where one learns to draw up a business plan and to test 

its feasibility 

 The job seeker can draw up a business plan autonomously (which rarely happens) 

 Referral to a more intensive trajectory in the social economy, i.e. Starters’ lab. Specifically, 

Start! by Starterslab, where one learns to draw up a business plan and to test its feasibility. 

A number of these possibilities can also be combined. On the other hand, if the intake leads to the 

conclusion that entrepreneurship is not the right career step for the unemployed job seeker, he or she is 

referred back to the public employment service. There they get the standard guidance of VDAB like 

any other unemployed job seeker. They can reapply for the programme.  

Box 3. Basic knowledge of business management required by law 

In general, specific regulations apply to candidate-entrepreneurs in terms of entrepreneurship skills. For 
one, in order to become a self-employed entrepreneur in Flanders, people need to prove their knowledge of 
business management when registering at the Central Enterprise Databank (BCE/KBO). More specifically, 
business management comprises notions of entrepreneurial thinking and entrepreneurial competencies. It also 
includes

6
 basic knowledge of legislation, commercial management, accounting, financial and tax aspects. People 

can get a certificate attesting their required knowledge of business management via the Central Examination 
Board. In order to get the certificate, the basic knowledge of business management can be proven by presenting 
a valid diploma or written documents demonstrating adequate professional experience, such as relevant 
employment contracts. Alternatively, one can sit an exam set by the Federal Public Service Economy, SMEs, 
Independent Professions and Energy and obtain a certificate indicating basic management skills or prove one’s 
entrepreneurial skills through a third person, i.e. someone with whom they have worked together and who can 
testify that they have the right skills. 

Apart from the required basic knowledge of business management, certain professions are regulated. If 
candidate-entrepreneurs want to exercise a so-called regulated profession

7
, they must also provide proof of their 

competence to exercise that specific activity before setting up their business. Likewise, specific regulations apply 
to people that want to start in a profession (ex. lawyer, doctor, ...), an intellectual profession (ex. accountant ...) or 
a free service profession (ex. paramedic profession). In that case, the candidate entrepreneur needs to be 
recognised by an order, an Institute, a (national) chamber or a public service.  

 

Phase 1 - Orientation 

If candidate-entrepreneurs pass the intake and are referred to Make Your Business Work, they 

enter the orientation phase (maximum 6 months), during which they are counselled in creating a 

personal development plan and a personal action plan. The personal development (PDP) is a formal 

                                                      
6
  The entire program is enlisted in art. 6 of the Royal Decree of 21/10/1998. 

7
  29 of the 34 regulated professions are grouped into 3 sectors of activity: cycles and motor vehicles; 

construction and electronics; body care provider, optician, dental technician and undertaker. The 5 

remaining professions are: wholesale butcher; refrigeration engineer; dry cleaner; restaurateur/caterer; 

baker/pastry chef. 
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document by which candidate-entrepreneurs set out goals and strategies of training to improve their 

weaknesses in the field of setting up a business. The Personal Action Plan (PAP) contains concrete 

actions for each phase of the programme, and serves as a guideline through the counselling towards 

self-employment. After each phase of the programme this plan is adjusted in terms of actions for the 

next phase. It is up to the participant to determine the intensity of the support provided by the 

counsellor based on his or her personal needs. The minimum duration of the orientation phase can be a 

one-time consultation, in which the candidate has sufficient information and is ready to go through to 

the counselling phase. The candidate entrepreneur is expected to deliver a business plan, a feasibility 

study, and – if no exemption is granted – a business management certificate at the end of this phase of 

the programme. 

Both the personal development plan and the personal action plan are drawn up together with the 

counsellor based on the competency analysis from the intake and the identification of the training and 

counselling needs. Any training or counselling activity that the unemployed job seeker needs in order 

to prepare the start-up are chosen from the menu in this phase of the programme. While the candidate 

entrepreneur goes through the training offer in advance and indicates which training modules he or she 

would like to follow during the counselling phase, the actual steps to follow are decided in 

consultation with the counsellor.  

Phase 2 - Counselling 

The counselling phase (max. 6 months) is about the implementation of the personal action plan 

and the business plan. The focus is on concrete actions towards the actual start-up, including applying 

for a loan, a company number, a branch number, and taking care of insurance and social security. As 

in the orientation phase, the candidate entrepreneur is guided and supported by the Syntra counsellor 

by means of collective and individual coaching sessions. The counsellor stays available for (extra) 

individual counselling during the counselling phase. During this phase, a series of inspirational 

collective coaching sessions are organised by the Syntra, and the counsellor familiarises the candidate-

entrepreneur with organisations and programmes that provide support for entrepreneurs after the end 

of Make Your Business Work, for instance the ones organised by Enterprise Flanders. 

The network of partners in the programme 

Syntra Limburg leads the project for the whole of Flanders as a promoter. Initially, four regional 

counsellors were employed for the implementation of the programme, corresponding to the regional 

divisions of Syntra. However, additional staff was hired to handle the high numbers of participants. In 

total, approximately 5 FTE’s are current responsible for counselling all the participants. This occurs in 

structural collaboration with the following organisations: 

 the public employment service (VDAB)  

 Starters’ lab 

 organisations providing training modules on the menu: 

 Unizo (the federation of self-employed entrepreneurs that amongst others provides 

training and counselling activities) 

 GTB (specialised in guiding people with disabilities toward suitable employment) 

 Stebo (counselling entrepreneurs towards sustainable entrepreneurship) 
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 Dyzo (supporting self-employed entrepreneurs in difficulties to tackle economic, legal or 

psychological problems).  

The main partners are the VDAB and ESF Agency Flanders. VDAB is involved for contacting 

the unemployed job seekers that are interested in setting up their own business and the ESF Agency 

Flanders for subsidising the project. There is also a close cooperation with Unizo, which is specialised 

in supporting the start-up and growth of businesses and represents an important provider of activities 

on the training menu. Furthermore, approximately 15% of the participants that pass the intake start a 

trajectory in Starters’ lab. In that regard, Starters’ lab is a structural partner.  

