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In 1972, my father who had a textile business in Uganda was given 90 days to leave the 
country under Idi Amin’s dictatorship. Asians were an entrepreneurial force in Uganda, at 
the time they fled, their businesses accounted for 90% of Ugandan tax revenues. Many of the 
Ugandan Asians had British passports yet debates on “where to send them” persisted and 
ended in several other countries refusing entry.

The 27,000 Asians who eventually made it to the UK were penniless but highly educated with raw entrepreneurial skills and a 
determination that arose from being given a second chance. In fact, the Ugandan Asian resettlement is now seen as one of  the most 
successful in Britain’s history. What can we learn from the success of  this community in the UK? For a start, we should recognise 
that there is a tremendous opportunity to better harness the talents of  entrepreneurial immigrants for job creation and wider 
economic benefits.

A report by the Centre for Entrepreneurship stated that one in seven UK companies are started by immigrants yet they face unique 
challenges due to lack of  awareness and cultural barriers. It is estimated that the UK economy misses out on more than £8 billion 
a year through failing to make the most of  its minority communities and their untapped talent.  These are two of  many examples 
which motivated me to study immigrant entrepreneurship in greater depth. 

In 2012, my own experience with immigration policy strengthened my motivation to explore this topic. I co-founded Columbia 
University’s first incubator to support graduating entrepreneurs. About 20% of  the cohort were foreign and after a lengthy process, 
I was the only one who secured a visa to stay and start a business in the US. The others decided not to roll the dice on an effort 
that was both complex and time consuming with little certainty as to the outcome. And so they left, taking their unique talents and 
potential after attaining their highly valued degrees in the US. The frustration I felt as a result motivated me to start Growth Hub 
Global to support European founders in expanding their businesses to the US and globally. 

Last year, walking through the grounds of  Blenheim Palace, the birthplace of  Winston Churchill, I found an ally on this mission. 
On Churchill’s death in 1965, the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust was set up to continue his legacy of  leadership. Through the 
generous grants of  the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust and the Rank Foundation, I was one of  150 British citizens awarded a 
research fellowship to travel abroad and return with innovative ideas to benefit people across the UK. 

You will read ahead what I learnt from travels to eight countries and nine cities. This is not intended to be an academic report 
- rather it is focused on grassroots insights from immigrant entrepreneurs and change-makers working to make entrepreneurial 
ecosystems more open. The journey took me from global accelerators near the Berlin Wall to Crypto Valley with blockchain 
enthusiasts in Switzerland, from the Ministry of  Economic Affairs in Helsinki to a chatbot meetup in the heart of  Vienna, from 
meeting Toronto’s Spiderman to Bloomberg’s offices in New York. And at the end to Kampala, Uganda - where I would have 
grown up had the UK rejected the Ugandan Asian resettlement. 

I am immensely grateful for the time and insights given generously by over one hundred individuals and organisations all of  
which are noted in the acknowledgements. The goal on completion of  the fellowship is to implement the first of  my five key 
recommendations to mutually benefit immigrant entrepreneurs and native populations and for the knowledge in this report to 
shape more progressive policies on immigrant entrepreneurship. Thank you for your interest, I welcome your comments and 
feedback.

Sincerely yours, 

Kajal Sanghrajka 

Churchill Fellow 2017-2018

Twitter: @kajalnyclon

Website and Newsletter: https://transatlanticpost.com/

To My Readers

“Courage is rightly 
esteemed the first 
of human qualities 
because it has been 
said, it is the quality 
which guarantees all 
others.” 

Winston Churchill 
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2.1 HUMANS NOT NUMBERS

The high emotional cost and uncertainty of  subjective immigration policies for the entrepreneurs and their families were 
emphasised in the majority of  interviews. Criteria to vet entrepreneurs can be complex given the nature of  the business cycle. 
However, some policies lacked a real understanding of  modern entrepreneurship and labour market needs by treating immigration 
as a ‘one size fits all’ issue or simply a game of  quotas.  More progressive policies had a human centred approach and demonstrated 
clear, realistic criteria and pathways to residency for the entrepreneur should the business meet defined milestones. 

“Irish National Immigration Service have an experienced evaluation committee 
looking at the business plan which takes it away from a numbers game and puts the 
personality back into the visa” 

Peter Lennox, Enterprise Ireland

Today’s emerging entrepreneurs are global, tech 
savvy innovators who have far more choice on 
where to start and grow their businesses than 
ever before. After travelling across Europe and 
North America interviewing people involved at 
the grassroots in supporting entrepreneurship, it 
seems the cities and economies which are likely 
to attract the best and brightest entrepreneurs 
in the long-run will have two common attributes.  

First, they understand that longer term 
integration is a two-way process. They have 
a balanced and fair immigration policy linked 
to economic needs which inspires confidence 
amongst the native population, where the 
framework is robust and enforced effectively 
so as to minimize abuse and allow genuine 
entrepreneurs to flourish and contribute. This 
results in mutual benefits for both the new 
entrepreneurs and the destination country 
through greater innovation, diversity and job 
creation. 

Second, they implement innovative models 
which reflect a more nuanced understanding of  
the challenges faced by the entrepreneur: Can I 
continue to live in this country as I invest in my 
business? Can I hire the best talent I need from 
across the world? Can I access financing, a peer 
community and key customers? As well as more 
personal factors: Can my spouse find work 
opportunities? Do I feel welcome? 

The following key findings summarise the broad 
emerging themes across nine cities. 

The 
Right 
Balance

2.2 INTEGRATION, INTEGRATION, 
INTEGRATION   

Ideally, integration is a two-way process; one that takes into 
consideration both the needs of  the native population and 
immigrant entrepreneurs to create mutual benefits. In practise, 
this was rarely the case but some stand-out models I observed 
fell into three broad categories:

a. Mentorship, communities and customised soft-landing 
programmes to facilitate networking between domestic and 
new immigrant entrepreneurs. 

b. Digital integration, for example mobile apps with centralised, 
holistic information about starting a business in the city and 
access to free digital training and tools. 

c. Effective engagement of  the immigrant’s unique talents, 
for example, harnessing knowledge of  their origin country’s 
market to facilitate trade for local businesses.

Overall, I observed an over-allocation of  resources to 
attracting entrepreneurs with little consideration of  successful 
long-term integration and its resultant benefits which I highlight 
at the end of  the report in the case study on Ugandan Asians.

2.3 RISE OF THE GRADUATE 
ENTREPRENEURS

As two broad trends collide; a drive to attract more 
international students to universities and an increase in 
undergraduate and postgraduate entrepreneurial education, 
more and more of  our most valuable companies will originate 
at universities. If  greater numbers of  international students 
then choose to pursue entrepreneurship but have no route 
to stay in the country to grow their business, what benefit 
is gained beyond short term fee income? Better structural 
incentives in all countries were needed to address the 
broken link between academia and immigration pathways for 
international graduate entrepreneurs.  

“I know people who won’t leave the city 
because of communities like Women in 
Vienna, it is a critical support for foreign 
female entrepreneurs” 

Kaitlyn Chang, Founder Sellvus, Vienna 

“Research commissioned by Universities 
UK found that in 2014-15 non-EU and 
EU students contributed £13.8 billion to 
UK GDP and supported 206,600 jobs”

Universities UK Research 
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2.4 WAITING FOR SUPERWOMAN

While there were several untapped immigrant talent pools the 
starkest underserved group were high skilled spouses. Many 
leave careers in their home countries to support their partners. 
Often visa restrictions and/or labour market friction in the new 
country, where their skills and experiences may not be valued 
as highly, leave them either unemployed or underemployed. 
I heard several cases where this led to the couple leaving a 
country. This issue disproportionately impacts women and 
their unused skills are a significant loss to the economy. 

“Some spouses have to wait up to 1-2 
years before they could work – the gap 
in their CVs creates issues and there are 
no programs addressing this” 

Anna Kostecka, TRIEC Toronto

2.5 CULTURAL KRYPTONITE AND 
SUPERPOWERS

Openness and positive attitudes towards immigrant 
entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship in general were cited 
as important reasons to stay in a city. More often than not, 
culture was a kryptonite or deterrent rather than an advantage 
in a city’s ability to retain global entrepreneurs.  And where it 
was a superpower, a positive culture was able to compensate 
for factors such as few customer clusters and high living costs. 
At a macro level, immigration policies either sent strongly 
negative or positive cultural signals. However, at a micro level, 
it emerged that support organisations, played a critical role 
in setting the tone of  a welcoming cultur . This often took 
the form of  entrepreneurial communities and networks that 
the immigrant entrepreneur could readily integrate into. And 
in other cases, dedicated media and awards to celebrate 
immigrant entrepreneur contributions. 

“Why would I grow my business where I 
don’t feel welcome?” 

Simon Morley, Founder Cucumber Tony



12 13

Introduction 
& Approach

3



14 15

Finding the Answers

This research report consolidates learnings 
from travels to 8 countries and 12 cities, 
9 of which are covered in depth this 
report to answer the question: how do 
cities attract and integrate high-skilled 
immigrant entrepreneurs? I travelled to 
USA, Canada, Ireland, Finland, Germany, 
Austria, Switzerland and Uganda. I focused 
on researching innovative emerging models 
being implemented by cities to support 
immigrant entrepreneurship. 

