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ABSTRACT 

A national governmental mentoring programme for entrepreneurs with a foreign background from 

56 different countries was launched in Sweden in 2009. The purpose is the follow-up of mentor 

and mentee attitudes to participation in this programme. Data is based on extensive nationwide 

telephone interviews with participating mentors and mentees. Additional in-depth interviews were 

made to gain a better understanding. 

 

Overall, we found very positive attitudes indicating that the programme’s main content and 

structure is well adapted to the present situation. The results indicate that mentoring can be used to 

a much greater extent than was previously considered possible. However, improvements are needed 

in certain areas, for example in the area of motivation and commitment, there is still much to be 

done to achieve optimal results. Hopefully, our results may stimulate colleagues in other countries 

to create similar successful programmes to facilitate entrepreneurship among immigrants.  
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Introduction 

 

In four previous reports we have described ALMI’s Mentor Programme from both a demand 

perspective and a supply perspective, and we have also described the practical work in the 

programme as well as different attitudes of the mentees/mentors. Furthermore, we have discussed in 

these reports a number of theoretical and practical advantages of an integrated mentor programme 

that has a clear structure, is limited in time, is target-oriented and which is controlled/managed by a 

third party (ALMI) with its own expertise in the field of business advice. In addition, an external 

body also continuously evaluates the programme, and as the programme in practice has been 

running since 2005 there is extensive documented empirical evidence.  

 

It may in this context, be useful to recall ALMI's definition of Mentor/Mentees: 

 

Mentors are retired or active senior executives with a background as self-employed entrepreneurs or 

in senior management positions who are willing to - free of charge - provide mentoring to Mentees.  

Mentees (also referred to as adepts, new starters, start-ups and protégés) are entrepreneurs who are 

in a business-phase of their first three years since the start of their business. 

This report focuses on ALMI's specific investment in a Mentor Programme for established 

entrepreneurs with foreign backgrounds who have been working 2-8 years. This means that the 

programme is mainly directed towards entrepreneurs who were born abroad or whose parents were 

born abroad. Our report is based primarily on an evaluation of the programme made when this had 
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been running for about six months, i.e. the programme had reached midway and the results of the 

evaluation were put in relation to the Mentor programme as a whole. We have also taken a number 

of other studies into consideration that illustrate entrepreneurship run by entrepreneurs with foreign 

backgrounds. 

 

Problems and Purposes 

 

The Mentor programme for entrepreneurs with a foreign background is aimed towards a very 

heterogeneous target group. We note here 56 different nationalities - of course there are a number of 

language and communication patterns. Similarly there are many cultures, religions and social 

systems represented. 

 

Moreover, the Swedish social and economic context is not uniform, compare the different “jargon” 

found for example in the construction and transport sectors, in the IT sector, in academia/research, 

in economics (accounting, auditing), in the financial sector (banks, venture capital companies, 

private foundations), within the law, the tax systems and within authorities with different roles, etc. 

A complex picture emerges. 

 

The industries with the most entrepreneurs with a foreign background are: restaurant, taxi, 

hairdressing, food, cleaning, etc. - of course many other industries also come into question, but here 

these entrepreneurs are relatively few in number. 

It can generally be said that within the mentioned industries, competition is fierce, profitability is 

often weak and the survival rate is relatively low. 
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It is mainly from these, aforementioned perspectives, that we discuss the different 

needs/expectations/requirements that the mentees/mentors carry with them in the mentor 

programme. 

 

Methodology 

 

The study relates specifically to ALMI’s mentor programme for entrepreneurs with a foreign 

background. A total of 802 mentors and mentees participated in the programme during 2009 and 

2010. The archetype of a mentee/entrepreneur with a foreign background who participated in this 

mentor programme is: 

· Female. 

· 41-55 years old. 

· Has run her business for 2-3 years. 

· Has a company in the service sector. 

 

Material for this study consists partly of available, already collected information, and two separate 

primary data studies. As ALMI's national mentor programme “Mentor own business” has been 

evaluated continuously, most recently in November 2010 by SWECO-Eurofutures, there is a certain 

amount of secondary data available. 

 

Secondary data specific to entrepreneurship related to first and second generation immigrants are 

also available and information has been taken from the anthology “A market of opportunities - an 

anthology of entrepreneurs with foreign backgrounds (Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional 

Growth - Tillväxtverket, 2010). Primary data has been collected through a combination of 
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qualitative and quantitative methods. An initial survey1 was conducted in April and May 2010 

when the programme had been running for six months. Consequently, half the programme time 

remained at the time of the survey. A convenience sample was made of a total of 327 mentees and 

330 mentors. For various reasons a number withdrew and combined telephone interviews were held 

with 300 people, representing 150 mentee/mentor pairs. The respondents have backgrounds from 56 

different countries and consisted of 52% women and 48% men; the mentees were largely born 

outside of Sweden (79% were born in another country), while the mentors were mostly composed 

of Swedes (5% were born abroad). Respondents came from different parts of business life:  

· industry/crafts constituted 10% of the mentees and 14% of the mentors 

· trading companies constituted 23% of the mentees and 26% of the mentors 

· service companies constituted 65% of the mentees and 57% of the mentors 

· other sectors constituted 3% of the mentees and 3% of the mentors 

 

The questions were partly descriptive in order to identify the respondents’ involvement in the 

programme and partly a number of attitude related questions to identify respondents’ perception and 

experience of their participation. A structured questionnaire was used. 

 

Finally, to get a deeper understanding of these experiences, four business advisers and consultants 

were interviewed, of which two were employees of ALMI/IFS. These persons have actively worked 

in all phases of the programme. 

