
In Australia, a three-year programme guides refugees towards entrepreneurial success, shifting the focus from their 
presumed shortcomings to their resilience and determination. 

Ignite Small Business Start-ups

Starting point
As an experienced settlement country, 
Australia has a long-standing tradition of 
immigrant entrepreneurs. Among all 
migrants, refugees are the ones with the 
highest rate of entrepreneurship (Collins 
2017). This is all the more impressive if one 
looks at the high barriers refugees face: 
difficulties accessing financing, weak social 
networks and language skills, and the long-
term effects of trauma. 
 
This apparent paradox has some good 
reasons. In Australia, as in most other OECD 
countries, refugees are more often 
unemployed than other migrants, and many 
resort to entrepreneurship after failing to 
find a job. Some come from countries where 
being one’s own boss is a common—and 
often preferable—way to make a living. And 
after having endured the harrowing 
experience of displacement, many are highly 
determined to regain control over their life. 

In Germany too, the data points to remarkable 
potential of migrant and refugee entrepreneurs 
(Leicht et al 2017). But while support 
projects have gained momentum in recent 
years, refugees planning to start a 
business—in Australia, in Europe or 
elsewhere—still face manifold barriers. In 
Australia, this is especially true for newly 
arrived refugees, who lack start-up capital and 
have limited knowledge of local markets and 
regulatory intricacies. As a result, many fail in 
their attempt to set up shop—and many more 
give up before trying.

Turning passion into enterprise
In 2013, Settlement Services International 
(SSI), a Sydney-based nonprofit, launched 
Ignite Small Business Start-ups, a programme 
to support newly arrived refugees on their 
way to becoming entrepreneurs. Ignite draws 
inspiration from the work of Dr. Ernesto 
Sirolli, an Italian-American entrepreneurship 
expert who, in contrast with standard 

business-school knowledge, considers 
passion and determination more crucial to an 
entrepreneur’s success than their technical 
expertise. Sirolli’s model is based on trained 
facilitators who accompany the client on their 
business journey, as well as the development 
of a particular management structure for 
each business.

It soon became clear that, in order to work 
for refugees, this model had to be adapted to 
this particular cohort’s needs. Ignite 
facilitators, rather than just acting as 
intermediaries who provide links to experts 
and advisors, have a much more intensive 
and hands-on role, incorporating elements 
of advocacy and mentoring into their 
interactions with the entrepreneurs. 
Another key element of Ignite is the so-
called Resource Team, a broad ecosystem of 
support. Originally limited to expertise from 
marketers, finance managers and other 
industry experts, the Resource Team grew to 
incorporate students from universities, 
retired businesspersons as volunteers, 
interpreters, trauma counsellors and mental 
health professionals. At the same time, 
partnerships with microfinance organisations 
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Australia
 

Population (2019): 25.3 million

Migrant population (foreign-born) (2018): 
7.3 million*

New asylum seekers in 2017: 36,200**
*ABS – Australia Bureau of Statistics

** UNHCR Global Trends 2017

https://www.netzwerk-iq.de/fileadmin/Redaktion/Downloads/Fachstelle_Migrantenoekonomie/Studien_und_andere_Texte/Migrant_start-up-potential_2017_Summary_english.pdf
https://www.netzwerk-iq.de/fileadmin/Redaktion/Downloads/Fachstelle_Migrantenoekonomie/Studien_und_andere_Texte/Migrant_start-up-potential_2017_Summary_english.pdf
https://www.netzwerk-iq.de/fileadmin/Redaktion/Downloads/Fachstelle_Migrantenoekonomie/Studien_und_andere_Texte/Migrant_start-up-potential_2017_Summary_english.pdf
https://www.netzwerk-iq.de/fileadmin/Redaktion/Downloads/Fachstelle_Migrantenoekonomie/Studien_und_andere_Texte/Migrant_start-up-potential_2017_Summary_english.pdf
https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/LW-Coaching-Report-V6-13.7.2017.pdf
https://www.ssi.org.au/images/stories/documents/Ignite/SSI_Ignite_evaluation_report_2017.pdf


What is the main innovation of this ap-
proach? What promise does it hold?
The programme builds an ecosystem of 
support around the business that takes 
into account the entrepreneurs: lack of 
language skills, physical trauma, mental 
health issues, social and economic 
needs. This support is tailored to the 
needs of each individual entrepreneur 
by their facilitator. The ecosystem of 
support allows the entrepreneur to 
build a sustainable business in their new 
home country.