SCOPE 

There is an abundance of  indices, rankings and studies covering 
the broader infrastructure, regulatory, economic, tax and 
labour environment which can influence a decision to start 
and grow a business in any one city. Recognising that there 
are multiple drivers of  an entrepreneur’s decision to locate 
and remain in a city, I took a different approach and focused 
on grassroots observations. I paid particular attention to 
immigration policy, entrepreneurial support organisations and 
cultural sensibilities. These observations are recorded through 
the lens of  my own experience as an immigrant entrepreneur. 
Where relevant, I have included secondary research statistics 
to support observations and recommendations.

OBJECTIVES 

1. Identify the key local public, private and educational 
stakeholders supporting immigrant entrepreneurship across 
cities 

2. Document the emerging models through a series of  
interviews 

3. Understand challenges faced by immigrant entrepreneurs in 
each city

4. Assess suitability of  models for implementation in the UK

PRIMARY RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Research focused on semi-structured interviews with 
targeted stakeholders. Interviewees were identified through 
desk research of  organisations working with immigrant 
entrepreneurs and through referrals. I conducted over 100 
in-person and telephone interviews which typically lasted 
between 60-90 minutes. 

For each city, Isenberg’s entrepreneurial framework (2011) 
was used to categorise the various parties interviewed. 
The Isenberg framework identified six key domains of  an 
entrepreneurial ecosystem: a conducive culture, enabling 
policies and leadership, availability of  appropriate finance, 
quality human capital, venture-friendly markets for products, 

and a range of  institutional and infrastructural supports.  I 
focused on interviewing those involved in policy, finance, 
culture and supports. 

KEY QUESTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION

• Is there a clear immigration pathway for entrepreneurs? 

• How well integrated is start-up policy with other parts of  
the ecosystem?

• What are the key challenges for immigrant entrepreneurs? 

• What are cities doing to help accelerate their success and 
how is it measured?

• How are more tacit entrepreneurial talent pools being 
uncovered and leveraged? 

SECONDARY RESEARCH 

Primary research and the framework of  the analysis was 
built upon through existing research literature on immigrant 
entrepreneurship including press, books, magazines and 
academic papers listed in the appendices.

THE TRANSATLANTIC POST

Outside of  formal interviews, I spoke to as many people 
as possible in every city to decode the city’s culture and 
understand the attitudes and perspectives of  the local 
population towards immigrants as well as the experience of  
immigrant entrepreneurs. To complement this report, monthly 
editorials covering the research were written for each city 
through the journey and are archived on the Transatlantic 
Post website. I continue to write each month about 
entrepreneurship, start-up policies, city ecosystems and culture 
to make the topics more accessible to a wider audience. 
And also, to publicise the work of  those creating more open 
entrepreneurial ecosystems. To receive this newsletter each 
month, go to the transatlanticpost.com to subscribe and for 
contributions about your work in this area, please contact me 
directly, contact details are in the Appendix section.

www.transatlanticpost.com
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Left to Right (Top Row) Migration Hub Berlin for Immigrant Entrepreneurs, Myself  and Omar Alshafai founder of  
Bureaucrazy, Entrance to the Mars Discovery District innovation hub in Toronto

Left to Right: Maria 01 Helsinki old hospital building turned into a space for start-ups, Enterprise Ireland Offices Dublin, 
Gathering of  British and International entrepreneurs in London

“ The frustration I felt from seeing talented, skilled graduate entrepreneurs leaving due to 
immigration is the reason I am standing here talking to you today”

Kajal Sanghrajka, Keynote Speech Helsinki TalentBoost Summit 

Left to Right: F10 Fintech Accelerator Zurich Switzerland, CAMBA Brooklyn supporting local immigrant entrepreneurs, 
Columbia University Start Up Lab, New York 
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Every year, companies less than five years old create an average 
of  1.5 million new jobs for Americans. One group is a key driver 
of  the formation of  new businesses: the 34.2 million working-age 
immigrants in the US 2. New York is no exception with a third of  
its businesses started by immigrants. As the national debate on 
immigration rages, can you still make it in “Metropolis” if  you are 
from a different planet? 3

New York Overview

4.1 BEST PRACTICE TAKEAWAYS

• Independent support for international student entrepreneurs to stay post-graduation and build businesses incubated at university 
[ref. 4.3.1]

• Identification, financing and immigration support for visa-restricted employees with a viable business model who want to 
transition to entrepreneurship [ref. 4.3.2]

• Advocacy groups conducting robust research on immigrant entrepreneurship to lobby the Government for change in 
immigration laws for entrepreneurs [ref. 4.3.3]

• Provision of  digital tools and training for immigrant entrepreneurs to quickly set up businesses at low cost [ref. 4.3.4]

Mohamed Al Tantawy is the co-founder of  a high growth tech company Agolo. After graduating from Columbia 
University with a PhD in computer science he joined Columbia’s incubator to start Agolo. It now employs a team of  

more than 10 and was recently funded by Microsoft Ventures. 

“I love New York but at points in my life, I always 
wondered why I didn’t go to Canada. Sometimes I 

thought was it worth it? In Canada, I would have had my 
citizenship by now instead it has taken me 10 years to 

have the certainty of residency in the US”

4.2: POST-GRADUATE STUDENT TO IMMIGRANT 
ENTREPRENEUR

CASE
STUDY

2 “The Importance of  Young Firms for Economic Growth,” September 13, 2015, Jason Wiens and Chris Jackson, Kaufmann 

3 “Superman was an Immigrant”, The Transatlantic Post 
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4.3 USA Operating Models

4.3.1 GRADUATE ENTREPRENEUR VISA 
PATHWAY – THE GLOBAL EIR PROGRAMME 

There are now 40% more international students studying in the 
US than a decade ago but there are limited and difficult options 
for talented international student entrepreneurs to stay and 
grow their businesses. Global EIR provides a clear program 
for graduate students who have met certain criteria to attain 
a visa and stay in the US to build their businesses. I spoke to 
Craig Montouri, the program’s founder specifically about the 
incentives to bridge university and immigration pathways. The 
program delivers innovation economy opportunities locally - 
entrepreneurs make a service commitment to the university, 
to create jobs for the city and in turn, international applicants 
can see the Global EIR clear pathway to stay in the city beyond 
graduation.

“Global EIR has already helped a growing 
number of entrepreneurs gain access 
to the visas they need to grow their 
businesses and create American jobs”
Brad Feld, The Foundry

4.3.2 SUPPORTING IMMIGRANT 
EMPLOYEES TO BECOME 
ENTREPRENEURS – UNSHACKLED 
VENTURES

Many entrepreneurs arrive in the US via employment visas 
with long waits for residency permits. There is a large pool of  
immigrants who acquire domain expertise in companies and 
have viable ideas to address market problems but who are 
unable to capitalise on that knowledge. Unshackled Ventures 
provides funding and immigration support to early stage 
entrepreneurs who are employed and want to start a new 
business. 

Speaking to its founder Manan Mehta, one of  his major goals is 
for Unshackled to create 100,000 American jobs and support 
immigrant entrepreneurs with mentors, advisors and the 
right support to grow. Knowing that immigrants have a high 
propensity to wish to start new businesses, they have been 
successful in tapping into this immigrant talent pool across the 
US with a robust model. 

4.3.3 RESEARCH-BASED ADVOCACY 
GROUPS – NEW AMERICAN ECONOMY, 
NATIONAL FOUNDATION FOR AMERICAN 
POLICY, KAUFFMAN FOUNDATION

Given the rise of  fake news and myths around immigration, 
advocacy groups in the US play a key role in separating fact 
from fiction with robust research on the contribution of  
immigrant entrepreneurs. One example is the Kauffman 
Foundation which publishes a well-known index of  start-up 
activity that shows almost 30% of  all new entrepreneurs were 
immigrants and on the policy objective that a viable start-
up visa could generate $70–240B in economic growth and 
create up to 1,300,000 new jobs over a decade at scale. New 
American Economy and National Foundation for American 
Policy are two other leading organisations which produce 
robust research to influence immigration policy. 

“To stop immigration being used as 
scapegoat, we need to have something in 
place to push back against that”
Jeremy Robbins, New American Economy

4.3.4  DISTRIBUTION OF LOW COST 
TECHNOLOGY FOR IMMIGRANT 
ENTREPRENEURS – MOBILIZE YOUR 
BUSINESS TECHNOLOGY SERVICES, CAMBA, 
BROOKLYN

With comprehensive immigration reform, still a long way off, 
improved nurturing of  entrepreneurial talent amongst those 
already in the country is increasingly important. Brooklyn 
based CAMBA hosts several programmes for immigrant 
entrepreneurs. Isaac Rolden, its director, explained that 
education and distribution of  low cost technologies is central 
to its integration strategy. They teach a ‘mobilise your business’ 
program which equips entrepreneurs to use mobile technology 
to increase sales and reduce costs. For example, a point of  sale 
system might have previously cost an immigrant entrepreneur 
$5000+ but with CAMBA’s digital distribution of  a low-cost 
credit card device it would cost less than $100, this significantly 
accelerates the timeframe within which the immigrant 
entrepreneurs can start creating economic benefits. 