A steering committee ensures the coordination between VDAB, Enterprise Flanders, ESF Agency 

Flanders, the Department of Work and Social Economy (WSE) of the Flemish government and the 

Flemish Subsidy Agency WSE (now integrated into the Department). Syntra Flanders acts as director 

of the steering committee, which monitors the programme in terms of content, quality and 

achievement of target results. Based on the monitoring, the program is adjusted wherever necessary. 

Operational aspects are dealt with in a working group consisting of the same partner organisations, yet 

also including Starters’ lab. 

In order to gather data for assessing the programme’s effectiveness, the individual trajectories are 

closely monitored. Referrals are registered in the monitoring system, and so are the enrolments in 

training and counselling modules of the menu. The counsellor creates a voucher for each initiative 

participants have to pay for and participants let their counsellor know for which modules they enrolled 

themselves. That way, it is possible to monitor the participants’ competence enhancement. This allows 

the public employment service to register each participant’s status throughout the programme in its 

online monitoring system. As the public employment service also registers participants’ labour market 

position after the programme is concluded (e.g. self-employed, employed, unemployed,…) on an 

ongoing basis by means of administrative data, the project partners have all the information to make 

adjustments where needed in order to perform as effectively as possible.  

Data on participation, employment and business creation after participation 

Number of participants in the programme  

The programme has reached more participants than expected. The target was set at 1 277 

unemployed candidate-entrepreneurs passing the intake. By the end of June 2015 (the last month in 

which people could enter the programme), 1 958 individuals had been screened through intake 

interviews. 1 717 of them could enter a counselling trajectory and 1 451 participants started the 

orientation phase of Make Your Business Work. The other 266  started a parallel counselling 

trajectory in Starters’ lab. As a result, the programme reached 440 (34%) more people than the 

anticipated 1 277. 

By the end of June 2015, out of the 1 451 participants that had started the orientation phase, 603 

participants (41%) had returned to the public employment service VDAB, 389 participants (27%) were 

still in the orientation phase, while the remaining 459 participants (32%) had already entered the 

counselling phase. At this rate, another 168 participants can be expected to start the counselling phase 

(based on current experience that 43% of participants in the orientation phase start the counselling 

phase), which would result in a total of 627 out of 1 451 participants going through the entire 

programme. In addition, another 266 people were transferred to Starters’ lab. 
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Profile of the participants  

The monitoring system of the public employment service collects information on the profile of 

the participants in Make Your Business Work. The most recent data date back to the 15
th
 May 2015 

and therefore do not include all 1 451 people that started the orientation phase. At that point in time, 

1 384 participants had started the first phase of the programme, and 407 participants had entered the 

counselling phase. Another 157 candidate-entrepreneurs were referred to Starters’ lab. 

The socio-demographic profile of the participants of the programme is recorded by the public 

employment service in terms of sex, age, education, occupational disability, residence, country of 

origin etc. when registering the unemployed. Furthermore, additional administrative data are collected 

among candidate-entrepreneurs that actually entered the programme, like participants’ age and the 

time spent in unemployment at the start of the programme, the phase of the programme that they are 

going through and the result of each phase. Table 3 shows a number of socio-demographic 

characteristics of the participants. As a benchmark exercise, the table also includes data for the 

Flemish population of unemployed job seekers. In that way, it is not only possible to verify which type 

of participants the programme attracted, but also to examine to what extent the participants represent 

‘the average unemployed jobseeker’. 

The data show that the group of participants was very diverse and included a substantial share 

(45.1%) of people belonging to at least one of the four groups considered to be ‘at risk’ in the labour 

market according to the VDAB:  

 13.1% of the participants were at least 50 years old (versus 25.6% in the total population of 

unemployed job seekers). 

 21.3% did not have a high school degree (versus 45.9% in the total population of 

unemployed job seekers). 

 6.4% of the participants had an occupational disability (versus 13.5% in the total population 

of unemployed job seekers). 

 13.4% belonged to an ethnic minority (versus 25.3% in the total population of unemployed 

job seekers). 

Furthermore, 47.1% of the candidate-entrepreneurs initiating the programme were female and 

34% of the participants had been unemployed for at least one year at the start of the orientation phase 

(versus respectively 46.1% and 44.2% in the total population of unemployed job seekers). 

When comparing these figures with the ones for the total population of unemployed job seekers, 

it is clear that people aged 50 or older, low-educated persons, people with an occupational disability, 

ethnic minorities and long-term unemployed are underrepresented. Individuals belonging to these 

groups often experience additional difficulties setting up a business. While this is also the case for 

female entrepreneurs, they seem to find their way to the programme in proportional numbers. 

 

 



 23 

Table 3. Profile characteristics of the participants of Make Your Business Work 

Characteristics 

Make Your Business Work 
Population of the unemployed 
VDAB

a Orientation Phase 
N=1 384 

Counselling Phase 
N=407 

Female 47.1% 46.2% 46.1% 

Younger than 35 40.2% 36.1% 45.9% 

35-49 years old 46.7% 47.7% 28.5% 

Aged 50 and older
b
 13.1% 16.2% 25.6% 

No high school degree
b
 21.3% 20.6% 45.9% 

High school degree 38.7% 35.9% 36.7% 

Bachelor’s or Master’s degree 40.0% 43.5% 17.4% 

Persons with an occupational disability
b
 6.4% 6.9% 13.5% 

Ethnic minorities
b
 13.4% 8.8% 25.3% 

b
Groups at risk in the labour market 45.1% 44.2% 70.8% 

< 6 months unemployed 38.4% 12.5% 37.7% 

6-11 months unemployed 27.6% 32.4% 18.1% 

> 1 year unemployed 34.0% 55.1% 44.2% 

a The VDAB-data reflect the composition of the population of unemployed jobseekers in the observed period. The average 
percentage was calculated based on Arvastat-data for the period going from October 2013 to April 2015. 

b People aged 50 and older, people without a high school degree, people with an occupational disability and ethnic minorities 
are recognised as groups at risk in the labour market by the public employment service. People belonging to more than one of 
these groups at risk are only counted once. 

Data source: research department of the Flemish public employment service, VDAB 

Table 3 also shows a number of differences in the profiles of participants for the first and second 

phase of the programme. In the counselling phase, there was a considerable drop in the share of ethnic 

minorities and short-term unemployed
8
 compared to the orientation phase. Conversely, participants 

who were at least one year unemployed at the start of the programme accounted for more than half of 

the participants of the counselling phase. This indicates that a substantial part of the less employable 

participants did not complete the programme, which has to be taken into account when assessing the 

programme’s impact. 

