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Union Programme for Employment and Social Innovation “EaSI” (2014-2020) under 
Grant Agreement n° VS/2020/0374. This document reflects only the author’s view and the 
Commission is not responsible for any use that may be made of the information it contains.



Amid the still-unfolding impacts of the Covid-19 
pandemic, increasing unrest on European territories and 
the effects of climate change, innovation systems change 
is no longer a buzzword. It is an urgent call to action for 
the business community. At EBN, we believe that the 
next era of entrepreneurship is about raising the bar, 
levelling the playing field, expanding participation and 
scaling the networks of social, financial and knowledge 
capital that provide the foundation for successful and 
sustainable start-ups and scalable businesses. 

Our work in the field and most recently in the Better 
Incubation project makes it clear: Business support 
organisations are able to, need to, and fortunately 
already do expand their scope and increase their role 
towards inclusive and impactful entrepreneurship. 
The Better Incubation project outcomes provide 
members of the EU|BIC community critical hands-on 
tools to capacity-building and support services offered 
to innovative SMEs taking up the call to deliver in the 
sustainable transition. 

Besides the imperative moral reasons, leading 
consulting and institutional studies have widely set 
out the business case. Listed among the top reasons to 
release the untapped potential of social and inclusive 
entrepreneurship are a) to attract and retain the best 
talent; b) to better serve consumer markets, including 
those in which UREs are the main customers; c) to 
enhance diversity and improve overall performance in 
the workplace and economy, and d) to address future 
demographic change. Specifically, for (partially) public-

funded BSOs this market opportunity can be a driver 
to increase profits and become more self-sustainable 
enterprises – independent from public funding.

Excitingly I can acknowledge that EBN and the EU|BIC 
community now have the tools to meet the needs of 
this point in time. Yet, growth is far from meaningful 
unless it comes with integrity. Businesses, governments, 
innovators, and the people they work with are drawn 
closer to the EU|BIC community because they are 
looking for a better way: one that looks for sustainable 
growth; that puts people and the planet first and at 
the heart of innovation; and that holds continuous 
improvements, learnings, and accountability at heart 
when it comes to creating high standards for business 
and innovation performance. As the EU|BIC community 
continues to grow, we stay committed to these core 
values and include the lessons of the Better Incubation 
project in our fundamentals.

From establishing our standards for better innovative 
businesses; to advocating for excellent support actors 
to be included in innovation legislation; to building a 
pan-European, global movement of people committed 
to using breakthrough innovation bolstering regional, 
sustainable economic development; to witnessing its 
resilience through a global pandemic, we have always 
been doing this work together, reactive to what matters 
while keeping an eye on long-term innovation systems 
change.

FOREWORD
TIME TO RETHINK THE WAY WE DO BUSINESS AND 
RE-STRATEGISE

Laura Lecci, CEO at EBN
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Business support organizations (BSOs) have an 
important role in promoting the integration of social 
and environmental concerns into business strategies. 
They assist the next generation of entrepreneurs in 
accessing capital markets and ensure that their activities 
contribute to the well-being of the communities where 
they operate. BSOs also support a diverse range of 
entrepreneurs and impact-focused companies.
 
The social economy in Europe, which includes a range 
of businesses and organizations, employs around 13.6 
million people and can make up between 0.6% to 
9.9% of paid employment in member states. Impact 
entrepreneurship, or entrepreneurial activity that has 
both financial and social aims, is a global phenomenon 
that addresses social challenges and meets social needs 
while serving the general good.
 
BSOs can expand their role by offering capacity-building 
and support services to innovative small and medium-
sized enterprises working towards sustainability and 
can help social and underrepresented entrepreneurs 
turn their ideas into successful businesses and 
access new funding and market opportunities. 
Inclusive entrepreneurship, or business creation by 
underrepresented and disadvantaged groups, can 
create jobs, stimulate economic growth, and combat 
social and financial exclusion. Social enterprises, which 
prioritize social and environmental goals, have also 
been shown to be agents of inclusive growth.
 
The new economy prioritizes the well-being of people 
and the planet over economic growth. Companies 
that profit by contributing to a sustainable future in all 
their business activities are seen as successful in this 
framework. EU|BICs can help entrepreneurs connect 
with established companies and multinationals, and 
support start-ups in determining their sustainable 
impact and profitability. By adopting a triple P bottom-
line approach, innovative start-ups can more easily 
engage with established players in the value chain, 
and markets are more likely to adopt products with a 

strong sustainability proposition. EU|BICs can also work 
with their ecosystem to identify solutions to societal 
problems and needs and can assess the potential of 
companies based on sustainability.
 
Re-evaluating incubation models and entrepreneurial 
ecosystems to be more inclusive, sustainable, and 
impact-oriented is crucial for supporting impact-driven 
ventures that aim to make a positive impact on society. 
Aligning the goals of investors and founders is essential 
for positive convergence in investment relationships, 
and systems innovation can be used to adjust misaligned 
or malfunctioning relationships. Systems innovation 
can also help founders understand their product market 
fit in a more resilient way, and can improve venture 
performance by observing feedback loops between 
investors, founders, and customers. Impact investing 
that focuses on the long-term sustainability of ventures 
can make sense from a systems innovation perspective, 
and it is important to consider the overall impact of an 
investment rather than just its financial return. Venture 
builders should also consider the ethical implications of 
their investments, and aim to build ventures that have a 
positive impact on society and the environment.
 
With the support of the European Commission, through 
the Better Incubation program, the EU|BIC community 
is exploring the best methodologies for including 
women, migrants and refugees, youth, seniors, and 
people with disabilities in entrepreneurial spaces. By 
better understanding the challenges and opportunities 
faced by these groups, Better Incubation is finding 
ways to support their inclusion in the business and 
entrepreneurship ecosystem. These groups often face 
barriers to entrepreneurship, including lack of access to 
finance, lack of role models or connections, and cultural 
and societal barriers. By supporting their inclusion, the 
social economy can become more diverse and inclusive, 
and contribute to a more distributed sense of well-
being.

Executive Summary
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“The European Pillar of Social Rights is the European 
strategy dealing with fair and equal job conditions for 
people; the 20 principles at the basis of the Action Plan 
are a basis for entrepreneurs aiming at solving pressing 
societal challenges and make their workplace better to 
increase productivity and wellbeing of their workforce. 
Nonetheless, this strategy underlines the importance for 
entrepreneurs to be aware of the impacts they generate 
at territorial level and all the almost all the business 
environment is becoming more and more conscious 
of the importance of a systemic approach to face the 
current crisis.

The Pillar indicates the conditions under which the twin 
transition can be reached through the incorporation of 
social issues in companies’ strategy through enhancing 
and empowering the workforce.

The strategy request a full commitment by different 
organisations at territorial level and surely business 
support organisations have a role supporting territorial 
governments (at different levels) in designing 
competitiveness and innovation policy which can ease 
the twin transition taking care of the social dimensions.

First, they are at the are at the forefront in identifying 
promising solutions to solve social and environmental 
challenges through scouting and open innovation 

programmes they design and implement. Setting the 
scene for a new wave of incubation and acceleration 
programmes which are based on responsibility and 
integrity (see the preface) it’s a must have for the next 
generation of BSOs.

Second, they do support the next generations of 
entrepreneurs accessing capital market; the need to 
deal with the winds of changing in this market, more 
and more oriented to impact strategies than only 
profit-distributing billionaire exits and scalable but not 
sustainable startups (cfr. to the ongoing debate unicorn 
vs. zebras).

Third, and this is particularly important for public-
funded organisations, they have a duty on funds they 
receive to demonstrate that their activity generates 
not only revenue and profits, but a more distributed 
wellbeing in the territory they are invested.

As far as diversity management practices are concerned 
as way to ensure companies workforce to be more able 
to face societal challenges… the need to be capable to 
support new entrepreneurs with such competences is 
a must have for a BSO that wants to be in line with the 
recent trends of big corporation”

EDITORIAL: WHY EU|BICS AND OTHER BSOS SHOULD 
CONSIDER PROMOTING AND SUPPORTING SOCIAL AND 
INCLUSIVE ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN THEIR REGIONAL 
ECOSYSTEMS.  
Interview with Kristian Mancinone (ART-ER), by Chiara Davalli (EBN) 

UNTAPPED INNOVATION POTENTIAL: BOOSTING IMPACT-DRIVEN AND INCLUSIVE ENTREPRENEURSHIP7



Interview with Gitte Schoberm Team Entrepreneurship at Wageningen University & Research

Keys to adapting to 
triple-bottom-line innovation

SUSTAINABLE ENTREPRENEURS & CHANGE AGENTS

The New Economy movement is based on the 
understanding that to develop a sustainable future, 
people and the planet should come first, and 
human well-being, not economic growth, should be 
prioritised.