“Most of the immigrants were selling 
something in their home countries, 
they have the raw skills but there is a 
discomfort around technology” 

Isaac Rolden, Director CAMBA

Columbia University Startup Lab, New York -  A facility with over 40 startups created through a unique partnership between Columbia College and the Schools 
of Business, Engineering, Law, and International and Public Affairs. 
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Toronto is the fourth largest city in North America and 
makes up 20% of  Canada’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
wherein entrepreneurship is a rising contributor. Immigration 
is not new to Toronto and the rise of  entrepreneurship 
provides fertile ground to tap into immigrant start-up talent. 
However, for immigrant entrepreneurship to be economically 
transformative, integration not just openness is key. 4

Toronto Overview

5.1 BEST PRACTICE TAKEAWAYS

• Immigration policy linked to economic and labour market needs with annual multi-stakeholder engagement and input from 
Canadian businesses [ref. 5.3.1]

• Soft-landing programmes targeted to specific immigrant entrepreneur cultures easing integration issues [ref. 5.3.2]

• Measurement of  integration with tools such as the Intercultural Development Tool to improve cultural competence in domestic 
businesses [ref. 5.3.3]

• A culture that allows for dual identity and celebrates immigrant success through dedicated media outlets, awards and 
professional networks [ref. 5.3.4]

• Private sector banking and financial services specifically for newcomers as well as educational and training resources [ref. 5.3.5]

Dr Ridha Ben Mrad is the founder of  Sheba Microsystems and Professor at the University of  Toronto. Sheba 
Microsystems is a manufacturer of  miniature cameras for smart phones and technology for autofocus and optical 

image stabilization. He chose to move to Canada from the US and his company is part of  the MaRS discovery district 
in Toronto which supports high growth companies. 

 “I am from the Mediterranean where people speak 
French and Arabic, multi-culturalism is important to 

me….I identify myself as Canadian and Tunisian” 

5.2: IMMIGRANT UNIVERSITY PROFESSOR TO 
ENTREPRENEUR

4  “Brain Gain in Toronto”, The Transatlantic Post 

CASE
STUDY
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5.3 Toronto Operating Models

5.3.1 IMMIGRATION POLICY ADAPTED 
TO LABOUR MARKET NEEDS – 
CANADIAN GLOBAL SKILLS VISA

Access to talent remains one of  the biggest constraints in 
starting and growing a business. In recognition of  this, the 
Canadian Government announced a fast track visa to hire 
foreign talent. This is part of  a wider Global Skills Strategy to 
“provide businesses in Canada with a faster way to bring in 
global talent in order to scale-up and grow - creating better 
jobs for more Canadians”. Fast track refers to a two-week 
processing time not only for highly skilled workers but also 
their immediate dependents. 

“We want to help high-growth 
companies bring in talent by slashing 
processing times for a Canada visa 
application from six months to just 10 
business days”
Justin Trudeau on Quora

5.3.2 TAILORED SOFT-LANDING 
PROGRAMMES - LATAM START-UPS, IRISH 
CANADIAN IMMIGRATION COUNCIL 

Talking to several cultural specific support groups, it became 
evident that there were varying levels of  success in integrating 
immigrant entrepreneurs depending on their origin country. 
I spoke with LatAm Startups, a non-profit founded by 
Miryam Lazarte bringing the “best Latin American start up 
founders to Toronto and helping them to scale globally”. 
Miryam recognized that cultural differences were preventing 
talented, often highly skilled tech savvy Latin Americans from 
succeeding in Canada. During this program, founders have 6 
months to test whether the Canadian market is viable thereby  
substantially mitigating risk in the market entry process. 

“We hold workshops to debunk 
myths and misconceptions about Latin 
Americans - after the workshop 73% of 
people were more willing to do business 
with Latin Americans” 
Miryam Lazarte, CEO LatAm Startups

5.3.3 INTEGRATION TOOLS – TORONTO 
REGIONAL IMMIGRANT EMPLOYMENT 
COUNCIL (TRIEC)

For immigrant entrepreneurship to be economically 
transformative, integration of  immigrants not just openness 
is key. Many immigrant entrepreneurs noted friction in the 
labour market or underemployment as a driver for starting 
their own businesses “Hire yourself  if  no one hires you”. This 
can sometimes be characterised as necessity entrepreneurship 
which meets with mixed success.   

Toronto Regional Immigration Employment Council (TRIEC) 
places specific emphasis on the integration of  highly skilled 
immigrants into the workforce to reduce this friction. 
Integration is difficult to measure and Anna Kostecka head of  
learning initiatives at TRIEC provided some insight into a new 
tool designed to help measure intercultural competence. The 
Intercultural Development Tool “helps identify someone’s 
ability to recognize and navigate cultural difference”.  While 
this tool is devoted to measuring cultural competence in the 
workplace, the foundational concept of  integration is relevant 
to any city wishing to attract immigrant entrepreneurs and 
support them to be successful. 

“People see cultural differences very 
superficially, once you are more “inter-
culturally competent” you can see 
how culture influences behaviours, 
expectations, etc. If you don’t 
understand this you may interpret this 
the wrong way” 
Anna Kostecka, Senior Manager, Learning 
Initiatives TRIEC

5.3.4 MEDIA AND SHIFTING 
PERCEPTIONS – NEW CANADIAN MEDIA, 
CANADIAN IMMIGRANT 

Founded in 2004, the Canadian Immigrant magazine celebrates 
and connects immigrants across Canada. Each year, the 
magazine along with Royal Bank of  Canada, host the Top 25 
Immigrant awards . Another outlet, New Canadian Media 
describes itself  as the pulse of  immigrant Canada. 

Immigrant entrepreneurs themselves also play a key 
role. I interviewed Gerard Keledjian, an immigrant media 

5 Canada launches the global skills strategy - Canadian citizenship news 

6 Canadian Immigrant 2016 Winners http://canadianimmigrant.ca/canadas-top-25-immigrants/canadas-top-25-immigrants-2016/

MaRS Discovery District, Toronto - One of the world’s largest innovation hubs

entrepreneur originally an experienced journalist from UAE, 
who founded a video production company and produced a TV 
show called “New Canadians”. Media coverage plays a pivotal 
role in influencing the general perception of  immigration 
amongst Canadians. A number of  entrepreneurs I spoke with 
commented that it was refreshing to see the media celebrate 
the achievements of  immigrants and their positive contribution 
to the Canadian economy and culture. 

5.3.5 FINANCING, EDUCATION AND 
MENTORSHIP – ROYAL BANK OF CANADA, 
HIRE IMMIGRANTS  

Royal Bank of  Canada are active in several parts of  the 
ecosystem to support entrepreneurship through financing 
and other means. In addition to providing services dedicated 
to immigrant entrepreneurs they fund non-profits such 
as Hire Immigrants. This organisation supports immigrant 
entrepreneurs through education and resources, including 
assistance with writing business plans. In a conversation with 
the Hire Immigrants team, they commented that “immigrants 
are starting and launching businesses at the fastest rates but 
scale and growth is more of  a challenge”. The organisation 
therefore strives to provide the information and resources to 
support these companies scale.

 “Where there are gaps, we also look 
to solve problems and challenges with 
partners… very often entrepreneurs 
are overwhelmed and don’t know which 
agency does what” 
Devon Franklin, Project Manager, Hire 
Immigrants  
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Ireland is home to only 4.5 million people but attracts a disproportionate 
percentage of  the EU’s Foreign Direct Investment. It is the European 
hub for over 1,000 leading multinational companies many of  which are 
housed in Ireland’s Silicon Docks; and a good proportion of  immigrants 
first arrive as employees of  these large companies. 7 Dublin Overview

6.1 BEST PRACTICE TAKEAWAYS

• Cross-disciplinary evaluation committee experienced in business case assessment vetting immigrant entrepreneurs for Irish 
residency [ref. 6.3.1]

• Targeted funds for specified groups of  untapped entrepreneurial talent including graduate and foreign entrepreneurs who want 
to re-locate to Ireland to start businesses [ref. 6.3.2]

• Recognition of  entrepreneurial potential in immigrant employees and offering a pathway to start businesses with dedicated 
support [ref. 6.3.2]

• Immediate welcoming community to support newcomers integrate [ref. 6.3.3]

• Cluster specific events which attract global experts in the city’s core innovation areas [ref. 6.3.4] 

7  “Tommy Used to Work on Silicon Docks”, The Transatlantic Post, September 2017

Krystian Fikert first immigrated to Ireland as an employee of  Google located in Dublin’s “Silicon Docks”. Using domain 
expertise from Google and his background in psychology he made the transition to entrepreneurship. As a newcomer, 
he found Ireland’s mental health system difficult to navigate and wanted to start MyMind to address this. His path from 

tech company employee to entrepreneur is a common one.

“I wanted to create something affordable and accessible 
for mental healthcare in Ireland with MyMind. As I was an 
EU citizen, I did not have any residency restrictions. If I 

had to go through another visa process, I would have been 
reluctant to leave steady secure employment at Google”. 