Impact of the programme: Transition to employment and self-employment 

Since Make Your Business Work is an activation programme, the impact is mainly assessed by 

evaluating the participants’ transition to self-employment (and, to a lesser extent, employment). Table 

4 shows the transition rates for participants that completed and participants that stopped the 

programme, based on data of the public employment service. Due to the ongoing nature of the 

programme and the time gap between completing the programme and the measurement of the 

                                                      
8
 The “short-term” status is defined at the start of the action 
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participants’ labour market position, the sample size is limited. For most participants, the measure 6 

months after the orientation phase coincides with the end of the programme (as the counselling phase 

can take up to 6 months). Furthermore, the monitoring data do not allow verification of whether 

transitions to (self-)employment are due to selection bias or the well-functioning of the programme.  

Table 4. Transition rates of participants into self-employment and employment for the entire population 

% setting up a business % finding a job 

T0 T1 T2 T0 T1 T2 

6 months after 
ending the 
orientation phase  

6 months after 
ending the 
counselling phase 

12 months after 
ending the 
counselling phase 

6 months after 
ending the 
orientation phase  

6 months after 
ending the 
counselling phase 

12 months after 
ending the 
counselling phase 

Participants that completed the programme 

63.6% 
N=225 

83.1% 
N=130 

85.2% 
N=27 

72.4% 
N=225 

90.0% 
N=130 

96.3% 
N=27 

Participants that dropped out of the programme 

11.7% 
N=315 

16.7% 
N=12 

20.0% 
N=5 

41.6% 
N=315 

58.3% 
N=12 

40.0% 
N=5 

Note: N refers to the size of the population in the respective cells, e.g. 6 months after the orientation phase, 63.6% out of 225 
participants that completed the programme have set up a business. 

Source: Research Department of the Public Employment Service (VDAB) processed by IDEA Consult 

The figures in Table 4 suggest that the impact of the programme in terms of employment was 

very high knowing that the average transition rate to employment (measured one year after registration 

at the VDAB) for all unemployment jobseekers was at 52.4% in the period 2011-2013
9
. Participants 

that completed the programme clearly outperformed the ones that dropped out. Table 4 shows that by 

the end of the programme (T0) almost three out of four participants had found a job. While this rate 

increased with 17.6 percentage points in the first 6 months after completing the programme (T1), the 

increase appears to have slowed down to 6.3 percentage points in the next 6 months. However, when 

the monitoring data were reported, only 27 participants had completed the programme for a period of 

at least one year. Hence, the T2-data must be interpreted with caution.  

While participants that completed the programme appear to be 1.5 times more likely to find 

employment than the ones who dropped out, they are five times more likely to set up a business 

according to the preliminary figures. Over 80% of the participants that found a job became self-

employed. The vast majority of the self-employed (approximately 80%) did this as their main activity. 

Table 4 shows that by the end of the programme (T0) almost two out of three participants had set up a 

business. This rate increased with almost 20 percentage points to 83.1% during the first six months 

after ending the programme (T1) and another 2.1% during the next six months (T2). 

Similar results have been obtained among groups at risk in the labour market (see Table 5). The 

figures suggest that participants that completed the programme clearly outperformed the ones that 

dropped out in terms of setting up a business and finding employment. However, given the limited 

sample size, the T1 and T2 data have to be interpreted carefully. Nonetheless, the T0-data show that 

participants belonging to groups at risk in the labour market that completed the programme are twice 

as likely to find a job and five times more likely to set up a business compared to the ones that 

dropped out. Furthermore, even though the rates are somewhat lower than the ones reported in Table 4 

for the entire population, they are very high for such a vulnerable group. Hence, in sum, it seems 

                                                      
9
 Before 2011, the transition to work was assessed in a different way. 
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reasonable to suggest that the programme can be seen as an effective active labour market policy. 

While the functioning of the programme may explain this success, the available data do not allow 

exclusion of the possible role of a selection bias.  

Table 5. Transition rates of participants into self-employment and employment for groups ‘at risk’ in the 
labour market 

% setting up a business % finding a job 

T0 T1 T2 T0 T1 T2 
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Groups ‘at risk’ that completed the programme 

58.0% 
N=100 

76.2% 
N=59 

76.5% 
N=17 

67.0% 
N=100 

86.4% 
N=59 

94.1% 
N=17 

 +18.2p.p. +0.3p.p.  +19.4p.p. +7.7p.p. 

Groups ‘at risk’ that dropped out of the programme 

11.3% 
N=168 

25.0% 
N=4 

50.0% 
N=2 

33.9% 
N=168 

75.0% 
N=4 

100% 
N=2 

 +13.7p.p. +25p.p.  +41.1p.p. +25p.p. 
Note: N refers to the size of the population in the respective cells, e.g. 6 months after the orientation phase, 63.6% out of 225 
participants that completed the programme have set up a business. 

Source: Research Department of the Public Employment Service (VDAB) processed by IDEA Consult 

The target of 25% of the participants in the counselling phase being self-employed after ending 

the programme was largely exceeded
10

. The data collected by the programme promotor, Syntra-

Limburg, indicate that, by the end of June 2015, 306 candidate-entrepreneurs had set up a business, 

corresponding to a success rate of 67% of the participants in the counselling phase and 21% of the 

participants in the orientation phase. If this success rate is continued, by the end of the programme 

(December 2015), this last rate is expected to increase to 29%. At the same time, the impact of 

participation in the programme even for participants who did not become self-employed, should be 

included in its evaluation because these participants found out that starting up their own business was 

not a suitable career choice and so avoided bankruptcy and at the same time gained insight into their 

career aspirations and acquired new competencies by following the training modules. Moreover, the 

programme fostered competences that may be useful in any further career. Nonetheless, if this by-

product is taken into account when assessing the programme’s effectiveness, it should also be included 

in its targets. 