The Triple P bottom-line framework accounts for an 
integral performance by measuring effects on the 
environment and society at the centre and the economy 
supporting environmental and societal prosperity. 
Business becomes only as good as the combination of 
its returns on the Planet, People, and Profits. It is not 
enough to compensate for a negative effect by doing a 
positive deed elsewhere. Triple P bottom-line means 
companies profit by contributing to our sustainable 
future in all their business activities.

But more than a new economic theory, a triple P bottom-
line approach to innovation (support) brings in practical 
benefits. Its importance goes beyond ethical obligations 
or EU or national strategic policy prioritisation. It is about 
creating leverage for your innovative client company to 
get more traction in the market. 

Consumers (B2B and B2C) are increasingly choosing 
products with clean labels and healthier and more 
sustainable (regional) alternatives. This change in 
consumer behaviour is piling up economic pressure 
on companies, and the transition towards products 
and productions to become more sustainable. It is an 
opportunity for EU|BICs and their companies. 
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WHY EU|BICS? HOW DO WE DO IT?

EU|BICs are in a perfect position to play a bridging 
function in this new economy. We can make connections 
between worlds apart - sustainability & profit, 
entrepreneurs & multinationals, innovative solutions & 
markets. 

EU|BICs work with their ecosystem and established 
companies to identify solutions to problems and needs 
in society. At the same time, as EU|BICs, we should re-
direct our focus, tools, and business support towards 
triple P goals. (pre-) Assessing a company’s potential 
based on sustainability and teaching entrepreneurs 
how to best leverage it. We can help young companies 
determine what they can offer, positioning sustainable 
impact at the core of their business for the planet and 
people, and how they can be profitable. 

At EU|BIC Starthub Wageningen, we are building a 
network where we support start-ups and understand in 
which value chains they act. For that, we are engaging 
with established companies and multinationals and 
helping them understand our perspective on sustainable 
impact. As EU|BICs, we comprehend the workings and 
limitations of a large corporate to implement sustainable 
but disruptive innovations and help create changes in 
their processes and ways of engagement with start-
ups. By adopting a triple P bottom-line approach in our 
business support, we have found more stable reasons 
to (be) engaged. 

Multinationals and established industries do not 
necessarily have the agility or agency to adjust and 
respond to a sustainability demand alone but will 
pursue innovative solutions that can help them respond 
to these new economic demands. By embracing a triple 
P bottom-line approach, innovative startups have more 
opportunities to interact with established players in the 
value chain of supply and demand. 

The reasoning behind supporting an entrepreneur was 
always its capacity for a push or a pull proposition. Could 
we push this innovation (often through considerable 
marketing efforts) to customers who currently may not 
want this product? Or can we identify a need or a problem 
where we can pull this innovation in as a profitable 

solution? Innovative startups or SMEs that positively 
contribute to the triple P bottom-line have built-in 
assets for both propositions at their disposal. Markets 
are more likely to pay attention and adopt products with 
a strong sustainability proposition in the new economy. 
That alone can be an asset for a push proposition and 
can be used or not. For a pull proposition, a sustainable 
solution can make more economic sense. Increased 
sustainability in the production process or along the 
value chain is an asset that several actors can benefit 
from. It may lower energy consumption and costs. It 
can also capture demand. We have seen multiple value 
chains with established buffer margins which they are 
willing to forego to capture more demand or bypass a 
less efficient supply. So products do not have to become 
more expensive. There might be a redistribution of the 
margin along the value chain, so final pricing to the end 
user is not affected.

Another element we work with our entrepreneurs is 
in helping them hone their skills and become change 
agents. Not change as in disrupting the status quo 
but as innovators becoming agents for constructive 
and mutual development. It is less about becoming a 
destructive changing force. A more significant part of 
this new economy moving us to sustainable alternatives 
is about co-development and collaborative efforts 
where all players realise: we are in this together and 
shared solutions are profitable for all players.

Shared solutions are a significant element - we are 
working towards shared prosperity, not for a single 
profit. It is a collaborative co-developmental effort. 
Profit shared over stakeholders means prosperity. The 
metaphor of the explorers is useful here - Christopher 
Columbo and the Vikings all had to agree to set sail 
towards the west. They had no idea what they would 
encounter along the way. But as a collective effort, 
multiple ships sailed in the direction where the sun goes 
down. That is the basis of your innovative company 
with sustainability goals and should be part of your pre-
assessment and the company’s strategic organisational 
level: join forces, co-create solutions and involve the 
value chain.
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WE ARE IN THIS TOGETHER

The EU|BIC community can be an effective force for a 
sustainable future. We would be genuinely interested 
and we are more than willing to engage and work 
together with other members in co-developing better 
tools for all of us. We would like to either test our in 
other locations, co-develop new ones, or give feedback 
on the usability of tools and approaches others would 
be willing to share with us. 

This publication goes in this direction. We desire that it 
kickstarts further collaboration in building a repository 
of usable tools, tips and best practices to adapt our 
business support and make the best of (and for) the new 
economy. 

Currently, we are developing more accurate early-
stage lifecycle analysis tools to objectify and quantify 
the sustainable impact in monetary gains of a triple 
P bottom-line. We do not want to mix quantitative 
calculations and risk assessments with qualitative 
ethical aspects. The goal is to quantify triple P bottom-
line advantages more objectively and decouple the 
societal and environmental impact from the non-
tangible level. We recently submitted projects with 
Horizon Europe to help us understand how we can make 
that decoupling on all levels in the value chains.

Our tools are already available to the whole community 
under Creative Commons. They are all available for use 
for free in not-for-profits and available to be monetised 
if you contact us.

Part of this work is to define well with entrepreneurs 
what they can and cannot do. What compromises are 
acceptable? 

There will be forces pulling in different directions along 
the development and their entrepreneurial journey. 
Determining from the start the meaning of success and 
what you cannot afford to compromise makes your 
company more marketable and more robust against the 
development risks of funding, production or sourcing. 
There will be compromises because it is a collaborative 
co-developmental effort. But with a solid basis, you still 
have enough of your ship once you reach the west. Some 
losses are unavoidable, but where you compromise 
should be part of your plan from the get-go.

Another part is mentoring entrepreneurs to help 
them understand and speak the language, lead 
the arguments, and find ways to connect with the 
stakeholders they need in their value chain. We help 
and mentor entrepreneurs to use their background and 
(people) skills to engage in new and constructive ways. 
To do things differently, to reach out to stakeholders and 
guide them to make a difference. Offer collaborations 
and act as a sustainability initiator in an ecosystem and 
an industry they know well. 
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‘’A change in purpose changes a system profoundly, 
even if every element and interconnection remain 
the same,” 

FROM VISION TO EXECUTION: 
LEADING IMPACT MANAGEMENT

 An interview with Tobias Temmen, Banker for sustainability, VC, and Solarpunk, co-founder of The Gardens

with his background in some of the key actors in the 
innovation ecosystem, Tobias tailors his daily actions 
to deliver practical perspectives on how thinking in 
systems is critical when reconsidering our incubation 
models. 

From the assumption that we seek to better support 
inclusive and impact-driven ventures to make an 
impact in our societies, we should reconsider our 
incubation models and entrepreneurial ecosystems 
we operate in. It is not about restarting from scratch, 
but rather re-thinking our strategies, partnerships 
and institutions to be more inclusive, sustainable 
and impact-oriented.

EBN: Vision at the start of each journey characterises 
your approach to sustainability, human impact and 
climate change. Why would you stress this kind of 
thinking with the ultimate result in mind?

Tobias: Your vision determines your strategy - and both, 
in combination, are guiding your day-to-day operations 
and strategic decision-making. Thinking about your 
venture building from the result - with true impact in 
mind - boosts your efforts.

EBN: Where do venture building and venture capital 
operating models converge? And what can we learn 
from the many moments that they diverge from each 
other?

Tobias: As a venture capital firm, you provide financial 
resources to build and scale a venture - sometimes 
augmented by hands-on support and advice, we call that 
“value-add investors”. As a venture - start-up or scale-
up, you aim to build and grow quickly and sustainably. 
While venture capital firms have a core incentive to 
provide a return on investment, founders of companies 
usually have other goals in mind, too - especially impact 
founders. 

A positive convergence occurs where investor and 
founder goals are aligned and mutual trust and 
understanding drive decision-making. Naturally, 
investment relationships diverge if goals are misaligned, 
incentives are wrongly structured, or there’s a lack of 
understanding. The best example is investment funds 
operated by analysts who never launched and ran their 
ventures - how can they understand the daily struggles 
of a founder?
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EBN: From your background in systems innovation, 
what learning do you take from this clash?