6.2: IMMIGRANT EMPLOYEE TO ENTREPRENEURCASE
STUDY
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6.3 Dublin Operating Models

6.3.1  CROSS DISCIPLINARY VISA 
EVALUATION - [STEP] START-UP 
ENTREPRENEURS PROGRAMME 

For non-EU immigrant entrepreneurs, the STEP programme 
provides a robust framework for start-up evaluation. To 
qualify, the business must be a “high potential start-up” that 
is one that can scale and create 10 jobs and realise €1 million 
in sales within four years. Residency is granted to successful 
applicants. Applications are assessed by an experienced 
evaluation committee across several departments; Justice 
and Immigration, Finance, Foreign Affairs and Trade, Business 
Enterprise and Innovation, Industrial Development Authority 
(IDA). Independent experts are also brought in where 
required. The strength of  this approach is two-fold; a cross-
disciplinary, experienced team are well equipped to detect 
fraudulent applications and the objectivity derived from clear, 
well-informed criteria increases the likelihood of  genuine 
entrepreneurs being accepted.

6.3.2 COMPETITIVE START FUND (CSF) 
FOR UNTAPPED TALENT - ENTERPRISE 
IRELAND 

The CSF offers €50k for potential founders in specific groups 
including: international entrepreneurs who want to relocate 
to Ireland, graduate entrepreneurs, professionals with 25 
years’ domain expertise and female entrepreneurs in specific 
sectors. Such tailored funding helps to uncover hidden 
pockets of  entrepreneurial talent and to reduce the risk of  
starting a business for the individual.  For example, graduate 
entrepreneurs who incubated their businesses during university 
but may be restricted by immigration constraints or funds 
could utilise CSF to continue to grow their businesses. 

“Graduate entrepreneurs can sometimes 
be overlooked…we understand the value 
in their ideas and their businesses to the 
start-up ecosystem…this is a kick-start 
fund for innovative early stage companies 
led by graduates” 
Enterprise Ireland (8)

6.3.3 COMMUNITY DRIVEN 
INTEGRATION – ENTREPRENEURS 
ANONYMOUS 

Entrepreneurs Anonymous started in Dublin as 
an accountability group by former students of  an 
entrepreneurship course and now spans 15 cities with 12,000 
members. I attended an event whilst in Dublin on breaking 
into the Chinese market. It was a simple and effective way of  
meeting local entrepreneurs in a matter of  a few days in the 
city. It is one of  several networks that acts as an immediate 
nexus for new entrepreneurs in Dublin. While it is not 
exclusive to immigrant entrepreneurs, it is an important lever 
in setting a welcoming tone into Dublin’s entrepreneurial 
community. 

6.3.4  CLUSTER SPECIFIC TALENT – 
SAASTOCK, DUBLIN COMMISSIONER FOR 
START-UPS BOOTCAMP

SaaStock is one example of  a global conference in Dublin 
specialising in business to business Software as a Service (B2B 
SaaS). Last year, 1500 attendees from 44 countries attended 
the conference. Such events allow greater exposure for Dublin 
and reinforce its core innovations - attracting entrepreneurs 
from all over the world with specific expertise that could 
thrive in the city. The Dublin Commissioner of  Startups, 
an independent non-profit organisation, also offers a SaaS 
Bootcamp to build a sales and marketing engine for accelerated 
growth.

“After attending SaaStock, one CEO had 
a day with the Ireland Industrial Agency 
and used this as a basis for his decision 
to set up in Ireland” 

Alex Theuma, Founder SaaStock 

8  CSF for Graduate Entrepreneurs Press Release March 2018

Grand Canal Square Dublin - Now one of the most prosperous and innovative areas of the country, symbolising Ireland’s recovery from the financial crisis of 2008 
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Berlin is an inherently international city. In 2016, there were nearly 700,000 
foreign nationals originating from over 190 countries resident there. 
Annually 44,000 companies are founded in Berlin. Despite no obvious 
customer clusters, the city has succeeded in carving out a unique global 
entrepreneurial identity. 9

Berlin Overview

7.1 BEST PRACTICE TAKEAWAYS

• Joint founder and local stakeholder teams leading several entrepreneurial initiatives to improve the ecosystem based on well 
researched gaps and needs [ref. 7.3.1]

• Centralised and easily accessible information portal and mobile app for international entrepreneurs to navigate entrepreneurship 
and residency in Berlin [ref. 7.3.2]

• Strong corporate sector engagement in particular through provision of  apprenticeships and mentorship for immigrants [ref.7.3.3]

• Mandatory language training, supported by independent organisations and non-profits, to aid integration of  new arrivals 

• Several independent organisations offering free digital tools and online courses to leverage skills and tech talent of  new 
immigrants [ref. 7.3.4]

9 “Berlin’s Fallen Walls”, The Transatlantic Post

Fadi Zaim, originally from Syria, had been in Berlin for two years and through the ReDi School founded Jasmine 
Catering, a Syrian food catering business. The ReDi School is a non-profit that provides complimentary digital tools 

and training to support tech interested newcomers. His first customer approached him after a ReDi School demo day 
and he emphasised that programmes such as this were key to him being able to start a business.

 “Through the school’s resources, I developed an online 
store and participated in the Demo day of ReDI school 

which took place at the Start-up Europe summit 2016. A 
corporate attendee from CISCO asked to try our food and 

gave me his card. That was our first contract”. 

7.2: IMMIGRANT ENTREPRENEUR FROM SYRIA CASE
STUDY
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7.3 Berlin Operating Models

7.3.1  FOUNDER INVOLVEMENT IN 
ECOSYSTEM INITIATIVES – START UP 
BERLIN 

The Berlin Start Up unit was set up in 2015 by the state 
of  Berlin and partners from the start-up economy. The 
collaborative nature of  the program is unique. With seven 
focused initiatives, included after a lengthy study as to what the 
ecosystem needs, each is governed in tandem by a successful 
founder and an institution. For example, one of  the initiatives 
addresses “networking” and is led by the founder of  Spendino 
and coordinated with the state of  Berlin. One of  the key 
goals of  the initiative was to extend the cooperation between 
start-ups and established companies. This type of  stakeholder 
integration with successful founders ultimately leads to more 
relevant and realistic policies.   

7.3.2  CENTRALISED INFORMATION 
FOR NEWCOMERS – BUSINESS WELCOME 
SERVICE, IHK BERLIN

The city of  Berlin recognised the importance of  culture to both 
the attraction and retention of  international entrepreneurs. 
The business welcome service is a programme initiated by 
the local Chamber of  Commerce which provides help for 
entrepreneurial non-EU citizens i.e. a university graduate 
who wants to stay in Berlin to set up a business or a foreign 
entrepreneur wishing to set up a branch in Berlin. The service 
is complemented by the ‘Welcome App’, a centralised portal 
enabling potential immigrants to find relevant information 
about moving to Berlin and setting up a business i.e. visa 
information, language training, finding an apartment, day care 
and more. 

“The IHK would make sure that foreign 
founders and professionals in particular 
obtain the required permits and 
information quickly” 
Berlin Start Up Unit 

7.3.3 STRONG CORPORATE 
ENGAGEMENT – REDI, START-UP BOOTCAMP

A standout characteristic of  the Berlin ecosystem was 
the strong integration with the corporate sector whether 
in providing apprenticeships or advisory and mentoring 
resources. At the ReDi school, corporate partners include 
Klocker, Daimler, CISCO and SAP. Corporates that provide 
apprenticeships to talented immigrants facilitate critical 
integration into German working life. This also reduces labour 
market friction for new immigrants whose technical skills in 
particular can be utilised more quickly. 

7.3.4  DIGITAL INTEGRATION AND 
LEARNING – REDI SCHOOL, MIGRANT HUB 

The ReDi School of  Digital Integration, while not specifically 
for immigrant entrepreneurs, provides valuable lessons on 
how technology can aid integration efforts. Founded in 2016, 
it recognised that many refugees and immigrants arrive with 
valuable IT skills which can be used to contribute to the 
economy. The school provides sponsored laptops and offers 
3-months IT-programs, workshops and corporate training 
projects. The ReDi school helped to incubate three companies 
led by immigrant founders. I also visited Migrant Hub which 
provides a physical space aimed at driving forward inclusive 
entrepreneurship. It supports asylum seekers, immigrants and 
refugees to develop their ideas through training and mentoring. 
Through both ReDi School and Migrant Hub’s help, Syrian 
entrepreneur Omar Alshafai created a mobile app called 
Bureaucrazy designed to support integration of  new refugees.

“I am grateful to be in Berlin, Migrant 
Hub and ReDi School provided coding 
classes and space to help us get 
started…” 
Omar Alshafai, Founder Bureaucrazy (10)

10  Interview with Omar Alshafai – Berlin’s Fallen Walls, The Transatlantic Post 

Berlin Migration Hub - Gathering, and connecting local projects and organizations to support asylum, migration and refugee inclusion 



42 43

The Art of Ice 
Breaking

8

HELSINKI, TURKU & TAMPERE, FINLAND



44 45

Finland is home to 5.8 million people and several established 
innovation clusters including gaming and health tech continue 
to provide growth opportunities. In a country that has 
continually reinvented itself  since the Nokia heyday, the recent 
announcement of  a new start-up visa provides clear signal of  
Finland’s ongoing commitment to entrepreneurship. 11 Finland Overview

8.1 BEST PRACTICE TAKEAWAYS

• Reducing barriers to immigration for entrepreneurs with the new start-up visa which reduces waiting times and provides 
residency options [ref. 8.3.1]

• Efficient access to start-up funding for new entrepreneurs who have been approved through the start-up visa process [ref. 8.3.1]

• Bottom up start-up ecosystem run largely by student volunteers from local universities who have built strong global networks 
[ref. 8.3.2]

• Measurement and recognition of  multi-culturalism laying the foundation for improved integration of  immigrants in the Finnish 
workforce [ref. 8.3.3]

• Highly successful global start-up events which increase exposure to Finnish entrepreneurship and innovation clusters [ref. 8.3.4]

11 The Art of  Ice Breaking, 100 years on” and “WTF: Welcome to Finland”, The Transatlantic Post

12 ‘Our Parenting World’

Evon Soderlund founded Huone Events Hotel which offers creative meeting spaces. Originally from Malaysia, she 
moved to Finland 13 years ago and created her own enterprise while pursuing her degree in hospitality management 

after meeting her Finnish husband.