                                                      
10

  These initial results suggest that the programme outperforms the previous programme 

‘Entrepreneurship Works’, although it is too soon to draw final conclusions.  
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 ASSESSMENT OF THE PROJECT IN THE CONTEXT OF OVERALL POLICIES 

Generic Principles 

In terms of generic principles, the outreach to the target group is clear and effective (the 

unemployed are an easily identified group and have to pass through VDAB); an organised and clear 

selection mechanism is used before participants are given intensive support; and there is appropriate 

monitoring and evaluation information collected and available. For full impact analysis, as noted, it 

will be important to find ways of controlling for selection bias, and there will be a need for a full 

impact evaluation at a later date. 

On the other hand, the project has been conceived in isolation and needs to be better embedded 

into overall employment and entrepreneurship policy. If it is to become a “structural” programme, 

there will be a need to revisit the selection process and to consider how exactly resources will be 

deployed to match the demand. 

Entrepreneurship skills 

In Flanders, multiple coaching and counselling programmes are in place to support candidate-

entrepreneurs and develop their skills during the start and growth phase of their business. While these 

initiatives are usually open for diverse types of (candidate-)entrepreneurs, only the unemployed get a 

training budget of 500 euros to enhance their competencies. Furthermore, by enlisting the training and 

counselling modules in the menu, the programme lowers the barrier to get in touch with the providers.  

Coaching and training are at the centre of the programme. The counsellor’s expertise and the 

offered training are meant to allow participants to enhance their entrepreneurial competencies. The 

focus is on entrepreneurship skills, as participants’ technical competencies fall outside the scope of the 

programme. More specifically, in terms of the regulations specified above, participants can follow a 

course ‘business management’, while they are expected to have the necessary (technical) professional 

qualifications when entering the programme. VDAB offers a lot of training, but for a limited set of 

professions. So, depending on the activity, they can follow a VDAB course, or a course provided by 

another training provider. 

Participants can spend their ‘backpack’ on various training and counselling modules that are 

listed on the programme’s menu including short-term activities from both private and public providers. 

Overall, the modules on the menu provide one-on-one and group support the development of 

entrepreneurial and managerial competencies that are necessary for self-employed entrepreneurs to set 

up a successful business. Some modules on the menu involve the support of experienced entrepreneurs 

or business professionals. For instance, participants can get a revision of their business plan – 

including personal feedback - by BSC (Belgian Senior Consulting), i.e. experienced entrepreneurs, 

managers and experts. In addition, they can always contact their counsellor for advice. In general, the 

focus is on topics that are related to the phase before setting up a business and all the preparations that 

are related to it, such as how to make a business plan or do a feasibility study.  

This focus on managerial competencies appears to answer an urgent need among self-employed 

entrepreneurs, especially starters, according to the 2013 data from the Flemish survey on work quality 

(‘werkbaarheidsmonitor’) among a representative sample of 3 776 entrepreneurs. The study found that 

81.4% of the entrepreneurs experience a deficit in either managerial or entrepreneurial competencies 

and only 22.2% consider themselves to be sufficiently trained in management. These figures are 
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remarkably lower than those on technical competencies. As many as 45.3% of the self-employed 

entrepreneurs think to have sufficient competencies when it comes to technical aspects and over 95% 

of the respondents indicate having enough learning opportunities on technical aspects. Although the 

study does not provide evidence for the unemployed, it seems very likely that this also holds for the 

unemployed once they have set up their business. 

Although starters (< 3 years active) tend to have higher formal qualifications, the technical 

competency deficit is most stringent for them. Conversely, the deficit of managerial competencies is 

equally large among starters and more experienced entrepreneurs. This suggests that while technical 

skills are acquired in time (including on the job), entrepreneurs have less opportunities to improve 

their managerial skills after starting up their business.  

An initial evaluation of Make Your Business Work by IDEA Consult in 2014 revealed that 

participants appreciated the programme and its focus on the managerial aspect of entrepreneurship. 

The interviewed participants stressed how much they appreciated the training ‘menu’ as it provides an 

overview of the available support and allowed them to proactively tailor it to their needs. Many 

respondents indicated that they discovered relevant training and counselling modules of which they 

were unaware. While it is the Syntra-counsellor that guides their choice, the participants themselves 

retain final responsibility for utilising resources made available to them. Nonetheless, during the 

interviews, some participants indicated that they missed technical training modules among the options 

available to them.  

The monitoring of the programme provides data on how the personal budgets of EUR 500 are 

spent by participants. By 15
th
 June 2015, 4 111 training and counselling modules were attended, of 

which 2 034 were paying and 2 077 for free. The free modules of the training menu concern for 

instance information sessions on how to become self-employed provided by Unizo (18%) and Starters’ 

lab (7%), the trajectories in Starters’ lab (18%), counselling sessions to acquire financing (6%) or get 

information on the social security system for the unemployed (6%), etc.  

The programme does not explicitly support networking between participants, although they are 

encouraged to stay in touch with each other and the nature of the training supports this. In the same 

way, there is no explicit direct financial support in the programme, although counselling includes 

identification of opportunities for finance. 

When looking at the modules that required budget spending, one out of three (34%) modules 

followed concerned the course ‘business management’: 28% organised by the regional Syntra which 

offer training to the self-employed and SME’s) and 6% via an e-learning course organised by a centre 

for adult education (CVO). Another third (38%) concerned training and counselling initiatives 

organised by Unizo (e.g. related to a feasibility study of the business plan and advice provided by 

experts). Since other training and counselling modules organised by the local Syntra branch account 

for 18% of all the paid sessions followed by the participants, it is clear that Syntra and Unizo are the 

main training providers for Make Your Business Work. 

In terms of budget, the course 'business management' accounts for 50% of the total amount that 

participants spent out of their financial backpacks (42% for the Syntra courses and 8% for the CVO e-

learning course). Other training courses offered by Syntra represent 20% of the total budget spent, 

while the training and counselling modules organised by Unizo account for 19%. 

Clearly, the course ‘business management’ requires an important investment of the participants. It 

is an intensive course, over many weeks, and costs EUR 250, or half of the value of their backpack. 

These results reflect the fact that most participants follow the course, even if they are released from the 
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legal requirement to hold the certificate in order to start a business (for instance participants with a 

higher education degree). This group often attends this course during the programme as they feel they 

are lacking certain competencies.  