Tobias: Let’s start with defining a system in the first place: 
A system is a set of elements or parts that is coherently 
organised and inter-connected in a pattern or structure 
that produces a characteristic set of behaviors, often 
classified as its “function” or “purpose.” 

Systems innovation is the application of systems 
thinking to change from one system stage into the 
next. For example, a misaligned, mal-functioning 
investment relationship can be adjusted by applying 

systems innovation, i.e. by changing communications, 
goals, autonomy between involved parties, or overall 
paradigms of the relationship. Systems innovations also 
helps founders or venture builders to understand their 
product market fit in a better, more resilient way: Once 
applied, systems thinking brings out product features 
for products vastly outpacing competitors - as they 
do not only change short-term usage, but long-term 
customer and systems behaviour. 

Feedback loops between investor, founder and 
customer are crucial to observe for better venture 
building performance.

Image credits: Disrupt Design
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EBN: As an example, how would this translate in better 
investing practices? How could impact investing make 
sense for sustainability?

Tobias: Systems innovation unfolds its potential in 
financing impact: When you build a new service or 
product to change the world for good, you want to 
be successful. However, meeting ESG requirements 
(Environmental, Social, Governance) from a founder’s 
perspective or complying with frameworks like SFDR 
is insufficient from a systems innovation perspective. 
Traditionally, these guidelines require founders and 

investors to meet isolated KPIs but do not provide 
incentives to formulate a solid change mechanism. 
Instead, better investing practices emerge if investors 
and founders begin exploring systems dynamics within 
their chosen field of business - for example, if they 
identify the underlying patterns of customer behaviour 
and economic as well as the ecological footprint of their 
offered services and products. When these insights 
embed into a clear impact investment framework, 
systems effects will be measured and appropriately 
managed.

EBN: For the readers working in incubators and 
accelerators, with innovators and entrepreneurs and 
their financiers on a daily basis, what are your key 
takeaways?

Tobias: Well, the key takeaways for us change makers 
and facilitators, working in business and innovation 
support organisations across Europe, is that impact 
- if done correctly - requires a solid understanding of 
systems change and complexity management. We need 
to learn - and share - more about the complex systems 
around us. From food to urban mobility to packaging: 

We are surrounded by complex systems, where simple 
solutions usually provide more harm than good when 
applied. For our members, we need to be experienced 
in moderating their efforts in the right direction, 
matching them with suitable, well-organised investors 
and customers, and supporting their venture-building 
journey. 

Also, we need to be connected to our members’ 
ecosystems, so we can provide access to stakeholders. I 
am certain systems innovation will play a crucial role for 
the next wave of venture funds and start-ups.

Image credits: Disrupt Design
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BEST PRACTICE: EU|BIC FUNDECYT-PCTEX
We developed and established our human-centred methodologies for better social entrepreneurship 
support programmes. In all, people are in the centre. People are the solution to social problems; human 
interaction is the method to identify problems and design solutions.
 
To be more precise, at the centre of our methodology is an ecosystemic approach to impact-driven innovation, a 
quadruple helix approach to building a dynamic ecosystem, involving all members of society: public authorities, 
industry, academia, and citizens are brought in from the beginning of the innovation process, identifying 
opportunities and challenges, generating ideas that are incubated, prototyped and validated, delivered, 
accelerated and consolidated - aiding society and systematizing further innovation under the very same 
approach.  
 
The more dynamic and inclusive your local social innovation ecosystem is more effective the business 
support programmes are. 
 
FUNDECYT-PCTEX has been developing impact-driven social entrepreneurship Incubation and accelerator 
programmes since 2013. These include sustainable business model designing and our own methodological 
design of services directed at specific social challenges. We have two target audiences: firstly, entrepreneurs, and 
non-profit organisations that endeavour to start their first social enterprise and, secondly, traditional companies 
that seek to introduce social or environmental issues in their business model. Concretely:  
 
The EFES project is a cross-border laboratory for innovation and social entrepreneurship. Its goal is to foster a 
social entrepreneurial mindset and impact-driven start-ups working with innovative sustainable business models. 
It does so by stimulating agents involved in territories (both in Portugal and Spain) to cooperate and identify 
challenges and solutions. Then, through capacity-building services by experts in social entrepreneurship, and 
with collective work sessions and individualized tutoring, we work to consolidate innovative social enterprises 
in the EUROACE region.
 
Our sustainability advising service contributes to developing new business models with social and environmental 
criteria in traditional companies, and our circular economy pre-accelerator seeks to identify new ideas and 
innovative projects in an early stage of development and coach them to develop marketable solutions to 
sustainability challenges. The selected projects benefit from an adapted and tailor-made program that analyses 
potential target markets, determines their technical and economic viability, as well as optimizing and finalizing 
the technological development of their product or process.
 
Another program is the RAISE Youth project, an accelerator aiming to promote social entrepreneurship for young 
people in the rural world. The methodology we have created for this project offers an agile and deep itinerary 
that allows young entrepreneurs to design, define and set their entrepreneurship projects and the impacts 
associated with them, using a holistic approach that integrates their personal perspective and the necessities of 
their communities with nature. 

Francisco Pizzaro (Business Development Manager), EU|BIC FUNDECYT-PCTEX
Rosa Méndez (Project Advisor) 
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SocialFare is the first centre for social innovation in 
Italy. We believe social value generates economic 
value. Through acceleration programmes and 
seed fund services, we seek to develop solutions 
to contemporary social challenges by supporting 
impact-driven innovation. The goal is that our start-
ups bring social and environmental benefits to 
society together with financial returns. 

Generally speaking, however, seed funding for social-
driven start-ups is an underserved segment. There 
is investment available for established firms from 
traditional funds with CSR policies and mixed funding 
bodies. But seed funding is still lacking, creating a 
bottleneck in expanding the sector. New companies 
with innovative approaches are needed. That is where 
we specialise.  

It is the reason we decided to create a fund. SocialFare 
Seed is a private company backed by two large 
foundations, a successful investment firm, and 
SocialFare in a smaller stake. All stakeholders in our 
governance have goals and missions aligned with 
our own. SocialFare is contracted by shareholders to 
manage the fund. This setup allows us to maintain a 
focus on our mission and goals without compromises. 

We have decided to involve a short number of 
shareholders so that our core mission and value are 
aligned and maintained. This governance allows us to 
keep our public mission while remaining private. 

Through success, more shareholders can join but have 
to agree to the previously laid out working terms. 

OPINION: ACCESS TO IMPACT FINANCE
By: Martina Muggiri, Startup Acceleration Programme Manager, EU|BIC Candidate SocialFare
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The fund is set up as a limited liability company, not 
as a fund. We do not have a large amount of capital. 
Being a company allows us to be leaner, smaller, and 
with reduced costs. It maximises capital directed at 
companies. Aside from these elements of governance, 
everything else works like traditional seed funding. We 
try to deploy capital in the first five years of a start-up, 
exit in another five years, and regularly launch new 
funding programmes.

Usually, we charge a small fee to supported companies 
of around 15% and 20% in services by our accelerator. 
Usually, fees are much higher. Our shareholders have 
foregone their share of fees, which allows us to be more 
competitive than average. Throughout our existence, we 
experimented with cancelling mandatory fees. However, 
experience shows that charging can be advantageous. 
It increases the return on value companies get from 
accelerator services.  

Our best story is in the growth of Unobravo. Funded in 
2020 with an MVP launched in 2019, SocialFare Seed was 
the first to invest in Unobravo by betting on a project 
in its infancy. The value proposition is simple: make 

psychotherapy accessible for everyone by reducing: 
costs for specialised therapists, location, time and 
mental illness stigma, etc. 

We received Unobravo’s application in November 2019. 
At that time, the start-up still had to be incorporated. 
They were just a group of therapists with ten patients. 
The product (MVP and a website on Wix), the brand, 
and the digital marketing were all made by Danila, a 
psychologist and the founder of the start-up. The value 
proposition was clear and strong: online therapy with 
the possibility to help Italian expats. 

We started the acceleration services in March 2020: Italy’s 
hardest COVID-19 lockdown. It was our first full-remote 
programme. After four months of intensive acceleration 
and expert consultancy with our Acceleration Team 
and the network of advisors led Unobravo to grow 
immediately at an uncommon pace, distinguishing 
itself among the most promising impact start-ups in the 
Italian panorama. Today, Unobravo is the largest online 
psychotherapy platform in Italy with 2200 therapists 
(93% women) and more than 53,000 patients.
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European Sustainable  
and Social Decade 

The European Commission promotes the social 
economy and social and inclusive entrepreneurship 
because of their important role in job creation, work 
integration and inclusive and sustainable growth. The 
social economy can help implement the principles of 
the European Pillar for Social Rights and deliver on 
its 2021 Action Plan and the 2030 headline targets. 
It also contributes to the achievement of sustainable 
development goals.