“I am an immigrant living in Finland for love and family. My 
career options were very limited for someone who couldn’t 
speak fluent Finnish. I realised I have to create my own job 

instead of begging for one” (12)

8.2: FROM LOVE AND FAMILY TO IMMIGRANT 
ENTREPRENEUR IN FINLAND

CASE
STUDY
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8.3 Helsinki, Turku & Tampere 
Operating Models
8.3.1 RESIDENCE PERMITS FOR START 
UPS – MINISTRY OF THE INTERIOR

Finland follows in the footsteps of  several countries that have 
introduced a start-up visa recently for growth entrepreneurs 
from outside of  the EU. Business criteria for a successful 
application focuses on benefits which can accrue to the Finnish 
economy including evidence of  a customer base and a revenue 
model that scales internationally. The Finnish Immigration 
service issues a residence permit following approval by 
Business Finland. As is common with other visas, there is multi-
stakeholder coordination before start-up visas are granted. The 
expertise and knowledge of  the groups involved affords more 
credible assessments and helps to minimise abuse of  the visa - 
a key concern across all the countries investigated. 

8.3.2 INTERNATIONAL STUDENT 
EXPORT MARKET KNOWLEDGE –
TALENTS OF IMMIGRANTS TO ACTIVITY 
(TOITA), AT UNIVERSITY OF TAMPERE, POLKU 
TURKU UNIVERSITY OF APPLIED SCIENCES 

TOITA is an initiative of  the University of  Tampere that 
facilitates introductions between international students to local 
businesses. Flexbright a Finnish LED lighting company took 
part by training three students including one engineer from 
the Middle East. Students gain valuable work experience and 
integration into Finnish working life, while local businesses 
benefit from expansion into new markets, greatly de-risked 
through tapping into student specialist knowledge. Polku 
is a similar program designed to simultaneously promote 
international students’ employment and strengthen the 
internationalization of  Finnish companies at the Turku 
University of  Applied Sciences.

“International students are already 
culturally acclimatized, retention of 
this diverse talent at graduation makes 
far more sense than later trying to 
attract similarly profiled international 
professionals at mid-career level” 
The Transatlantic Post 

8.3.3 INTEGRATION TOOLS – CHAMBER 
OF MULTICULTURAL ENTERPRISES (COME), 
HELSINKI CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

The Helsinki Chamber of  Commerce introduced a new 
program Chamber of  Multicultural Enterprises (COME) 
which through employer services, mentoring and networking 
improves the readiness of  Finland’s business for an 
international workforce; measurement and recognition are 
important aspects of  the COME program. The successful 
multicultural campaign is designed to recognize organizations 
that have embraced a diverse workforce. Awards are given to 
small and medium sized companies based on measurement 
of  a successful multicultural mind-set. Criteria for the awards 
are based on the Hofstede Multi Focus Model, and the end 
results present organizations with an insight into how likely 
their workforce is to accept those who look, act and think 
differently.

 “We want to highlight what 
international talent can offer Finnish 
business and remove fears” 
Shania Shin, Helsinki Chamber of 
Commerce

8.3.4 GLOBAL CONFERENCES IN 
HELSINKI – SLUSH, TALENTBOOST

Slush, a start-up tech conference, now attracts 20,000 
attendees globally. I met their team, which is largely run by 
student volunteers with a passion for entrepreneurship. Many 
of  them attend Altoes University which has been instrumental 
in Helsinki’s successful grassroots student entrepreneurship 
movement. Slush has provided significant exposure to the 
Finnish start-up ecosystem amongst the global entrepreneurial 
community. Its success has allowed expansion to Asia with 
hubs in Tokyo, Singapore and Shanghai.  

Talent Boost, led by the Finnish Ministry of  Economics is a 
new initiative which aims to make Finland more attractive 
to international talent and better utilise the expertise and 
networks of  international talent; in the process, they foster 
growth and internationalisation amongst Finnish companies.  I 
attended their inaugural event which emphasised celebrating 
international talent for business growth in Finland and the 
promotion of  two-way integration. Open panel discussions 
and presentations by international talents who had settled in 
Helsinki, offered a candid dialogue on what it means to be an 
immigrant in Helsinki. 

  13  Finnish start up permit 

  14  See full interviews in “The Art of  Ice Breaking, 100 years on…” The Transatlantic Post

Maria 01 -  ‘A supercluster of tech entrepreneurs under one roof ’ in Helsinki
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Vienna is Austria’s main hub for entrepreneurs. 
One third of  its start-ups are located in the city 
with access to a strong talent pipeline; over 
60% of  all Austrian university students study 
in Vienna which houses over 1,500 research 
institutes. With university and local government 
led initiatives to support entrepreneurship, 
Vienna is positioning itself  to be the door to 
Europe for Asian start-ups. 15

Vienna Overview

9.1 BEST PRACTICE TAKEAWAYS

• Central independent lobbyist group representing the interests of  entrepreneurs and communicating how to best attract 
international entrepreneurs [ref. 9.3.2]

• Measurement of  the local ecosystem through stakeholder interaction and reporting [ref. 9.3.2]

• Entrepreneurial network connecting university students across several disciplines and higher education institutions in the City to 
promote entrepreneurship [ref. 9.3.3]

15  “Vienna, the City of  Dreams”, The Transatlantic Post

Kaitlyn Chang is the founder of  Sellvus an early stage e-commerce company. She arrived in Austria with her former 
employer Samsung. Originally from South Korea, she grew up in the US and came to Vienna in 2012. On deciding 
to leave employment and start her own company, she found there were limited visa options and emphasises the 

importance of  communities such as Women in Vienna as a key support network for foreign entrepreneurs. 

“Many of the criteria for the entrepreneurial visa are not 
realistic in practice. The framework is geared towards 
traditional businesses like restaurants rather than tech 

businesses”

9.2: EMPLOYEE TO STUDENT ENTREPRENEURCASE
STUDY
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9.3 Vienna Operating Models

9.3.1 MIGRANT ENTERPRISE 
COMPREHENSIVE SUPPORT – VIENNA 
BUSINESS AGENCY

Vienna Business Agency offers a suite of  services including 
start-up financing and expansion coaching for immigrants. 
Immigrant entrepreneurs go through an initial orientation with 
a focus on their idea and whether there is a realistic chance of  
the business growing. About one half  of  the applications get 
through and they then receive coaching. If  they have a robust 
business plan they also gain access to a bank loan. 

“We offer coaching, support programs 
and workshops to support migrant 
businesses, we go into the field to 
understand their needs and offer 
workshops in over 17 different 
languages” 
Tulay Tuncel, Vienna Business Agency 

9.3.2 LOBBYING ON BEHALF OF 
ENTREPRENEURS - AUSTRIAN START-UPS

Austrian Startups began as a small grassroots initiative to 
improve the visibility of  start-ups and acts as a common 
voice towards policymakers and media. One recent initiative 
was to consult fifty stakeholders in the start-up ecosystem 
and then put forward 36 concrete recommendations to 
advance the Austrian entrepreneurial ecosystem. Founder 
Markus Groening, explained that the organisation is tackling 
a number of  bureaucratic challenges. Two specific areas 
for reform include updating the rules around stock options 
and grants. In most countries employees are awarded stock 
options as a means to incentivise them to join start-ups, this 
is not possible in Austria without exploiting loopholes in the 
regulations. Second is cumbersome administration including the 
requirement to apply for a special licence to start a business. 

In a 2017 interview, Austrian Start-ups highlighted the example 
of  Spire. It uses nano-satellite technology to locate lost aircraft 
or containers. Its founder Peter Platzer, a Vienna-born physicist 
had aimed to set up its European headquarters in Austria.  
Instead he chose Glasgow, in part due to less bureaucracy  
and better incentives by the British Government, eventually 
creating more than fifty jobs in the City. (10)

“Our strength is a well-developed angel 
network but there are still disadvantages 
to the legal framework for start-ups 
which need to be reformed” 
Markus Raunig, Austrian Start-ups

9.3.3 UNIVERSITY ENTREPRENEURIAL 
COMMUNITY – ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
AVENUE

Entrepreneurship Avenue was initially launched to promote 
awareness of  entrepreneurship as a viable alternative to 
mainstream employment across Viennese universities. Talking 
to Professor Rudolf  Domotor, its founder, the objective was 
to develop an alternative offering for Viennese students and 
change the graduate mind-set. The highlight of  the program 
is a one-day conference deliberately hosted in English to 
establish better international connectedness between student 
entrepreneurs and expose them to role models. Initially there 
was some resistance to English versus German as the main 
language, however, attracting international student founders 
necessitates a common language. Approximately 20% of  
those attending are non-Austrian. Resistance to English is not 
unique to Vienna, in many European cities I visited, I observed 
an evolutionary conflict between internationalisation and the 
preservation of  identity through language. A conflict that needs 
to be resolved in order to promote a city as a start-up hub 
open to internationals. 