Access to benefits and finance 

Entrepreneurial finance, including the search for start-up capital and/or guarantee, is often cited 

as an important restriction for entrepreneurship in Flanders, for instance in the National Expert Survey 

(NES) that is organised on an annual basis in the context of the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 

(GEM), the principal study of entrepreneurship that is organised in more than 100 countries.. More 

specifically, it concerns the limited availability of venture capital, difficult access to private funding 

and risk aversion by capital providers. In 2014 the NES even showed that access to finance was more 

of a problem in Belgium than anywhere else in the EU. Still, in Flanders, access to finance is 

facilitated through diverse support measures of Enterprise Flanders (Box 4), whose account managers 

help (candidate) entrepreneurs in their search for finance as they are familiar with financing 

opportunities organised or supported by the government. A number of projects provide advice and 

guidance in addition to access to finance. Enterprise Flanders for instance mentions the following 

opportunities: 

 Database of subsidies (Subsidiedatabank): Enterprise Flanders designed a database of subsidies 

providing an overview of the most important opportunities to acquire subsidies and financing at 

provincial, regional, national and European level. 

 SME-portfolio (kmo-portefeuille): through a web application entrepreneurs can obtain subsidies 

(each year) when purchasing services provided by recognised service providers in six areas: 

training, advice, technology watch, advice for internationalisation, strategic advice and coaching. 

 FINMIX targets entrepreneurial projects for which traditional bank credit does not suffice to 

finance the project. Potential entrepreneurs get the opportunity to present themselves to a panel of 

financial experts who assess the project and give advice about the most suitable financing mix.  

 Participation Fund Flanders (Participatiefonds Vlaanderen) provides financing for setting up or 

expanding activities in self-employment. It grants loans at favourable conditions to starters and 

existing companies that have shown show the good quality of the business plan as well as the 

management team.  

 Winwin-loan encourages private persons to invest financial resources in starters and SME’s, for 

instance to support family members or friends setting up their own business, by granting the 

creditor a tax reduction over the term of the loan. 

 MicroStart and Impuls credit both facilitate access to micro-finance to people that do not get 

financial support from traditional banks. In both cases, granting micro-finance is complemented 

with coaching services to develop entrepreneurship skills. 

Box 4. Enterprise Flanders 

Enterprise Flanders (in Dutch: Agentschap Ondernemen) is a governmental agency charged with 
implementing the economic and enterprise policy in Flanders. It stimulates companies, cities, municipalities and a 
wide range of organisations to develop projects that promote entrepreneurship. The agency is the contact point 
for start-ups and entrepreneurs looking for information about regulation, subsidies and running a business. 
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The agency’s staff and partners help companies with the start-up, the growth and continuity of their 
business, but also with the search for the right location, information on permits, e-business, financing, investments 
in innovation and ecological technologies, and other topics. To this end, Enterprise Flanders offers convenient 
tools, such as the subsidy database, the starters’ compass, the intellectual property scan, etc. The agency further 
offers numerous brochures to support and inform business in each phase of the business cycle. The publications 
are made available through the agency’s website. 

Source: www.agentschapondernemen.be 

Unemployed candidate-entrepreneurs have to deal with multiple financial challenges. On the one 

hand, being registered as jobseekers, participants in the programme have to remain available for the 

labour market at all times
11

. Participation in the programme does not qualify as an ‘attempt to regain 

employment’, allowing them to retain maximum unemployment benefits. As a consequence, during 

the 12 months they attend the programme, they remain jobseekers, and their unemployment benefits 

are progressively reduced, in accordance with overall legislation. Furthermore, eligibility for 

unemployment benefits stops once people get the business registered, but at that time, they have not 

made any money yet, making it particularly difficult for them to set up a business from a financial 

point of view. This contrasts with participants in Starters’ lab who are registered as being ‘in training’, 

so that their benefits are frozen at a certain level while they follow the programme and they have the 

opportunity to test their business idea in the protected context of the cooperative.  

In the initial evaluation of the programme, participants that were interviewed indeed stressed that 

the financial risk (including the fear for failure) forms a significant hurdle to taking the step towards 

entrepreneurship. There is no 'safety net' that supports potential starters by reducing risks. 

Via Make Your Business Work, participants get access to information about funding 

opportunities and lender requirements. The counsellors provide advice on the available funding 

possibilities tailored to the needs of each participant. In this way, access to (micro-)finance is 

facilitated, although the unemployed do not receive enhanced access to mainstream financing or 

guarantee schemes. However, one available scheme, the starters’ loan of the Participation Fund 

Flanders, has more beneficial features for the unemployed and can thus be an alternative for a 

traditional bank loan. The unemployed do not have to provide any guarantees and the minimum term 

for them is 5 years (instead of 3). If the business has to be closed down, then a debt up to EUR 40 000 

can be exonerated if the entrepreneur provides proof of the business’s lack of viability within three 

months after closing down the business. In any other case, the loan has to be repaid and the 

Participation Fund can take the measures necessary to recover the money. Moreover, if the business 

has to be closed within 15 years after the start-up for whatever reason, the individual remains entitled 

to unemployment benefits. Whenever possible, the counsellors refer participants to relevant initiatives 

that are included on the menu or to partner organisations that may be of help, like Enterprise Flanders.  

Institutions and regulations 

Overall, ministries, agencies and relevant stakeholders work together, which, for instance, shows 

in well-functioning of the enterprise counters and the numerous initiatives seeking to promote 

entrepreneurship in Flanders. Enterprise counters were introduced on 1
st
 July 2003 to reduce the 

burden and complexity of setting up a business in terms of complying with all relevant regulation. As 

one-stop-shops charging a fee for their services, they centralise a number of services that used to be 

scattered across multiple organisations, for instance regarding legal obligations that have to be met in 

                                                      
11

 They have to keep looking for a job (by e.g. sending out application letters and accepting invitations for job 

interviews). Furthermore, they are expected to accept a job offer if it fits their profile. 



 30 

order to set up a business
12

. Make Your Business Work represents a case in point of close cooperation 

between key stakeholders in the entrepreneurship landscape, yet, does not have a direct impact on 

institutions and regulations. 