Are there common implementation challenges? If so, what is the 
best way to overcome them? 
The main implementation challenge is building a trusting relationship 
between the entrepreneur and the facilitator. This becomes 
challenging when the facilitator has to break down some common 
business misconceptions—for example, that the entrepreneur must 
know and do everything in the business; that having money will 

ensure a successful company; or that the entrepreneur can cut 
corners with regulations and compliance. But as the entrepreneurs 
start to realise how the Ignite support structure is there to help 
them at every step of the way, they increasingly gain trust in their 
facilitator’s expertise and guidance. 

What should be considered when transferring the approach to oth-
er countries and contexts? 
For a successful transfer, it is essential to have buy-in and support at 
the highest level of the host organisation. Having a well-established 
reputation can certainly help to build a robust resource team. In 
recruiting and training facilitators, the organisation should make sure 
that: facilitators are able to recognise true entrepreneurial passion 
and know how to work with it; they allow the refugee entrepreneur 
to work at their own pace, helping when and as needed; they are 
able to support their clients in dealing with other settlement needs, 
which play a vital role in business start-ups for refugee entrepreneurs. 
SSI provides licenses for Ignite, helping interested organisations train 
facilitators and build capacities to deliver a successful Ignite 
programme in a different context. The model is currently being 
replicated in Vancouver, Canada. 

have made it possible to grant participants loans of up to 20,000 
Australian dollars (approx. 12,000 Euros). 

When Ignite first started, most clients were referred to the 
programme by case managers working on refugee settlement. In 
recent years, however, word-of-mouth has led to an increasing 
number of refugees coming on their own initiative. Typically, Ignite 
facilitators identify those who are deeply committed to starting their 
business, and work side by side with them through a tailored 
approach to their business management structure. After an intensive 
business development phase—including, product development, 
consumer testing, development of a marketing strategy, adherence 
to compliance regulations and access to finance—clients launch 
their start-up. Once transactions take place and the client starts 
making money, the facilitation is scaled back.

Since August 2013, around 550 people have taken part in Ignite, and 
approximately one-fifth have started a business, in industries as 
diverse as photography, health and well-being, retail, and water 
filtration. Twelve of these small businesses have gone on to employ 

around 70 staff—many of whom are refugees themselves. The 
remaining four-fifths of participants exited from Ignite with higher 
level language skills, confidence, an understanding of the Australian 
economic environment, and skills in negotiation and continued on 
to employment pathways and/or education and training.  
 
In a nutshell
In New South Wales, Australia, Ignite Small Business Start-ups has 
created a viable and sustainable path to entrepreneurship for 
refugees—the ‘most unlikely’ entrepreneurs, given their vulnerability 
and relative lack of resources. Ignite’s success factors include highly 
trained facilitators, who provide intensive personalised mentoring 
and advocacy assistance; a comprehensive business network of 
support; well-established referral pathways; mechanisms to deal 
with physical and mental health issues; and the programme’s 
relatively long duration of three years. The real centerpiece of Ignite, 
however, is its firm trust in refugees’ entrepreneurial potential. Next 
to economic and psychosocial benefits for the individual participants, 
estimates show that Ignite saves the government roughly $880,000 
Australian dollars in social benefits every year (Collins 2017).

Three questions for Dina Petrakis, Ignite Global Manager, Settlement Services International 

Provide holistic support and drop old misconceptions 
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Network IQ 
The Network “Integration through Qualification (IQ)” aims to sustainably improve the labour 
market integration of adults with a migration background. The programme is funded by the 
Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (BMAS) and the European Social Fund (ESF). 
Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) and the Federal Employment Agency (BA) 
are strategic partners in implementing the programme. 