10 We need to do more to court international startups” Austrian Startups 2017

Vienna Talent Garden - Supported by Vienna Business Agency
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Innovation is just one of  many things for which 
Switzerland has an enviable reputation. With 
GDP per capita at a staggering $76,000 and 
a high level of  political stability -  Zurich is 
consistently ranked as one of  the best cities 
in the world to live. Zurich’s entrepreneurial 
momentum has been gathering pace - 
investment in Swiss start-ups has almost tripled 
in the last five years to $1 billion. 16

Zurich Overview
10.1 BEST PRACTICE TAKEWAYS

• Market entry bootcamp to provide international entrepreneurs with access to the corporate ecosystem [ref. 10.3.1]

• Strong promotion of  industry innovation clusters to attract sector specific international talent via independent organisations [ref. 
10.3.2, 10.3.3]

• Global business hub outposts outside of  Switzerland as a key information source for companies/entrepreneurs to understand 
the Swiss market before they move [ref. 10.3.4]

16  “Zurich’s Zest for Entrepreneurship” , The Transatlantic Post 

Nivaura, a regulated British financial technology company who are also a part of  the J.P. Morgan and Allen & Overy 
residence programs, was accepted into the first cohort of  the Swiss Kickstart accelerator for a 3-month program to 

explore the Swiss entrepreneurial ecosystem. Dr. Vic Arulchandran, Nivaura’s COO described his experience:

“The time spent in Zurich itself was too short to develop 
client relationships from scratch and understand whether 

Switzerland was a place we could feasibly relocate to. 
However, being a part of the Kickstart accelerator allowed 
us to develop a valuable network in Switzerland and build 

long term relationships which are now leading to new 
business opportunities”

10.2: SWISS ACCELERATOR PARTICIPANT FROM THE UKCASE
STUDY
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10.3 Zurich Operating Models

10.3.1 MARKET ENTRY BOOTCAMP – 
KICKSTART ACCELERATOR 

The market entry bootcamp is a recent launch from the 
Kickstart Accelerator. It offers promising international start-
ups a deep-dive into the Swiss entrepreneurial ecosystem 
providing access to leading Swiss corporations, accelerators 
and incubator programs. Given Swiss innovation clusters and 
need for talent in those areas, criteria for entry require that the 
start-up is involved in fintech and crypto, life sciences and food, 
technology, smart city infrastructure and mobility. 

Speaking to some of  Kickstart Accelerator’s entrepreneurs 
provided some evidence that this type of  open innovation was 
supporting access to Swiss corporates that might otherwise be 
difficult.

“It can be slow as senior management 
are not used to these processes but 
things are starting to change” 
Project Manager at the Kickstart 
Accelerator

10.3.2 INTERNATIONAL ACCELERATORS 
– KICKSTART, F10 

Kickstart Accelerator was launched in 2015 by Digital 
Switzerland. Digital Switzerland is a cross-industry association 
with over 90 members that administers a number of  Swiss 
start-up initiatives. I visited the Kickstart accelerator and spoke 
to companies from across Europe and China. It offers 30 
international teams access to space and introductions to Swiss 
corporates in Zurich for 11 weeks. Beyond this, however, 
there is not necessarily a pathway to stay in Switzerland – it is 
primarily a conduit to the Swiss ecosystem to launch products 
and start pilot projects with corporate partners. The F10 
accelerator specialises in financial services and is affiliated to 
the financial services group Six. It accepts international teams 
and is now extending its global reach with hackathons in other 
cities and ‘idea races’ to attract entrepreneurial talent to 
Switzerland. 

10.3.3 SECTOR FOCUSED EXPERTISE 
- CRYPTO VALLEY ASSOCIATION, CRYPTO 
VALLEY LABS

With its traditionally strong financial institutions and 
infrastructure, Switzerland has raised its profile within the 
crypto technology industry. The Crypto Valley Association 
was set up in January 2017 in Zug to scale and accelerate 

this ecosystem – and support and attract the best blockchain 
companies to the area. The website offers a key document 
with resources about why and how to locate a start-up 
in Zug in partnership with local economic development 
agency, Greater Zurich Area.  International entrepreneurs 
and companies are provided with information on the local 
ecosystem including specialist accelerators such as Crypto 
Valley Labs. According to the founder of  Monetas, one of  
Zug’s attractions is the exceptional level of  expertise available 
in the areas of  cryptography and security. This cluster of  
expertise has multiple network advantages in the ability to 
attract leading talent from around the world if  the immigration 
infrastructure allows. 

“We are working closely with the 
Swiss Government to attract the best 
international crypto entrepreneurs” 
Ralf Glabischnig, Founder Crypto Valley 
Labs

10.3.4  SUPPORT IN FOREIGN MARKETS 
– STARTUPS.CH, SWITZERLAND GLOBAL 
ENTERPRISE 

The rules, regulations and permits required for foreign 
entrepreneurs setting up businesses in Switzerland can be 
complex and typically require specialist third party support. 
Startups.ch and Switzerland Global Enterprise are two of  a 
number of  organisations who provide legal, tax and residency 
help and expertise. A residency permit is required to work in 
Switzerland for more than three months and permits, granted 
for up to a year, are subject to quotas set annually by the 
Swiss cabinet. A strong business plan is fundamental to the 
entrepreneur succeeding in his or her application. Switzerland 
Global Enterprise operates Swiss Business Hubs in 27 markets 
around the world, they are the first port of  call for foreign 
entrepreneurs and entities who want to establish themselves 
in Switzerland. Pre-market launch information and face to face 
contact helps to de-risk the process of  Swiss market entry.

  

Kickstart Accelerator, Zurich - Bridging the City’s gap between startups, corporates, foundations and universities for deep tech innovation



60 61

Challenges 
Identified

11

BY IMMIGRANT ENTREPRENEURS



62 63

So what’s the thread?

In interviews with immigrant entrepreneurs, 
a number of challenges, fears and anxieties 
highlighted were common across cities and 
others were specific to local realities. All the 
challenges below present real opportunities 
for those working to attract and integrate 
immigrant entrepreneurs. 

“Restrictions around what family members 
can do has a huge and destructive impact 
on the family nucleus, one comes over and 
is starting a company and the other spouse 
can’t work often times” 

Romish Badani, Founder Bridge US

COMMON THEMES 

• Low receptivity to skilled immigrants in the 
traditional labour force through “subtle” barriers 
such as requirements to speak local language 
and/or work experience with native companies 
leading to underemployment or necessity 
entrepreneurship. 

• Varying success of  integration based on country 
of  origin and how closely matched that culture 
is to the host country with certain groups being 
underserved.

• Extended processing times, bureaucracy and 
badly designed start-up visa criteria dissuade 
entrepreneurs from starting or growing a business 
in those cities.

• Subjective and uncertain immigration processes 
which caused significant instability for 
entrepreneurs and their families. 

• Excessive restrictions or barriers faced by 
accompanying spouses to work in the city.

COUNTRY SPECIFIC CHALLENGES 
HIGHLIGHTED IN INTERVIEWS 

USA  

• Complexity, uncertainty, subjectivity and lengthy 
visa processes for entrepreneurs and no dedicated 
start-up visa.

• Continuing uncertainty and extended wait times 
for residency once visa is awarded.

• Visa restrictions for spouses and resultant loss 
of  a second income making it far more risky to 
pursue entrepreneurship.

CANADA 

• The requirement for ‘Canadian work experience’ 
and resulting in a catch-22 for newcomer.

• High level of  openness is not necessarily matched 
with the rate of  integration which was described 
as “High on immigration, low on citizenship”.

• High risk aversion to investing in internationally 
founded start-ups.

FINLAND 

• Requirement to speak Finnish acts as a barrier to 
employment.

• Continuing low receptivity and integration of  
immigrants in domestic organisations.

• Female spouses spoke of  significant challenges in 
gaining employment in Finland.

IRELAND

• Fraudulent applications for visas from 
unscrupulous agents challenge enforcement of  the 
visa process for new entrepreneurs.

• High costs of  living preventing newer start-ups 
from locating in Dublin.

GERMANY 

• Language barriers – you have to pay for 
translation services as you cannot speak to 
authorities in anything other than German.

• Extended wait times for access to a number of  
services, especially financing.

SWITZERLAND 

• Rigid regulations and limited venture funding are 
major roadblocks to entrepreneurship.

• High social stigma with regard to entrepreneurial 
failure.

• Processing times for non-EU entrepreneurs can 
be very lengthy and the requirement to create 15 
jobs is unrealistic.

AUSTRIA

• Tax disincentives and extensive administration for 
new companies.

• Access to finance is a key issue, if  you don’t have 
substantial investment funds to begin with it is 
hard to set up a business. 

• Limited visa options for immigrant employees 
wanting to start businesses.
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University of Manchester

Currently, the main route to residency in the UK for entrepreneurs is the Tier 1 Visa 
scheme. Universities in the UK are given a specific Tier 1 allocation each year to award 
to international student entrepreneurs. To better understand how this visa operates in 
practice, I include this UK case study from Manchester University where I interviewed the 
Director of its Enterprise Centre as well as a recent international graduate entrepreneur 
who was awarded a visa. Overall, the feedback on the process was positive but some further 
improvements can be made on the criteria for both award and renewal.