In 2014 the European Committee of the Regions awarded the European Entrepreneurial Region 

(EER) label to Flanders (Belgium). This award reflects the comprehensive strategy implemented by 

Flanders to boost entrepreneurial activity while ensuring the immediate implementation of European 

policy initiatives like the Small Business Act (SBA) and the Europe 2020 Strategy for growth and 

jobs. It is an important objective for the Flemish government to stimulate and support Flemish 

businesses, large and small, in every phase of their lifecycle. For instance, when it comes to the 

(pre-)starting phase, the Flemish government is aware that particular measures have to be taken to 

promote a culture of entrepreneurship. In this respect, the entrepreneurial culture is supported by the 

Flemish Entrepreneurship Action Plan and the Action Plan on Entrepreneurial Education.  

 The Entrepreneurship Action Plan clusters concrete initiatives taken by the Flemish 

government to support starters and pre-starters in Flanders. These initiatives seek to (1) 

strengthen the entrepreneurial culture (in education as well as businesses), (2) increase the 

number of starters by promoting the feasibility and desirability of setting up a business, and 

(3) strengthening starting entrepreneurs by promoting professional business management and 

pursuing an international focus. 

 The Action Plan on Entrepreneurial Education strives to increase entrepreneurial spirit and 

entrepreneurship throughout education. The purpose of the Action Plan is fourfold: 

 Giving pupils, students and course participants the opportunity to prepare themselves for 

entrepreneurship before leaving education; 

 Ensuring that pupils, students and course participants have the necessary entrepreneurial 

spirit when leaving education;  

 Getting pupils, students and course participants motivated to become an entrepreneur; 

 Making sure that teachers show entrepreneurial spirit and have a balanced view of 

entrepreneurship.  

Despite these efforts, the 2013 GEM National Expert Study revealed that education and training 

regarding entrepreneurship are negatively assessed. In 2014 Belgium scores less than the EU28 

average. Nonetheless, over the past few years, entrepreneurship is receiving more attention in all levels 

of education, from kindergarten to higher education. These efforts are expected to show improvement 

in future GEM scores on the topic of entrepreneurial education and training. 

Besides education and training on entrepreneurship, according to the experts involved in the 

study, governmental policy is the most hindering factor for a well-functioning entrepreneurial climate 

in Flanders. The experts state that not only the complex regulation and the social security status of the 

self-employed need to be substantially improved, but also point in particular to the hurdle of relatively 

high labour costs and fiscal pressure.  

                                                      
12

  For instance, getting a company number, which also serves as a VAT and social security number and 

registration as a trader with the Central Enterprise Databank (Crossroads Bank for Enterprises). 
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OECD research
13

 confirms that labour tax wedges, as the net tax burden on labour income borne 

by the employee and the employer, are among the highest in the OECD. This is a major hurdle for 

businesses as it makes labour expensive. Moreover, although the basic rate of business taxation is 

33%, an entrepreneur’s profits will be subject to personal income tax if the business is operated in his 

or her own name (rather than as a company). Given the relatively high labour costs and fiscal pressure, 

the government took some steps to reduce this burden on entrepreneurs in 2013, especially for SMEs 

and companies that hire young unemployed people. Nevertheless, OECD recommendations
14

 state that 

taxes on labour income should be further reduced. In addition, the Council Recommendation of 14 

July 2015 recommends that Belgium should shift the tax burden away from labour
15

. 

At the same time, the GEM experts refer to numerous governmental programmes as stimuli for 

improving the entrepreneurial climate. For instance, governmental institutions like Enterprise Flanders 

and Flanders Investment & Trade make information about business creation readily available and so 

does Unizo, the federation of self-employed entrepreneurs. Furthermore, experts praise the well-

functioning of the ‘enterprise counters’ (ondernemingsloketten) scattered around the country.. 

Also, since 2004 the self-employed can file taxes online. Like all Belgian citizens, the self-

employed can fill out and submit their tax declaration over a secure Internet site via the online service 

‘tax-on-web', with or without their accountant. An important advantage of this e-service is that certain 

data are already filled in, thereby ensuring a faster settlement since the taxpayer only has to verify this 

information and fill in the missing data. Online help is available and the self-employed can give their 

accountant power of attorney to do the return for them. Moreover, the correct completion of the return 

is immediately verified online. The person filling in the form immediately receives an 

acknowledgement of receipt, an electronic copy and an approximate calculation of the taxes.  

The introduction of tax-on-web is one of the measures that substantially reduced administrative 

burdens at the federal level over the last years. Still, further structural simplifications are planned by 

means of the federal action plan for administrative simplification. Among other things, it involves 

encouraging the use of e-invoicing, the extension of the validity of the e-ID and the online disclosure 

of data for real estate brokers.  

 KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Based on the monitoring data, stakeholders’ evaluation of the programme (IDEA Consult, 2014) 

and the conclusions from the workshop held on September 2
nd

, 2015, recommendations are made for 

future initiatives targeting the unemployed, with particular attention to specific groups ‘at risk’. 

                                                      
13

  http://www.oecd.org/belgium/taxing-wages-belgium.pdf 

14
  http://www.oecd.org/eco/surveys/Overview_Belgium_2015_Eng.pdf ; 

http://www.oecd.org/belgium/going-for-growth-belgium-2015.pdf  

15
  http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2015/csr2015_council_belgium_en.pdf 

http://www.oecd.org/eco/surveys/Overview_Belgium_2015_Eng.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/belgium/going-for-growth-belgium-2015.pdf
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Counselling the unemployed towards self-employment pays off 

The available data show that the programme reaches its targets and that a large share of the 

unemployed participating in the programme makes the transition to self-employment or employment. 

Moreover, evaluations by participants are largely positive. As a whole, given the lack of competencies 

that a lot of starting entrepreneurs experience in Flanders, and in particular the unemployed, the 

support provided by the programme in terms of training, counselling and a personal coaching appears 

to meet a number of concrete needs, and thus to facilitate the process of setting up a business.  

The programme reaches a heterogeneous group of unemployed individuals including individuals 

belonging to groups at higher risk in the labour market, i.e. ethnic minorities, persons with a disability, 

the low-educated and individuals aged 50 or older. However, the profile analysis of the participants 

shows that the programme is less effective for individuals belonging to these groups. It seems 

particularly difficult to support ethnic minority individuals through the programme. Language might 

represent a barrier, as all the training courses are organised in Dutch and the business plan has to be 

written in Dutch. People aged 50 or older, low-educated persons, people with an occupational 

disability and long-term unemployed are also underrepresented. If self-employment is conceived as a 

way out of unemployment, it is particularly important to reduce self-selection and raise the inclusion 

of these groups at higher risk into the programme. 