There are some 2.8 million social economy entities and 
enterprises in Europe, employing together around 13.6 
million people. The share of the social economy in paid 
employment varies between 0.6% and 9.9% amongst 
Member States (European Commission, 2021).

Inclusive entrepreneurship aims to ensure that all peo-
ple, regardless of their characteristics and background, 
have equal opportunities to create and run a business.

The social economy encompasses a variety of 
businesses, organisations and legal forms, such as social 
enterprises, cooperatives, mutual benefit societies, 
non-profit associations and foundations – which all 
share the feature of systematically putting people first.
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IMPACT ENTREPRENEURSHIP: 
THE PURSUIT OF SUSTAINABLE SOLUTIONS

Entrepreneurship has as its main goal to address 
pressing social challenges and innovatively meet social 
needs while serving the general interest and common 
good for the benefit of the community, impacts 
entrepreneurship knows various interpretations. 
Commonly defined it is an entrepreneurial activity, with 
both a financial and social purpose embedded. Impact 
entrepreneurship has become an important economic 
phenomenon on a global scale (Mair & Marti, 2006). 

In a nutshell, it supports the innovators that seek profit 
hand-in-hand with a contribution to inclusive and 
sustainable growth. 

EBN seeks to promote impact entrepreneurship as 
a valuable contributor to solving social, ecological 
and economic issues in Europe. The possibility to 
be self-employed and to create one’s job could be 
more inclusively offered, allowing more unemployed, 
vulnerable people from under-represented groups to 
fully participate in society and the economy.

Business support organisations (BSO), in all their 
varieties, could expand their scope and increase 
their role by providing capacity-building and support 
services to innovative SMEs taking up the call to deliver 
in the sustainable transition. Impact entrepreneurship 
contributes to job creation, especially at local level, as 
well as to democratic participation and improvement of 
welfare services delivery.Moreover, it plays an important 
role in addressing social, economic, and environmental 
challenges while fostering inclusive growth, shared 
prosperity, and social inclusion.  

We are proud and pleased to have contributed to the 
Better Incubation Foundational Training Course on 
Social Enterprise 2021. 

The Technical Note #11 shares open access to the five 
modules of the course. Ultimately, the training equips 
and supports the EU|BIC community members and 
fellow business support experts to adapt an modify 
their services to help social and under-represented 
entrepreneurs transform ideas into viable businesses 
and grow them by accessing new funding and market 
opportunities.

Many of the resources shared in this publication leverage 
the work of the Better Incubation project partners 
European Venture Philanthropy Association (EVPA), 
Impact Hub, and the European Business and Innovation 
Centre Network (EBN). We are grateful for the supportive 
contribution from the members of the three networks 
and the funding granted by the European Commission 
(grant agreement no. VS/2020/0374) that made the 
Better Incubation project possible.

It encourages EBN to continue spreading and 
embedding the knowledge, experience and tools among 
all the members of the pan-European EU|BIC innovation 
community.
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WHY INCLUSIVE STARTUP AND INNOVATION SUPPORT?

INCLUSION: 5 GROUPS IN FOCUS

As remarked by the European Commission and the 
OECD, inclusive entrepreneurship is an integral part 
of inclusive growth. As such, business creation by 
people from underrepresented and disadvantaged 
groups (e.g. women, youth, seniors, immigrants, 
people with disabilities) helps generate jobs, 
thereby fighting social and financial exclusion while 
stimulating economic growth. Evidence shows that 
entrepreneurs from these groups are, on average, 
less likely to operate high-growth firms because 
they lack the skills, networks, and access to finance 
needed for growth.

At the same time, they are also less likely to express 
motivation to grow their own business.

Similarly, social enterprises are longstanding agents of 
inclusive growth and have proved remarkably resilient 

in the face of economic adversity. By design, social 
enterprises address socio-economic challenges in 
innovative ways and engage citizens to become part of 
the solution.

Overall, there is evidence (OECD/EU, 2019) that 
business incubators and business accelerators 
can be effective supports for new and growing 
businesses, and evaluations suggest similar results 
can be achieved in business incubators that focus on 
supporting entrepreneurs from underrepresented 
and disadvantaged groups. The keys to success for 
these initiatives include offering strong pre-incubation 
services, building strong linkages with mainstream 
business support providers and investors, delivering 
support in flexible modules, and ensuring incubator 
staff are trained to support the targeted entrepreneurs 
(OECD/EU, 2019).

EBN, in line with the the Better Incubation project, 
explores best practices, challenges and opportunities 
when it comes to including 5 groups into entrepreneurial 
spaces. The research, experimentation, validation and 
harvesting joint-efforts centre around the following five 
target groups: Women, Migrants, Youth, Seniors, and 
People with disabilities.

Women

The European innovation and entrepreneurship 
ecosystem is far from being diverse and inclusive. 
According to the OECD report (2017), women were 
half as likely as men to be self-employed (9.9% vs. 
17.8%), while the share of women who started their 
own business only increased by 2%. This gap can be 
explained by deep structural imbalances against female 
business founders, such as lack of access to finance, 
low opportunity perception regarding entrepreneurship 
among women, lack of role models or competing 
demands on time, with a double burden on home and 
work responsibilities for women.
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Migrants and refugees

In 2020, the number of refugees and asylum seekers 
in Europe increased to an  unprecedented 23 million 
(Eurostat, 2021). However, their participation rate in 
the labour market is on average lower than that of the 
native population (73.3% vs. 57.6%). Entrepreneurship 
therefore represents a great opportunity for refugees 
and other migrants to rebuild their lives and contribute 
to the economy and society in their new home country. 
Their entrepreneurial potential is often thwarted by 
multiple cultural, social and economic barriers resulting 
in isolation, limited access to financial capital or 
challenges in establishing a customer’s network (OECD, 
2019).

Youth

Youth unemployment represents one of the major social 
and economic challenges in Europe, with more than 
16.5% of them being unemployed in 2018 (Eurostat, 
2018). Moreover, being a young person (20-34 years 
old) who is not in education, employment or training 
(NEET) can lead to marginalisation from society and can 
have long-term negative effects on the life prospects. 
Despite the enthusiasm for self-employment, relatively 
few young people are engaged in entrepreneurship. 
Only 6.5% of working youth (20-29 years old) in the 
European Union (EU) were self-employed in 2018, 
facing greater obstacles to business creation than older 
generations. These difficulties stem from market and 
institutional failures, including lack of role models and 
professional connections, negative concepts about their 
entrepreneurial skills, or limited access to investment 
opportunities (OECD, 2021).

Seniors

With the ongoing demographic change and the ageing 
population in Europe, supporting entrepreneurial skills 
and becoming self-employed could be considered as 
innovative ways for middle-aged group workers (50+) 
to continue their professional activity (OECD, 2019). 
Like all entrepreneurs, older people face certain barriers 
when starting a business. These include difficulties with 
mastering digital skills, health issues or social isolation. 
Economic sustainability of the businesses established 
by senior entrepreneurs is often not the primary goal 
in these undertakings, and they seem to have more 
socially oriented goals.

People with disabilities

It is estimated that 16% of the working age population 
in the EU has some form of a permanent or temporary 
disability. The complexity of this group stems from 
the fact that disabilities are extremely diverse and are 
not fixed characteristic of individuals (OECD, 2014). 
People with disabilities face many barriers in the labour 
market, and employer discrimination is frequently 
reported. Self-employment can facilitate their entry 
into the labour market with higher flexibility in terms of 
workload, work schedule and location. The traditional 
business support programmes rarely target people with 
disabilities.

UNTAPPED INNOVATION POTENTIAL: BOOSTING IMPACT-DRIVEN AND INCLUSIVE ENTREPRENEURSHIP20



EU SOCIAL ECONOMY ACTION PLAN: 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR BSOS

The new European Action Plan “Building an economy that works for people: an action plan for the social 
economy“ (2021-2030) launched by the European Commission recognises the importance that the mainstream 
BSOs have in the support of social economy entities:

‘’The Commission calls on Member States to 
encourage mainstream business incubators to 
extend their support to social economy entities, to 
improve business investment readiness support 
opportunities. The ‘Better Incubation’ pilot 
launched by the European Commission can serve 
as an inspiration and can be seen as a key tool to 
systematically incorporate the social economy 
into the different socio-economic policies of the 
EU, including industrial, innovation and cohesion 
policies.’’
The EU Social Economy Action Plan seeks to improve business environment, opportunities & capacity building, and 
awareness and recognition for all private entities active in Europe’s social economy.
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Business environment: The Action Plan aims to 
ensure that policy and legal frameworks are right for the 
social economy to thrive, by addressing the diversity of 
its legal forms and looking at taxation policy, labels or 
certification systems, public procurement and State aid.
Opportunities and building capacity: The Action Plan 
improves access to funding for the social economy, it 
brings together in one place information on relevant EU 
funding, policies and initiatives, it supports scaling-up, 
and it maximises the social economy’s contribution to 
the green and digital transitions.