WHAT ARE YOUR OVERALL IMPRESSIONS OF THE TIER 1 VISA FOR 
INTERNATIONAL STUDENT ENTREPRENEURS?

The Tier 1 graduate entrepreneur visa is fantastic and every year we have been successful in having the 
Home Office, through the UKVI (UK Visas and Immigration), grant the University 20 endorsements under 

this scheme. Recent graduates can then apply under UKVI’s UK Points-Based Immigration System for 
the visa using this endorsement. Once they have the visa, these young entrepreneurs then have a year to 
develop their business with an option to extend that for a second year. While all of  the ideas are great in 
their own ways, sometimes, the sheer enthusiasm and scale of  vision is so great that they just stand-out. 
Siddharth is just one such example, an Indian student running a business called Specscart which already is 

an incredibly global business stretching from the UK to China via India.

WHAT HAPPENS AFTER ONE YEAR?

After the first year, almost everyone will apply for a further year’s extension which will bring them 
up to two years under this scheme, the maximum allowed. What most will be looking for will be to 
then transition into the Tier 1 (Entrepreneur) scheme. The University does not get involved beyond 

that timeframe. We need to focus on core activities with our 40,000 students. We give them the 
encouragement and advice to get to the next stage, they then need to build their own network and 

connections. However, we do keep in touch as we expect great things from them.

WHAT DO YOU NEED TO DO TO SECURE A TIER 1 VISA AND WHO ADJUDICATES 
THE AWARD?

Students have to complete certain documentation to show their commitment to taking the business 
forward. The first step involves the submission of  an application and a pitch deck outlining their business 

concept. This is circulated to the evaluators (experienced staff from MEC and UMIP) who decide whether 
to invite them to present to a panel. The decision to endorse is made on an assessment of  both the busi-
ness case and the applicant. The Student Immigration Team then raises a signed endorsement letter which 
the applicant can send along with rest of  their application to the UKVI. The applicant does need to show 
evidence of  a minimum level of  money in their bank account (just under £1000) if  applying from within 

the UK or twice that if  applying from abroad.

AND FINALLY, IS THE ALLOCATION OF VISAS ENOUGH? COULD WE BE DOING 
MORE?

Currently our allocation of  20 visas is more than enough, to have a business idea that you are prepared 
to put your life and soul into for a year requires a lot of  time and effort. We don’t need more as we are 
currently only endorsing about 10 applications a year. We need to increase the quality of  the ideas and 

through our workshops, on-curricular teaching and competitions we are starting to see a slow but steady 
increase year on year. For example, Mishipay won first prize in the Digital category of  the University’s 

Venture Further competition.

Interview with Lynn Shepherd, Director of 
Manchester Enterprise Centre
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Interview with Tanvi Bhardwaj, Graduate 
entrepreneur of Manchester University and 

CTO of MishiPay

In Focus: MishiPay

Tanvi Bhardwaj, the co-founder and CTO of MishiPay, was referred to me through the 
Manchester Entrepreneurs Society.  As an alumnus from the University of Manchester, I 
talked to her about her experience on the UK visa process to build Mishipay, an award-
winning payment technology company.

MishiPay is a retail payment technology that allows shoppers in retail stores to use their app 
to pick up a product they want to buy, scan the barcode with their phone, pay with the phone 
and walk out without having to queue. MishiPay uses RFID and cloud computing to ensure 
seamless integration and provide security against theft.

Founded: August 2015
Team: Mustafa Khanwala Founder and CEO, Tanvi Bhardwaj Co-founder and CEO
Universities: University of  Manchester and University College London
Awards: UCL Bright Ideas, Top 50 Digital Innovators  
Funding: $1.6 million [Nauta Capital]
Employees: 10 and looking to grow to 20 by the end of  the year

CAN YOU GIVE ME SOME BACKGROUND ON HOW YOU DECIDED TO FOUND 
MISHIPAY?

Mustafa Khanwala the Founder and CEO did a post graduate degree at UCL – he 
worked on the idea as part of  his dissertation project. To secure the Tier 1 visa, he had 
to present his idea, and his vision, then the university decided to endorse him. He had 
offers from several companies but once he got his entrepreneur visa he incorporated 
the company. I decided to join MishiPay after he had started the company in London. 

WHAT OPTIONS WERE AVAILABLE TO YOU TO STAY AND BUILD MISHIPAY IN 
THE UK?

There were two types of  visas we could have gone for, one is the Tier 1 visa which you 
get for a year and then to get residency, you need to be in the UK for a set number 
of  years. The other is a Tier 1 exceptional talent visa from TechCity UK where the 

path to residency is clearer but it is more complex upfront and not an entrepreneur 
specific visa.  We decided to go for the exceptional talent visa and submitted about 

20 documents per person to show evidence that we qualify. We had strong letters of  
recommendation from highly respected professors, the CISCO head of  innovation and 

Leanne Kemp a successful serial entrepreneur and dear friend. 

WHAT WAS YOUR EXPERIENCE OF THE OVERALL PROCESS MISHIPAY? WHAT 
COULD BE IMPROVED?

We’ve incorporated two companies in India and the UK. It is much easier to do it in 
the UK. Just in general, we do really appreciate how seamless and simple it has been 
for us probably compared to what other immigrants might face. TechCity also has an 
alumni group of  those who have been awarded the visa which is a good network to 

lean on. The visa process is very competitive, I do think it would be a benefit to bring in 
a wider variety of  experts to judge the process.  
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Successful Integration

“Councils up and down the country said, “We don’t want them here.” The British dockers 
and the trade unions tried to stop people who were British citizens from coming here.….in 
my constituency today, 40% of the residents have a heritage stemming from Gujarat, from 
east Africa or from Uganda in particular. In this melting pot of an area, people live in peace 
and harmony. The people who came here have generated business, commerce and wealth 
for this country and for their families, and they have established a heritage here, which we 
celebrate. Their belief in family values and law and order is an example to us all. I think we 
can truly say that Uganda’s loss was Britain’s gain” 

Bob Blackman MP, Ugandan Asians - UK Parliamentary debate 2012

In 1972 Idi Amin, then dictator of Uganda, 
ordered thousands of Ugandan Indians 
to leave. They were told they would be 
imprisoned in concentration camps if they 
did not leave the country within 90 days. 
Now in its second and third generation of 
descendants, the Ugandan Asian migration 
is seen as one of the most successful in 
Britain’s history. 

According to many accounts, Britain’s first reaction to the 
Ugandan Asians was negative. National Front marches were 
held and councils up and down the country said we don’t 
want them here. The ultimate success of  the community and 
integration into British life was partly due to its high education 
levels and familiarity with UK customs and language. Added to 
this they had a strong work ethic and were not “living off the 
state” a concern still expressed today by many British people 
regarding immigration.

The success of  this community provides several lessons 
for those cities hoping to attract new entrepreneurs. First, 
my observation is that there is an over focus on attraction 
mechanisms at the expense of  long term integration. Second, 
it is worth thinking beyond the initial friction that immigration 
causes and noting and communicating the longer-term benefits 
accruing from successful integration of  immigrants. 

Mary Waters a Harvard sociologist, in a recent interview spoke 
of  longer term integration of  immigrants in the US. Across all 
measurable outcomes, in many realms including educational 
attainment, income and language ability, integration increases 
over time, with immigrants becoming more like the native-born 
with more time in the country. Indeed, with strong integration 
models and policies in place, this process can be further 
accelerated in the UK. 

Winston Churchill once described Uganda as “Pearl of  Africa” 
but it suffered great economic losses following the expulsion 
of  the Asians.  In 1997, recognising those losses, President 
Museveni invited Ugandan Asians to return home. However, 
the majority chose to remain in Britain. I visited Kampala in 
Uganda, and where my father grew up before fleeing to the 
UK, as the last city on this journey. As it continues to rebuild 
from previous losses, there are many pioneers on the ground 
working to promote entrepreneurship. One such example is 
Moses the founder of  a Business Development Center (BDC) 
in Kampala which helps to train local entrepreneurs. 

“While Uganda is billed as a very 
entrepreneurial country it also loses many 
of the businesses that are started. When 
we looked at the why, we realised that 
many need further business skills to grow. 
That’s the missing link that BDC provides” 
Moses Engwau Okudu

Uganda remains highly entrepreneurial today and some 
Indians who stayed during and after Idi Amin’s regime still have 
significant business impact.  However, many of  those Ugandan 
Asians who I spoke with today in the UK would not return. 
They are incredibly grateful to the UK and the opportunity 
they had been given for a second chance continues to drive 
them to contribute to business and their local communities. 
And furthermore, to carry on this legacy through their children 
and grandchildren.

Highlighting the success of  multiple generations of  immigrants, 
below is a recent tweet by a second-generation immigrant 
author on publishing his book in English when his father did not 
know the language when he moved to the UK:
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Where can we go from here?

UNDERSTANDING OUR POSITION

At the start of  this journey, I was motivated to reach a better 
understanding of  immigrant entrepreneurship across the world 
and sought to answer the question:  how do cities attract and 
integrate immigrant entrepreneurs? Across the board, efforts 
to attract the best global entrepreneurs are accelerating.   