The available data do not allow verification of whether the positive results of the programme are 

to be ascribed to the provided services or to a (self-)selection bias. In order to evaluate the efficacy of 

the programme to stimulate inclusive entrepreneurship, evaluation procedures with a matched sample, 

following the example of other European countries (e.g. Germany), could be considered. The available 

data suggests that attending the programme results in a high start-up rate, but also has a positive effect 

on the overall employability of participants (including wage employment). If this outcome in terms of 

employability is used to justify the existence of the programme, it should be best explicitly mentioned 

as a (secondary) goal.   

The programme rests on a well-developed network of partners… 

The well-developed and well-functioning network of partners involved in the programme seems 

to be crucial for attaining the targets. The close cooperation with the public employment service 

(VDAB) facilitated good access to the target group (unemployed job seekers), whereas the partnership 

with training providers and experts creates opportunities regarding competence enhancement. It also 

allows participants of Make Your Business Work to get in touch with other candidate-entrepreneurs. 

In this way, structural partnerships stimulate networking and peer support. It moreover creates direct 

leads to experts. Relying on such a network of experts makes it possible for the counsellors of Make 

Your Business Work to customise individual counselling trajectories to the needs of each candidate 

entrepreneur, which is at the core of the programme. Hence, the programme should keep this structure 

and continue to foster regular consultation between the partners to further improve synergies and 

results. 

… which is a crucial asset given the high number of participants coached by each counsellor  

In the initial evaluation of the programme, the key role played by the counsellor was repeatedly 

emphasised by respondents. Counsellors’ knowledge about entrepreneurship is at least as important as 

their experience as counsellors. This requires counsellors to be knowledgeable on the potential 

partners in the marketplace and the contacts within the organisations in order to be able to swiftly refer 

the the programme participants. Given the limited size of the counselling staff – approximately 5 

FTE’s for the whole Flemish region – it is however quite a challenge to coach 1,451 candidate-
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entrepreneurs in a professional way. Even though there is a clear trajectory leading to the start-up, 

each candidate entrepreneur is partially coached individually. Since every start-up process is unique, 

the needs of the participants differ strongly according to their individual situation. This partially tailor-

made approach is a challenge for the (limited) team of coaches, especially since every participant 

should be able to get in touch with his or her personal coach in an easy and quick way. Hence, in the 

long run, lowering the ratio candidate-entrepreneurs/counsellor seems necessary. This can help 

minimise the time of the start-up process, a crucial condition for recruiting motivated candidates. It 

might further help improve the accessibility of the programme to more vulnerable groups on the 

labour market. 

The tailor-made nature of the training and counselling modules is much appreciated 

The use of a training menu with a modular approach makes it possible to custom-tailor the 

programme to the specific needs of each participant. It also ensures that the individual candidate 

maintains responsibility for the business decisions (albeit under guidance), which reflects the situation 

he or she will experience later as an entrepreneur. At the same time, it should be noted that one out of 

three (34%) courses paid for via the training backpack concerned the course ‘business management’, 

leading to a certificate which is mandatory to set up a business in Flanders. Although many people 

have been released from getting the certificate, for instance because they have obtained a higher 

education diploma or based on relevant experience, this remains an important module in the 

programme.  

Recommendations for improvements 

Unemployed candidate-entrepreneurs can only enter the programme if they have already obtained 

the required technical competencies in order to practice the profession that will be at the centre of their 

business. This is mainly due to the limited duration of the programme (at most 1 year). However, 

interviews during the initial evaluation of the programme revealed that there is a some demand for 

technical training sessions among the participants in order to further specialise themselves. It could be 

considered to cover this type of specialised training in the future within the programme.  

Officially, the National Employment Office (the ‘Rijksdienst voor Arbeidsvoorziening’, RVA) 

does not consider participation in the programme as an employment seeking behaviour of individuals 

qualifying them for unemployment benefits. This entails that candidate entrepreneurs in principle need 

to continue looking for wage employment during the duration of the programme and are expected to 

accept a suitable job offer, although these principles are applied with a certain leniency in practice. 

Also, during the programme, their unemployment benefits keep declining, as foreseen by the 

legislation on unemployment benefits. The ambiguous position of the programme relative to the 

broader employment policy is reflected here at the micro-level and creates additional uncertainty for 

participants, which constitute a vulnerable group.  

At this moment, once the business is launched, the counselling stops and individuals lose 

unemployment benefits. Different from Starters’ Lab, in Make Your Business Work the launch of the 

business is a particularly risky moment for the individual as they lose their unemployment benefits and 

have not gained any income yet. Follow-up counselling should best be foreseen in this phase and, 

given that it usually takes some time for business to be profitable, a period of overlap between 

unemployment benefits and the launch should be foreseen as in programmes in other European 

countries.  Both transition measures temper the risk in this crucial phase, which can increase the 

chances of candidate entrepreneurs and especially those belonging to more vulnerable groups. Many 

countries currently operate some form of “welfare bridge” whereby participants can continue to 

receive benefits during some period of time while they start up a business, or can opt to receive the 
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benefits in a lump sum in order to assist in the costs of setting up a business. This approach should 

also be considered in Belgium – see the example of the New Enterprise Allowance in the UK in Box 

5. 

Box 5.  New Enterprise Allowance programme, United Kingdom 

Description: The "New Enterprise Allowance" programme (NEA) targets recipients of the Jobseeker's 

Allowance (JSA) with an interest in starting business. In addition, single parents with income support are also 
eligible. The scheme is part of the "Get Britain Working" measures that are designed to tackle unemployment in 
general. It has been running for many years with differential levels of success depending on both specific 
features, as well as the overall economic conditions in the period investigated. 

Problem addressed: The programme was developed to "support unemployed people to establish 

sustainable businesses".  