Awareness and recognition: The Action Plan 
boosts the visibility of the social economy and obtains 
new data about it. It promotes the positive impact of the 
social economy among new audiences, including young 
people.

Funding
The EU recognises that social economy and inclusive 
entrepreneurship are topics with transversal relevance 
for a variety of policy fields and economic sectors. 
Funding opportunities can therefore be found in most 
EU funding programmes.

The various funding programmes by the European 
Union focus on two main pillars:
1. Microfinance: Lack of access to finance is one of 

the main obstacles micro-enterprises are facing. A 
significant unmet demand for microfinance exists 
for vulnerable groups, which face difficulties in 
accessing conventional credit markets, for start-
ups, as well as existing micro-enterprises.

2. Social enterprise finance: As highlighted in the 
Social economy action plan, lack of access to finance 
is one of the obstacles for social entrepreneurship 
to thrive.

The EU is enabling access to investments of up to EUR 
500,000 through the Programme for Employment and 
Social Innovation (EaSI). Available support includes 
a guarantee, capacity building investments, a funded 
instrument and advisory support for social enterprise 
finance providers.

In addition, equity investments in social enterprises 
have been piloted under the European Fund for Strategic 
Investments (EFSI) Equity instrument, namely via funds 
linked to incubators/accelerators and co-investments 
with social business angels.

For a full overview of the various EU funding instrument 
see the funding page of the European Commission 
Directorate-General Employment, Social Affairs & 
Inclusion online.

For further information about SEAP watch the webinar 
“Social Economy Action Plan: Opportunities for 
BSOs’’, by Better Incubation and EBN. Focusing on 
how we can increase the impact of the BSOs in the 
implementation stage of the SEAP, we look at the the 
following: 
• How to maximise the potential of the BSOs to 

translate some of the recommendations in the 
SEAP into practical initiatives on the local, national 
and EU levels.

• What are the existing and future synergies of the 
SEAP with other EU programmes/initiatives which 
will enable BSOs to foster social innovation, local 
development, and green and digital transition while 
reaching social impact?
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Get in action: 
Better Incubation Roadmap 

You are ready to get in action and make steps to 
better cater to impact entrepreneurs and the whole 
spectrum of entrepreneurs in your ecosystem, those 
distant and close by. Here we are proposing a series 
of convenient and simple steps for mainstream BSOs 
who wish to experiment or expand their impact 
accelerator and inclusive incubation practices.

The guiding principles are proposed to provide a frame-
work for mainstream BSOs who wish to design new 
strategies or implement changes at the organisational 
level. These changes might be needed to allow for ex-
perimentation or systematic application of inclusive in-
cubation practices. 

Adaptations on the programmatic level, i.e. business 
incubation services provided by BSOs to end-users 
are encouraged through comprehensive tools and 
methodologies mentioned in the chapter ‘I want to make 
my incubator more inclusive, now what? Condensing 
the findings of the Better Incubation Insights Paper 
(2022) and the Collection of Best Practices in Inclusive 
Entrepreneurship Programmes (2022) we highlight the 
key learnings and tools for BSOs who wish to assist 
social and vulnerable entrepreneurs.

BETTER INCUBATION BEST 
PRACTICES
1. Implant inclusive incubation principles in your 
overall organisational vision and strategic focus

The visionary outlook is a backbone of your 
organisational commitment towards the inclusive 
incubation principles and clarifies your rationale why 
your business incubator engages in inclusive practices. 
It should be reflected in:

 ✓ the mission statement which should clearly 
communicate the ultimate value your incubator 
brings to its end-users and other stakeholders 
through inclusive incubation;

 ✓ the strategic plan outlining the scope of your 
activities containing quantifiable objectives on 
how you are planning to achieve the inclusive 
programme goals;

 ✓ the feasibility study and business plan on whether 
and how to support the social and/or marginalised 
entrepreneurs in your territory and justify how it is 
linked to your core organisational priorities.

2. Mainstream inclusive incubation processes into 
your standard operating procedures

Given the vast number of organisational processes, 
identify and focus on just the critical few processes 
that will allow you to execute the relevant parts of the 
organisational strategy.

 ✓ Once you agree on integrating the inclusive 
incubation elements in your organisational 
strategy, the objectives should be supported by the 
Board, management, and championed by those 
within the organisation who will be responsible for 
implementing the inclusive programme.

 ✓ The organisational strategy should be managed 
through the appropriate governance mechanism to 
integrate the inclusive incubation programme into 
your organisation.

 ✓ Consider the changes in the responsibilities of 
internal stakeholders of your incubator related 
to functioning, monitoring and evaluation of the 
incubator’s operations, performance, impact, and 
sustainability.

 ✓ Build up the organisational structure that is 
responsive to day-to-day needs of your inclusive 
incubation programme.

 ✓ Decide on the route to build and integrate the team 
or experts working on your inclusive incubation 
programme into the organisation: vertically 
integrated, cross-functional, or separate team of 
experts.
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BEST PRACTICE: BY EU|BIC SEZANA
Over 1 billion young adults are at risk of hearing loss. By 2050, 2.5 billion people will have hearing loss. In 
the EU, there are 47.9 million adults who are living with some form of this disability. 

We decided to create the “Creative start-up program: entrepreneurial school for people with hearing loss” to 
empower hard-of-hearing people and our stakeholders (associations, entrepreneurial eco-system, chambers 
of commerce, enterprises, and employment agencies) with entrepreneurial and innovation skills. It should be 
an educational platform to lower discrimination and stigmatisation and create business opportunities for this 
community. The programme offers participants hands-on prototyping experience, mentoring, and incubation 
possibilities. We teach them about lean business modelling, startup skills, building confidence, and offering 
networking opportunities. 

 An essential step on our journey was an online workshop with the National Association of Deaf People of Slovenia 
and some of its members. During the meeting, we had a sign language interpreter and immediate subtitling of 
our speech. We presented our work as a business incubator and explained what we wanted to achieve with this 
program. After, we conducted an online interview. We had sent a questionnaire in advance, so our guests were 
prepared. It was very educational for us. The evaluation of these responses became the basis for defining the 
needs and expectations of potential attendees. 

We learned a lot. We needed to incorporate different approaches for different people: for example, hard of hearing 
can mean one is pre-lingual (communicates in sign language), post-linguistic (who reads the interlocutor’s face 
and lips with a frontal view and a clear speech) or use cochlear implants. We also used artificial intelligence 
powered devices, translating and interpreting speech into writing which was projected on a mobile app. Every 
country has a different sign language (Italian, and Slovenian, for example, but also different dialects). Hence, we 
needed to know our participants to determine what communication to use. We also had to work with interpreters 
to understand how to translate entrepreneurial and start-up terminology. Some of the signs were invented and 
agreed upon on the spot. 

We cannot stress enough how important it is to prepare: setting your objectives, identifying stakeholders, 
learning about your audience (from your audience), setting KPIs, giving value to impact, and monitoring and 
reporting progress -dissemination impact and best practices (nationally and internationally). For us using the 
Better Incubation and EVPA tools for impact management and measurement was crucial. 

In that spirit, let us share some lessons learned: adapt your language and avoid neologisms, allow relatives and 
friends to take part in the work, stretch the duration of the program (shorter sessions in more days), offer more 
individualised (and tailored) mentoring, avoid noisy areas (they are problematic for hearing devices), train the 
lecturers and yourselves, and financial help (costs for sign language interpreters are high) goes along the way.

Dorijan Maršič (Director) and Maja Cergol Lipnik (Assistant Director) at 
EU|BIC Inkubator Sežana

UNTAPPED INNOVATION POTENTIAL: BOOSTING IMPACT-DRIVEN AND INCLUSIVE ENTREPRENEURSHIP24



BETTER INCUBATION BEST PRACTICE
(CONTINUATION)

3. Link organisational growth with learning

The success of your inclusive incubation programme 
is a two-way process. It depends on how your internal 
processes enable your knowledge and learnings to 
be captured, assimilated, and reviewed. In addition, 
having a clear picture of your inclusive entrepreneurship 
programme impact allows you to refine and adjust your 
organisational strategy, making sure that learnings are 
not ignored or diluted.

 ✓ Seek to integrate your inclusive incubator 
programme into the broader economic 
development policy goals and into the fabric of the 
community in which you operate.

 ✓ Periodically monitor your performance and social 
impact to demonstrate the benefits of the policy and 
funding support you receive and the added value 
you provide for your end-users (entrepreneurs) and 
community.