International models provide lessons for the UK where, in 
the wake of  Brexit, it is critical to understand that today’s 
entrepreneurs have more choice than ever about where to 
start their businesses.  It is no time to rest on our laurels.  In his 
article, Fantasy Island, Professor Jonathan Portes consolidates 
this message “migration is not just a matter of  the UK choosing 
migrants; migrants have to choose us. Even if  we wish to 
remain open to skilled migrants from elsewhere in the EU 
post-Brexit, they may not choose to come here”.

Conversations with entrepreneurs abroad revealed that 
perceptions of  the UK have shifted and it is now a less obvious 
choice to start their business, in part, due to our messaging 
around immigration. And the stakes are high should we lose 
ambitious international entrepreneurs. It is a well-known fact 
that immigrants have a higher propensity to start businesses – 
nearly half  a million people from 155 countries have settled in 
Britain and launched businesses - one in seven UK companies 
are founded by immigrant entrepreneurs. (19) 

As revealed in a recent British Futures report, the majority 
of  the British public are “balancers” who simply want a fair, 
well enforced immigration system that is less open to abuse. 
The evidence also showed varying attitudes to the types of  
immigrant groups - for the international students, 85% of  those 
polled wanted the same level of  migration or more.  An earlier 
study by the Centre for Entrepreneurship found a similarly 
positive attitude towards high skilled immigrant entrepreneurs.

WORKING HARDER TO APPEAL

On returning to the UK, I see a pressing need to better 
portray Britain’s diversity, tolerance and past successes in the 
integration of  immigrants to override the shifting international 
perceptions. For example, the story of  the Ugandan Asians 
entrepreneurs - an enviable legacy of  the UK’s cultural 
openness that I believe is little changed in the wake of  Brexit.

Given our position as one of  the most diverse countries in 
the world, we can do more to tap into and celebrate our 
immigrant talent. Some of  the most surprising results of  this 
study were how cities are using innovative models to target 
specific entrepreneurial talent pools, whether it be immigrant 
employees or students.  I believe the greatest opportunity lies 
within the UK’s international student population. We need not 
only to better support their entrepreneurial talent but also 
to leverage their knowledge and networks abroad to support 
British businesses to grow globally. 

I do not underestimate the challenges of  immigration reform.  
However, a harsh immigration narrative with a blanket quota 
approach to all types of  immigration does not serve our longer 
term economic interests. Especially given the momentum 
I have witnessed internationally to create more human 
centric immigration policies with real relevancy to modern 
entrepreneurship.  

Taking these factors and international learnings into 
consideration, I conclude with five key recommendations for 
the UK.

CELEBRATE AND LEVERAGE INTERNATIONAL STUDENT TALENT

The UK has the highest proportion of  international students in Europe. We can better empower them by utilising 
their knowledge and networks abroad and in turn support British businesses to expand to new markets. And as 
university-level entrepreneurial education across Europe and the North America continues to accelerate, British 
universities could maintain international appeal post Brexit by doing more to support ambitious international 
students entrepreneurs.

1

ACCELERATE LABOUR MARKET PARTICIPATION FOR SKILLED SPOUSES 

Skilled spouses who had re-located to support their partners and faced immigration and labour market constraints 
were a significantly underserved group. And the majority were women. The UK can lead by example and ensure 
spousal skills and experience are utilised through active interventions such as soft-landing communities and 
facilitating access to young start-ups who have less bureaucratic procedures for hiring than larger companies. 

2

TELL BRITAIN’S LEGACY OF GLOBAL DIVERSITY BETTER 

We can do this through targeted media that celebrates British historical cultural integration, diversity and tolerance 
through the lens of  our successfully integrated entrepreneurs. This could include specialist award categories and 
media focus on immigrant entrepreneurs who have created jobs for UK citizens. This will help shift perceptions 
post-Brexit both nationally and internationally. 

3

SEEK DIVERSE INPUT FOR VISA CRITERIA

We can utilise a more diverse group to establish entrepreneurial visa criteria to ensure a more balanced, 
realistic and human perspective. Both for initial applications and renewals. This could include consultation with 
an independent group of  high-skilled immigrant entrepreneurs representing a cross section of  origins including 
spouses who have started businesses, second generation immigration entrepreneurs, graduate entrepreneurs and 
immigrant employees turned entrepreneurs. 

4

ENHANCE DIGITAL INTEGRATION OF EMERGING UK START-UP HUBS 

Emerging entrepreneurial cities in the UK can use easily accessible, centralised mobile apps for all the holistic 
information an entrepreneur may need on arrival and to stay in the city. This could provide a more welcoming and 
supportive environment for new entrepreneurs post-Brexit. The mobile apps could help to improve visibility and 
aid economic development of  emerging hubs outside London.

5

Referral Models: Polku, Toita - Finland [8.3.2] Global EIR USA [4.3.1]

Referral Model: New Canadian Media [5.3.4]

Referral Model: Enterprise Ireland STEP Programme [6.3.1]

Referral Models: Berlin welcome app [7.3.2] CAMBA [4.3.4]

 18  The UK in a Changing Europe – Fantasy Island - http://ukandeu.ac.uk/fantasy-island/

 19  Migrant Entrepreneurs: Building our businesses Creating our Jobs – CFE 

20  National Conversation on Immigration – British Future, January 2018

http://ukandeu.ac.uk/fantasy-island/
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15.1 About the Author
ENTREPRENEUR

A person who sets up a business or businesses, taking on financial risks in the hope of  profit [Oxford Dictionary]

IMMIGRANT ENTREPRENEUR

For the purposes of  this report an immigrant entrepreneur is defined as one who (1) a founder that does not hold citizenship in the 
host country (2) entrepreneurs who have the intention to move to a country to start a business. 

Throughout the report the following terms are also used interchangeable with immigrant entrepreneur given the terminology and 
used in local geographies:  International Entrepreneur/ Newcomer / Foreign National / Non-native

HIGH-SKILLED IMMIGRANT

Typically those who have a degree and or high level of  experience in a specific subject area.  

NECESSITY ENTREPRENEURS

Those who start a business typically because they are locked out of  traditional labour markets and have to generate their own 
income.

REFUGEE

Defined, by the 1951 United Nations Convention relating to the Status of  Refugees and 1967 Protocol (the ‘Refugee Convention’), 
as being a person who, owing to a well-founded fear of  being persecuted for reasons of  race, religion, nationality, membership of  a 
particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of  their nationality or habitual residence, where stateless and who 
is unable or, owing to such a fear, is unwilling to 7 avail themselves of  the protection of  that country. Recognition of  refugee status 
by the UK is a pre-requisite to a grant of  asylum in the country

INTEGRATION

Dynamic, multi –actor process of  mutual engagement that facilitates effective participation by all members of  a diverse society 
in the economic, political, social and cultural life, and fosters a shared and inclusive sense of  belonging at national and local levels.  
[Organisation for Security and Cooperation in in Europe OSCE]

The process of  integration depends upon the participation of  immigrants and their descendants in major social institutions such 
as schools and the labour market, as well as their social acceptance by the native population. Integration is a two-way process; 
it happens both because immigrants change once they arrive, and because native-born populations change in response to 
immigration. [The National Academy of  Sciences]

THE EUROPEAN UNION (EU) 

Consisting of  28 countries: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, France, Finland, 
Germany, Greece, Hungary, 6 Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Republic of  Ireland, 
Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the UK. Croatia joined the EU28 on 1 July 2013

THE POINTS-BASED SYSTEM (PBS) 

The main route for non-EEA nationals working and studying in the UK. It consists of  five ‘tiers’: Tier 1, Tier 2, Tier 3, Tier 4 and 
Tier 5 where Tier 1 is the primary route for entrepreneurs. 

Motivated to change the negative narrative on immigration, Kajal was awarded the Churchill Fellowship in 2017 to research and raise 
awareness on immigrant entrepreneurship. To document her findings, she created a monthly editorial, The Transatlantic Post, where 
she continues to interview ambitious immigrant entrepreneurs as well as write about city entrepreneurial ecosystems and start-up 
policies. She also speaks regularly at international events to share her ideas on diversity and inclusion in entrepreneurship.

Kajal holds a BSc in Economics from the London School of  Economics and an MBA from Columbia Business School. 

CONTACT:

Twitter: @kajalnyclon

LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/kajalsanghrajka/

Email: kajal@kajallondon.com

Website & Newsletter: https://transatlanticpost.com/

15.2 Terminology

KAJAL SANGHRAJKA
Kajal is an international business advisor, 
entrepreneur, writer, speaker and start-
up mentor passionate about supporting 
immigrant entrepreneurship.

As a London native, Kajal started her first venture in New York 
in 2012. After experiencing a number of  immigration challenges 
as an international graduate entrepreneur, she supported other 
entrepreneurs to navigate the immigration process while serving 
as President of  Columbia Business Lab, Columbia University’s 
first start-up incubator which she co-founded. 

Applying both the successes and failures of  expanding her own 
business from London to New York, she started Growth Hub 
Global to support European entrepreneurs on growth strategy 
and operations as they scale to the US and globally. 

Prior to this, she was a Manager in Deloitte’s Strategy and 
Operations consulting practise in London and New York. She 
advised FTSE 100 and Fortune 500 clients across industries and 
as well as Government organisations.
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