Approach: The programme works closely with the UK’s “Jobcentre Plus” staff that both oversees the project 

and helps identify potential applicants. The programme provides applicants with a weekly allowance, worth GBP 1 
274 (approximately EUR 1 490) over 26 weeks, paid at GBP 65 (approximately EUR 75) a week for the first 13 
weeks and GBP 33 (approximately EUR 39) a week for a further 13 weeks. In addition, applicants have access to 
unsecured loans to help facilitate costs of starting the company. The programme also offers training in the form of 
a workshop for participants. The programme gives access to business mentoring to support them for the first 6 
months as self-employed.  

As soon as participants have been approved for a JSA, they are eligible to apply for the NEA. When taken 
into the programme, applicants get help from a mentor to develop a business plan. If the business plan is viable, 
the participant will be able to access the financial benefit in forms of the subsidies and the loan. Changes were 
made in October 2012 when individuals got able to access mentoring and support from the start of their JSA 
claims; whereas they before only could do this after claiming JSA for 6 months. The scheme was originally 
designed to include 60 000 up until September 2013, but was extended with an additional 70 000 claimants up 
until December 2014. The scheme is run by the UK government, and the cost for extending the scheme for new 
applicants between September 2013 and December 2014 was GBP 34 million (approximately EUR 39.8 million). 

Impact: Overall, the NEA programme is seen as effective in getting targeted unemployed people into self-

employment, although the enterprises started on a smaller scale and have less growth potential than the average 
start-up.  

Relevance: This is an example of a typical welfare bridge approach, designed to avoid there being a 

disincentive for people receiving benefits from starting businesses because they lose support exactly at the time 
they become self-employed. Many countries in Europe have similar schemes. Denmark, Germany, Ireland and 
Sweden have schemes similar to the UK. Portugal and Spain have schemes which allow payment of benefits as a 
lump sum having a similar effect. Many other countries have schemes which give specific grants related to 
specific social security status (OECD/EC, 2014) 

 

In its current form, the programme strongly focuses on individuals and much less on fostering the 

boundary conditions for entrepreneurial success. The approach is centred on selecting adequate 

candidates and providing them with additional relevant competencies. Other key aspects of 

entrepreneurship remain marginal. Specifically, the importance for candidates of building networks 

with individuals and companies that can provide key resources is underemphasised. Also, the 

possibility to provide guidance to small groups of people who want to jointly create a start-up, rather 

than individuals, is excluded.        

In terms of governance of the programme, it should also be explored to what extent the double 

role of Syntra – as coordinator of the programme and one of the most important training providers – 

could cause a conflict of interest when it comes to adjusting the programme. This would apply, for 
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instance, if technical training modules need to be included in the menu, but these are organised by 

other organisations (i.e. competitors of Syntra). 

Although the programme has been extended, it is still financed with ad hoc project funds and 

financing from the ESF. While making additional funding available, ESF imposes many restrictions, 

obliging the partners to operate within a rigid framework. In order to develop entrepreneurship policy 

of high quality, financing should rather become structural and be clearly tied into a broader approach 

to entrepreneurship and employment in Flanders. The role of this programme relative to other policy 

initiatives should become more explicit. A better structural embedding will ensure a fit between the 

programme targets and the policy ambitions at a macro level of analysis. To this aim, an analysis of 

what kinds of start-ups emerge from the support to candidates in the programme and whether the 

programme creates jobs or merely foster job substitution should be carried out. An example which 

shows the benefits of better integration with national policy is that of Bbz in the Netherlands – see Box 

6. 

Box 6.  Bbz 2004, Besluit Bijstand voor Zelfstandigen, Decision Support for Entrepreneurs 

Description: The initiative involves providing people who receive unemployment benefits with a loan and 

other support so that they can start an enterprise on the one hand, and supporting certain existing enterprises on 
the other, so that neither group needs to receive benefits. The initiative falls under the responsibility of the Dutch 
Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, the UWV (the Dutch organisation in charge of co-ordinating 
employment related social security benefits) and the Dutch municipal governments. The municipalities implement 
the practice and decide how many loans and how much capital they provide to beneficiaries. They declare these 
amounts with the national ministry which reimburses the municipalities. As such there is no concrete budget at the 
implementation level though for 2013, the national level budget was around EUR 13.5 million. 

Problem addressed: A programme which subsidises the unemployed is not cheap. However, in the long 

run, it is more cost-effective than paying out unemployment benefits to the averaged unemployed person. Within 
the Bbz, the main costs come from welfare payments to supplement the cost of living: the average cost of a Bbz 
starter is still around EUR 56 000, discounted across 24 years. For a welfare recipient not in an integration 
programme this is around EUR 97 000; the savings of the programme are on average around EUR 41 000 per 
welfare beneficiary. The sustainability of the outflow from unemployment benefits is also a consideration and 
results in a drive to make people self-sufficient by helping them into entrepreneurship. Should the enterprise fail, 
these people still remain more employable on the labour market. Declining employability is a large obstacle for 
people who face longer-term unemployment: as time progresses their attractiveness on the job market also 
declines and the initiative aims also to counter this phenomenon. 

Approach: There are four target groups over all, namely those wishing to start an enterprise whilst they 

receive unemployment benefits, those who have a business who face temporary financial problems, those who 
are above 55 years of age whose business is not viable and have been out of welfare for at least 10 years, and 
those who wish to end their business while minimising the economic damages of doing so. Specifically for the 
unemployed receiving benefits who wish to start an enterprise, the initiative involves a four-stage programme 
which applicants must go through, after which they can receive loans in the form of either business capital, or 
payments to supplement their cost of living. The stages are: a selection phase (examining entrepreneurial skills 
and potential); a preparation phase, where the participant continues to receive benefits and develops a business 
plan; a viability assessment of the business; and a final phase where the client is paid the loan.  

Impact: An evaluation of this programme was carried out in 2011. The proportion of Bbz-participants who 

no longer receive welfare benefits after 48 months increased to 74% while for the control group this was 56%. 
From the evaluation report, which looked at a pool of just under 8 000 people who used Bbz, it became apparent 
that the programme is effective in getting people into entrepreneurship and the labour market generally.  

Relevance: This shows the benefits of integration of support with overall policy. The programme is justified 

on the basis of national finances (that it is cheaper to support the unemployed to set up businesses than to pay 
them benefits) but the actual delivery is tailored very strongly to local needs and to the specific needs of individual 
entrepreneurs. 
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