 ✓ Conduct a systematic collection and tracking of 
data – quantitative and qualitative.

 ✓ Make sure to incorporate the stakeholder-based 
approach and feedback into your policy and 
programme adaptation strategies.

4. Integrate the values of diversity and inclusion 
across the organisation

The organisational values represent the internal 
normative environment and show how the priorities 
are organised and decided in your organisation. They 
impact every aspect of the organisation and provide 
guiding principles for your employees with purpose and 
direction.

 ✓ Translate the inclusive values included in the 
organisation’s mission into your organisational 
culture and internal communication.

 ✓ Integrate the culture of diversity and inclusion into 
the mainstream organisational policies, practices, 
and programmes.

 ✓ Cascade the inclusive culture from the top 
leadership levels to day-to-day operations across 
the organisation.

 ✓ Ensure your organisational values are aligned 
with your external communication strategy and 
programme approach.
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‘INVESTING IN DIVERSE 
FOUNDERS THAT CHANGE 
THE WORLD’, BY IMPACT 
SHAKERS
Impact Shakers’ mission is to create impact at 
scale by evolving how we build businesses, for 
what purpose and who gets to build them. For 
thriving people on a thriving planet.

We have always looked to innovation & 
entrepreneurship to help us solve our greatest 
problems. Entrepreneurship holds the power to 
change the world. Now more than ever, we need 
diverse perspectives to unlock all problem-solving 
potential and build businesses that can create impact 
at scale.

We need exactly those profiles because when 
entrepreneurs from diverse backgrounds and 
perspectives build successful businesses, they 
generate impact that benefits all of society. They help 
to build a better place for humans to thrive. 

At Impact Shakers, we are betting on the unlikely 
heroes of tomorrow, innovating models of financing 
and bridging the gap between impact and profit 
to build and scale stronger ventures that speak up 
for what is right, not for what is comfortable. We’re 
writing a new narrative of a more diverse and inclusive 
future the impact economy is just the economy.

Since shifting the system across all these dimensions 
is a complex challenge, we approach the problem 
from an ecosystem perspective. The Impact Shakers 
Ecosystem is built on 3 pillars designed to learn from 
each other and create systemic change together:
 
1. Impact Programmes 

We design programmes based on our startup 
paradigm to support diverse entrepreneurs and 
enable more funding for inclusive entrepreneurship.
For entrepreneurs, we have our own Impact Shakers 
Awards, the ‘Beating the Odds’ Incubator and our 
flagship Impact Shakers Accelerator to support 
diverse founders across the complete lifecycle of 
impact businesses. For investors, we provide our 
Emerging Impact Angel Programme, to support & 
educate a new generation of diverse impact investors.
 

2. Impact Capital 
We develop innovative investment vehicles and 
financing instruments to invest in diverse impact 
startups and support them on their journey to scale. 
We see capital innovation as crucial for systemic 
change, both on the investor and the investee side of 
the process. 
 
The first vehicle is the Impact Shakers Microfund. The 
Microfund is a democratic investment vehicle that 
operates as a cooperative and invests EUR 25,000 in 
impact companies founded by diverse entrepreneurs. 
We select companies based on the founding team, 
problem & market, impact & user focus, and with a 
scalable business model. 

The first batch of selected entrepreneurs also 
participates in the Impact Shakers Accelerator 
programme. The programme provides ongoing 
support and focuses on tailored personal and startup 
development plans, with a focus on the wellbeing of 
the founders. 

In the Microfund, anyone can become a cooperator 
by purchasing shares starting at EUR 250 in the 
cooperative, which offers a new way to fund 
underrepresented founders. The overall goal is to 
create a community of new and experienced impact 
angel investors.

We are currently fundraising for Impact Shakers 
Ventures I to invest in impact-focused companies 
at pre-seed & seed stages from the Impact Shakers 
Accelerators.

3. Impact Lab

The Impact Lab is the place where our most pioneering 
work takes place. It is where we partner deeply and 
bring together scientific and impact expertise to push 
impact boundaries and support our startups.  We use 
our lab capabilities to measure and report the change 
we drive and determine where further innovation is 
needed. The insights & concepts created also serve 
to educate and inspire action within and beyond the 
Impact Shakers network. 

To create impact solutions at scale, we need to change 
how we build businesses to include new economic 
thinking, evolve the purpose of business to reflect 
profit and impact objectives and expand who gets to 
build systemic solutions through a more diverse and 
inclusive startup ecosystem.

Yonca Braeckman (CEO) and Diana Pati (COO), Impact Shakers
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BETTER INCUBATION BEST PRACTICES
(CONTINUATION)

5. Design a tailored programme package

This organisational element includes practical 
implementation of the inclusive incubation programme. 
For the mainstream incubators it means designing the 
package services specifically tailored for the social 
and underrepresented entrepreneurs. The mainstream 
business incubators should conduct an honest analysis 
of their practices and place particular emphasis on 
developing dedicated hands-on business support 
services for these groups to adapt to their unique 
needs through entrepreneur training, business advice, 
financing, network resources, etc.

The Better Incubation project offers two comprehensive 
guidelines that will support you and your organisation 
through the process of designing and implementing 
your inclusive programme package for the 
underrepresented groups and entrepreneurs. ● Better 
Incubation: Collection of Best Practices in Inclusive 
Entrepreneurship Support Programmes ● Toolkit: I 
want to make my incubator more inclusive, what now?
Other resources:

• SocialSEED, Methodological Guide for Social 
Incubators 

• Design Thinking for Impact Incubator Toolkit, i2 
Sustain IT OUTPUT

• Responsible Innovation Toolkit, Compass

6. Boost your potential through available resources 
and capacity

There are multiple organisational and external resources 
that need to be made available for your organisation to 
ensure a solid framework for your inclusive incubation 
programme and expanded operations. The success 
component also lies in how your incubator connects with 
the strategic networks and local stakeholders. These 
strategic investments into your in-house capacities and 
external resources can allow you to become a catalyst 
who can initiate changes towards the transformation of 
the entrepreneurship ecosystem:

 ✓ Develop a long-term sustainable funding model to 
enable implementation of the core activities of your 
inclusive incubation programme.

 ✓ Aim for reducing your dependence on public 
support and diversify your funding streams.

 ✓ Take a stock of the available human resources 
in your organisation and develop your in-house 
knowledge base and expertise through continuous 
capacity development.

 ✓ Expand your organisational competence by 
reaching towards external expertise and creating 
knowledge-based alliances.

 ✓ Create strategic partnerships to increase your 
impact, influence and leadership role in the 
entrepreneurship ecosystem.

 ✓ Build your inclusive image and shape your 
organisational brand by aligning your internal values 
with your external practices and communication.
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BEST PRACTICE: EU|BIC LEIRIA 
Startup Leiria has been promoting social innovation for the past 4 years. Together with the Polytechnic 
of Leiria, we created a social innovation incubator. We organised 2 Bootcamps with 66 participants, 3 
acceleration programmes with a total of 40 participating projects, and 30 tutored projects based on 
individualised services, and now we are incubating 17 social innovation projects. 

We managed to awaken the social entrepreneurship community in Leiria. Our main focus has been to work as a 
catalyst for innovative projects. We aim not to solve the social problems per se, but to provide the tools for social 
entrepreneurs to better understand the idiosyncrasies of managing a social venture. 

As such, we designed a roadmap that starts from a better understanding of the social problem (its root causes 
and consequences), aimed at improving the value proposition of each project. Next, we help entrepreneurs 
validate their solutions with a specific social audience. Finally, we help create a sustainable business model, 
with a funding and/or revenue model that assures sustainability – something we often see social entrepreneurs 
not taking into consideration without our guidance. 

That is how we are helping social ventures such as SPEAK, Brincar de Rua, and Freedom Crickets. SPEAK was 
created to support the integration of expat and migrant students and workers, reducing their isolation through 
the promotion of language teaching, equality and cultural diversity. The programmes created by SPEAK bring 
together small groups, based on their knowledge level of a language and the city where they are located, at 
very affordable prices. The organisation’s success is reflected in the size of its network. The numbers speak 
for themselves: 41,000 participants, representatives from 191 countries, 52 languages spoken and presence in 
28 SPEAK cities and 12 countries around the world. Brincar de Rua (play on the street) is a local association 
promoting children to play outside. Freedom Crickets pilots a project of insect farming in the local prison 
(learning facility) where detainees can learn a new skill helpful for the future. At the same time, the pilot works 
as a demonstration of protein alternatives for the future. 

We also mentor several projects linked with autism, ageing, female entrepreneurship, and speech disabilities. 
We now aim to foster these projects to a European dimension, with the concept of “Social Scale Up”. All these 
activities have been supported by a close partnership with the Polytechnic of Leiria. We organise a 10-week 
programme, with students with social-related degrees, where they attend workshops with social entrepreneurs 
from all over the country, work on social problems and design their entrepreneurial solutions or improve and 
help social projects that are already incubated. This helps students better understand social problems and gives 
them technical and behavioural competencies to address them (while helping other entrepreneurs).

Vitor Ferreira (General Manager), Startup Leiria
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It is not enough to compensate for a negative 
effect by doing a positive deed elsewhere. 
Triple P bottom-line means companies profit by 
contributing to our sustainable future in all their 
business activities.
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IMPACT ENTREPRENEURS: TRAINING FOR BSOS ON HOW TO 
GROW HIGH-IMPACT POTENTIAL IDEAS

In five richly packed modules, the Better Incubation training course enables participants to develop key 
skills, know-how & connections to grow their services to better support businesses that make a social and 
environmental impact. 

Foundational Training Course on Social Entrepreneurship

1. Introduction to Social Entrepreneurship  (watch)
a. Defining social entrepreneur vs social enterprise
b. Spectrum of social enterprise types
c. Panorama of legal structures and forms
d. Business model forms and hybrids 

2. Programme Design and Delivery  (watch)
a. Entrepreneurial journey
b. The person and the social venture
c. Typical barriers per journey stage
d. Startup programme elements

3. Impact Measurement and Management (watch)
a. Venture philanthropy and impact investing
b. Goal setting for social purpose organisations
c. Impact Measurement and Management 
d. Tools and framework for IMM

4. Communicating Impact (watch)
a. Golden Circle
b. Brand strategy
c. Communication channels

5. Funding Instruments (watch)
a. Financial instruments available
b. Hybrid financing mechanisms
c. Sustainability regulatory scenarios
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BUILDING AN ECOSYSTEM 
OF IMPACT, BY A|CUBE

a|cube is an incubator and accelerator focusing on 
impact startups. We encourage and support the 
creation and development of impactful businesses 
to generate innovation and social, cultural and 
environmental transformation. In the meantime, we 
focus on the empowerment of social entrepreneurs 
with the tools to implement their ideas and create 
solutions with a purpose.
 
We are a private company. We run social incubation 
projects focused on suburban areas in large cities 
funded by public administration. At the same time, we 
are running acceleration programs to work with impact 
startups where we also partner with investors and 
financial institutions.
 
Our business model is mostly third-party financing, 
such as public entities, foundations, private companies 
or European funding, and social enterprises and impact 
startups are our beneficiaries. When we work in specific 
regions during the incubation programs, we create 
local partnerships to support better and further social 
enterprises. On the other hand, during our acceleration 
programs, we support the impact startups during their 
investment readiness and fundraising activities by 
creating matching and collaborations with our network 
of investors. Our team has ongoing daily tasks regarding 
the research and scouting activities and networking, 
both with our beneficiaries and partners.

Our ecosystem
 
We have a very diversified ecosystem, and our mother 
company, Avanzi, has other 6 business units as of today: 
a strategic sustainability consultancy business with big 
corporations, an urban regeneration unit with local and 
public entities, a strategic communication department 
for sustainability, a finance unit to create and implement 
innovative and alternative financial instruments, an 
impact investment fund and a management company 
for places and spaces of social innovation and urban 
regeneration. Our business units are complementary 
and work as a whole to create impact and bring 

sustainable change. One of our value propositions 
is creating and working with specific networks and 
partnerships for every single project by implementing 
meaningful connections.
 
1. Incubation projects: incubation for us means also 
having a very local point of view. Working on local 
incubation programs, we deep dive into the local 
ecosystems, analyse the stakeholders, contact them 
one by one and involve them in our processes.
 
2. Acceleration programs: they are usually nationwide 
or European-wide. We create a network with specific 
and especially complementary partners, like also 
other incubators and accelerators or investors, to 
share pipelines, experiences, best practices, and 
opportunities.
 
We work in and with different sectors and business 
models, and the only criterion and verticality that we 
have is impact and sustainability. We work with people 
and organizations, both public and private, that are 
or are already on board like us regarding impact and 
sustainability, or they are willing to take the challenge. 
We are ready to accompany them to reach their purpose.
  
Impact Measurement 
 
We have a vertical team that is focused on developing, 
testing and using impact methodologies. We use 
methodologies that help us build impact frameworks 
for our clients and beneficiaries, to identify the impact 
vision and indicators and a system to measure and 
evaluate impact. We use the theory of change not 
just to evaluate impact at the end of processes, but 
to determine an organization’s business strategy, 
integrated with impact goals, at the very beginning.
 
We are also, as a|cube, a benefit company, which means 
we already implemented on ourselves our impact 
methodology to determine our vision and strategy and 
for two years now we measure, evaluate and revise our 
impact outcomes.
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As a collective effort, multiple ships sailed in 
the direction where the sun goes down. That 
is the basis of your innovative company with 
sustainability goals and should be part of your 
pre-assessment and the company’s strategic 
organisational level: join forces, co-create 
solutions and involve the value chain.
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BETTER INCUBATION TOOLKIT: I WANT TO MAKE MY STARTUP 
INCUBATOR/ ACCELERATOR MORE INCLUSIVE 

This section introduces you to the expert voices that 
were captured in a series of conversations in the 
Communities of Practice of the Better Incubation 
initiative. Listening to those affected in exchange for 
those supporting entrepreneurship stimulation led 
to a comprehensive collection of hands-on tools and 
methodologies for business support organisations. 
The collection, shared in highlights here, aims to 
make your incubation and other business support 
programmes more inclusive and accessible. 

The below-mentioned tools invite managers and 
contributors to incubation and other business support 
services to an honest analysis of your practices and give 
you tools to go beyond the usual suspects as participants 
in their programmes.

Being based on the experiences of the inclusive 
pilot programmes run within the Better Incubation 
framework, it is not an exhaustive list but offers itself as 
a starting point for all business support organisations 
to go beyond the status quo, i.e., mainstream 
entrepreneurship.

Inclusion is a great opportunity for us to 
rethink and rediscover entrepreneurship. 

As the programme manager of the New Roots for 
Mumpreneurs in Impact Hub Munich said: “We need 
to learn what entrepreneurship looks like when a 
mother is an entrepreneur”. The same goes for when an 
entrepreneur is a person with a migrant background, a 
person with a disability, a senior, a young person, etc. 

Updating the image we have in our minds of an 
entrepreneur will give us important insights into 
making entrepreneurship better for everyone. This 
transformation is not limited to business support 
organisations, of course. But our work can be a catalyst 
in this change, which creates the conditions for 
entrepreneurs of all backgrounds and identities to be 
successful.

12 KEY FINDINGS FROM THE COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE (COPS)
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Culture: Fostering and promoting an inclusive entrepreneurship culture

1. CHANGING THE NARRATIVE AROUND ENTREPRENEURSHIP USING ROLE MODELS TO PROMOTE DIFFERENT  
 ENTREPRENEURIAL PROFILES AND STORIES

 ✓ Awareness of entrepreneurship as an alternative to dependent employment/ unemployment
 ✓ Entrepreneurship is not all about unicorns
 ✓ Recognising the role of Business Support Organisations (BSOs) in social and inclusive    

 entrepreneurship
 ✓ Supporting research and data collection

2. UNDERSTANDING AND OVERCOMING LANGUAGE BARRIERS AND CULTURAL BIAS
 ✓ Promoting a culture of trust, inclusion, and recognition
 ✓ Improving accessibility of information and opportunities
 ✓ Using the right tools (hard and soft) and the right channels
 ✓ Introducing new role models

Strategies: Strengthening the design and delivery of entrepreneurship support

3. ADOPTING INCLUSIVE PROCESSES IN POLICYMAKING
 ✓ Involving beneficiaries in the design of the policies
 ✓ Involve BSOs in the implementation of regional policy strategies (employment, inclusion)
 ✓ Institutionalise co-creation structures into policy-making (multi-stakeholder advisory boards and  

 committees)
 ✓ Seniors and People with Disabilities should be considered more when designing policies and   

 programmes for inclusive entrepreneurship

4. EDUCATION POLICY (NEW!)
 ✓ Early ages
 ✓ Life-long educational program
 ✓ Digital inclusion
 ✓ Business training
 ✓ Volunteering programmes (peer support, intergenerational and inter-group support)

Regulations: Building a supportive regulatory environment for underrepresented 
entrepreneurs (UREs)

5. SIMPLIFYING THE REGULATORY FRAMEWORK
 ✓ UREs suffer from red tape, and administrative barriers when they want to set up their business.
 ✓ The flexibility of legal forms enabling to quickly establish businesses from the government is also  

 necessary. 

6. OFFERING INCENTIVES FOR URE/WOULD-BE ENTREPRENEURS
 ✓ Pension systems (Seniors), social benefits (PWDs)
 ✓ Fixed tax for entrepreneurs
 ✓ Visas for migrant entrepreneurs
 ✓ Basic business accounts for non-natives
 ✓ One-stop shop to access info (up to date)
 ✓ Creating/ funding a support infrastructure for URE groups (psychological support and counselling)
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Skills: Building entrepreneurship skills and capacities for the URE

7. ENTREPRENEURSHIP SKILLS DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES ARE DELIVERED THROUGH APPROPRIATE   
 CHANNELS AND TAILORED FOR DIFFERENT PROFILES 

 ✓ Allocate enough resources
 ✓ Create and co-design a strong & flexible framework based on user experience
 ✓ Design and support initiatives that emphasise pre-incubation
 ✓ Consider intersectionality (i.e. migrant woman)

8. OFFER TRAINING AND SUPPORT TO DELIVERY ORGANISATIONS THAT WORK WITH URE
 ✓ BSOs need to be supported to work with underrepresented entrepreneurs > not spot programmes,  

 but enable institutional changes
 ✓ Connect the BSOs with organisations working with vulnerable groups to facilitate outreach
 ✓ Supporting BSOs in the development, testing and implementation of IMM frameworks    

 (entrepreneur, organisation and local level)
 ✓ Creating the infrastructure to provide “non-business support” (counselling)

Finance: Facilitating access to business finance for UREs

9. USE & PRESENT A VARIETY OF FINANCIAL INSTRUMENTS TO SUPPORT URE
 ✓ Loan guarantees, microfinance, risk capital, crowdfunding, and peer-to-peer lending platforms
 ✓ Supporting public-private investors schemes for social and UREs 

10. TRAINING FOR INVESTORS ABOUT SPECIFIC PROFILES (NEEDS OF SPECIFIC GROUPS)
 ✓ Offer training to investors to teach them about the potential of UREs, and to address potential   

 biases in lending and investing decisions
 ✓ Including impact investors in government policy strategies and plans

Networks: Expanding networks for UREs

11. BUILD NETWORKS AND COMMUNITIES
 ✓ Public networking initiatives are promoted to build connections between UREs with    

 different profiles, entrepreneurs, and mainstream business networks.
 ✓ Promote entrepreneurial opportunities through informal networks
 ✓ Online platforms

12. CREATE A STRONG SUPPORTIVE ECOSYSTEM FOR ALL ACTORS
 ✓ Encourage the establishment of new alliances (unusual ones)
 ✓ Facilitate exchange of/access to information
 ✓ Credibility through impact-measurement to support what works rather than reinventing the wheel
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NOW WHAT? SOME OF THE BEST TOOLS FOR…

What is essential is that underrepresented groups 
should not be alone in pursuing business careers. 
They need to see themselves in their peers, their 
mentors, the staff of incubators and accelerators and 
in policymakers. The tools summarised here (source: 
Better Incubation Toolkit) can help you create small 
contributions to making that possible.

When underrepresented groups join entrepreneurial 
spaces, they bring along crucial insight into the real 
needs of their communities and society as a whole.

They also often carry a strong commitment to making 
a difference. In addition, business support communities 
benefit tremendously when these spaces become more 
inclusive. Entrepreneurs with different backgrounds 
bring new ideas, perspectives, and ways of doing and 
knowing. As a result of a more inclusive and diverse 
entrepreneurial space, our society will benefit from a 
more robust economy on the one hand, but also more 
innovation and a fairer society.

To be able to include such impact-driven entrepreneurs 
from underrepresented groups we are required to revisit 
one of our basic assumptions: valuing high-growth, tech 
start-ups more than social impact entrepreneurship. 
It’s crucial to ask ourselves if the businesses our 
organisations help establish and grow will decrease or 
increase inequities in our society.

ACCESS THE BEST TOOLS 
FOR…
Designing inclusive startup and innovation 
support programmes 

1. Empathy interviews (Interview Guide, Learning 
Forward, IDEO, Affinity Mapping)

2. Co-creation with organisations in the field 
(Journey Map, Design Sprints, Nesta DYI Toolkit, 
Responsible Innovation Toolkit)

3. Personas (Board of Innovation, Digital Learning 
Institute)

4. Flexible Modular Design (Wiley Education 
Services, Modularity)

Removing barriers

1. Analyse application data and get the diversity 
data you need (EW Group, UK Research and 
Innovation)

2. Web content accessibility guidelines (WCAG 
2.0 (W3C), Write good alt text to describe 
images (Harvard University), Colour Blindness 
Simulator)

3. Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion Training 
(Health Matters)
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Scouting for and selecting diverse participants

1. Community mapping (Ideo.org Design Kit, Board of Innovation, Strategy Tools)
2. Channels mapping (US Department of Health and Human Services)
3. Equity-informed selection (RE-Tool by Jerome Foundation, Harvard Business School, ICF)

Delivering the right programme support

1. Needs assessment (Eduflow, Edtech Books)
2. Business model basics (Stategyzer, Eric Ries)
3. Safer space (Tino Chibele, Museum of Impossible Forms, Forbes, Ashoka)
4. Onion principle and confidence building (International Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship, Tide)

Connecting participants to supportive people

1. Intentional mentor matching (Strategic Management Journal, College Spring, Mentor)
2. Purposeful hosting (Art of Hosting, Deskmag, Chris Corrigan, Priya Parker)
3. Peer-to-peer support (Emerge, The Young Foundation)

Facilitating access to capital

1. Map funding possibilities (Reaktor Education, startups.com, Builtin, Unconventional Ventures & Dealroom, 
Ashoka)

2. Pitch training (Drama Toolkit, IDEO)
3. Offer funding (Nexea)

Managing impact

1. Impact measurement platform (F6S Platform, Sopact, Giin)
2. Exit interviews with participants (IDEO, Chris Corrigan)
3. Competence framework (EntreComp, Procedia)

What commitment do we make to making your offering more inclusive? Don’t keep your answers to yourself, invite 
your team and wider community into the conversation. That is how transformation starts. 

Get started by accessing all the tools in the Better Incubation Toolkit. The toolkit includes descriptions, links to all 
tools and stories of those who went before us and already paved some of the roads.
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Conclusion

Now it’s up to each of us. 

In recent years, there has been a growing recognition 
of the importance of inclusive entrepreneurship and 
social enterprises in driving economic and social 
change. These types of businesses not only have the 
potential to create positive impacts on communities 
and the environment, but they can also be financially 
successful and sustainable in the long term. As such, 
mainstream business innovation support organizations 
should consider supporting inclusive entrepreneurship 
and social enterprises to drive innovation and promote 
sustainable development.

Inclusive entrepreneurship support and social 
enterprises have the potential to address pressing 
societal challenges. With many social enterprises 
focusing on solving social and environmental problems, 
such as poverty, inequality, and climate change 
mainstream business innovation support organizations 
can contribute to the development of real-world 
solutions for real-world challenges. Together we seek to 
create a more sustainable and equitable world.

In addition to their social and environmental benefits, 
inclusive entrepreneurship and social enterprises can 
also bring economic benefits. These businesses often 
operate in underserved or disadvantaged markets, 
creating new opportunities for economic growth and job 
creation. By supporting these businesses, mainstream 
business innovation support organizations can help to 
drive economic development in these areas, supporting 
local communities and boosting the economy as a 
whole.

Providing business support to inclusive 
entrepreneurship and social enterprises taps into a 
new source of innovation and creativity. Many of these 
businesses are founded by entrepreneurs with a strong 
social or environmental mission, who are driven to find 
new and innovative ways to address pressing problems. 
By supporting these types of businesses, EU|BICs tap 
into this innovative potential, helping to drive the 
development of new and innovative products, services, 
and technologies.

As more and more consumers and investors become 
aware of the importance of social and environmental 
issues, they are increasingly looking for businesses that 
share their values and are committed to making a positive 
impact. By supporting inclusive entrepreneurship 
and social enterprises, EU|BICs can demonstrate their 
commitment to sustainability and social responsibility, 
helping to improve their reputation and attracting new 
customers and investors.

In conclusion, there are many compelling reasons for 
mainstream business innovation support organizations 
to support inclusive entrepreneurship and social 
enterprises. These types of businesses have the 
potential to drive economic and social change, bring 
economic benefits, and be a source of innovation. By 
supporting all types of entrepreneurs EU|BICs can play 
a key role in creating a more sustainable and equitable 
world.

With this publication, we seek to give you plenty of 
ideas and starting points to make your business support 
programmes more inclusive. What is going to be your 
first step?

WELCOME TO THE FUTURE OF INNOVATION
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