 

 

 

The customer survey and interviews 

 
                                                 
1  The research company CMA Research AB, on assignment, carried out the practical work of telephone interviews and 
some compilation of analytical results. 
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A total of 802 mentors and mentees participated in the programme during 2009 and 2010. 

The customer survey comprised 150 mentee/mentor pairs, i.e. 300 people who were interviewed by 

telephone.   

A number of tables are presented below that we find interesting to study and comment in detail. 

These are about attitudes and effects of the current mentor programme with mentors and mentees, 

and the potential for improvement. 
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When it comes to attitudes to the programme a fairly similar view is held by mentees and mentors, 

just over 70% of the participants are satisfied. However, there are differences with respect to the 

question of whether the development of the mentee-company would have been faster with the help 

of a mentor programme. 47% of the mentors believed this to be the case, while 35% of the mentees 

believe this to be true. 

 

There was reasonable agreement with regard to the perception of the impact of mentor programme. 

Of the mentees 77% and 85% of the mentors believed that the mentor programme has been good for 

the further development of the mentee's company. With respect to the mentee's skills development 

through the programme, 68% of the mentees responded affirmatively, while the equivalent 

percentage was 78% for the mentors. 

 

Regarding access and utilisation of new networks, there are differences in the views of the mentees 

and mentors. Significantly, more mentors saw these effects in a positive light than the mentees. 

About access to funding through the programme it can be said that this is aimed towards very young 

companies and in the customer survey more than 90% of the included companies operate in trade 



 

11 

and services sectors with relatively little need of funding. Against this background, the answers in 

the table are not particularly surprising. 

 

When asked what has been the best in the mentor programme, it is the contact with the mentor, the 

new contacts and network events that the mentees valued most. Equivalently, the mentors answered 

that new contacts, the sharing of skills and contacts, and self-development are the areas that 

received the highest value judgement. 

 

Areas for improvement where there is agreement among both mentees and mentors are 

recruitment/selection/matching. The mentees would like more time with the mentor while the 

mentors’ highest ranked area for improvement is more involvement from the mentees. 

 

When asked whether the mentees and mentors feel able to recommend the programme to a 

colleague the positive response was 91% and 93% respectively. A clear message!   

 

Interviews 

 

We have conducted four interviews with business advisors/consultants who have worked as 

regional organisers and coordinators, who participated in all phases of the programme. These four 

people have a foreign background and also have experience of running their own businesses. Two 

of them have grown up in heavily immigrant-populated suburbs of a large Swedish city. These 

circumstances meant that they recruited many of the mentees from their own network of contacts 

among entrepreneurs in these suburbs and also received the help of these entrepreneurs to find 

additional potential mentees. This method worked well, but obviously took a lot of time. However, 

it was the method that worked the best as advertising in the media or different direct mail 

campaigns did not produce any significant results.  
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All four believe that the programme has worked very well - there is a great need for this type of 

skills development with associated development of the mentee's business. No other form of training 

offers the same opportunities and results than when the mentee and mentor get on well. Some of the 

main problems that many mentees have had are too many ideas, too much to do, too few profitable 

business dealings, etc. The need has existed to help with priorities, weeding out unprofitable 

activities and to establish a functioning structure. 

 

One of the interviewees also pointed out the significance of the programme, not only for personal 

development and ditto for the mentee's business, but also that the programme makes a vital 

contribution towards social integration.  

 

Among the organisations that have been a part of the network in connection with the programme in 

Gothenburg are different companies of varying size as well as Chalmers University of Technology, 

University of Gothenburg - School of Business, Economics and Law, Connect, KPMG, 

Companion, Innovationsbron, the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth - 

Tillväxtverket and ALMI/IFS. Overall, a very strong and multi-skilled group of players. One of 

those interviewed emphasized the importance of feeling the responsible organisations’ support for 

the work and the legitimacy of the mentor programme.   

 

Among the problems and areas for improvement highlighted by those interviewed were: 

- Better marketing of the programme. Both the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional 

Growth and ALMI/IFS could become more involved. The media seems to be completely 

disinterested that so many people/entrepreneurs with foreign backgrounds take on this kind of 

undertaking. It actually means a lot for the national economy. 
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- The selection and matching processes need to be improved. Some kind of acknowledgment is 

required from both mentees and mentors that they have truly understood the level of effort 

necessary over a period of one year. 

 

However, all four interviewees were unanimous that the programme had been very useful for the 

absolute majority of the mentees and their companies. For those who were responsible and 

implemented the programme and for mentees/mentors with good matching there was only praise, or 

expressed in the words of one of the interviewees: “The best I've ever done”. 

 

Mentor of the year 2010 

In order to exemplify what has been expressed during the interviews about how the cooperation 

mentee/mentor can transpire, we have chosen to take an extract from an article by Anders Myrdahl 

with the title “Winning Mentoring”. It is about Niklas Olausson who was named mentor of the year 

in 2010 and the cooperation with mentee Navid Modiri. 

 

“When Niklas and Navid were paired together in ALMI’s mentor programme Navid was in a 
position where he needed to make space around himself. It was largely a case where he needed to 
learn to say no and decide what was important to him and his company me&do.   
 
‘Navid has a tremendous amount of drive, in his case I think I mainly helped with clarity’.  
 
They have achieved this together through Niklas asking open questions, in parallel with working 
with a clear vision and tight deadlines.  
 
‘Niklas’ mentoring is like good parenthood. He has understood his role completely and has inspired 
me - not manipulated. By asking self-evident questions he helps me to optimise my own ideas. 
During the process, I have learnt how to package and sell the ideas. I am also grateful that through 
Niklas’ mentoring I now have better self-esteem,’ says Navid Modiri.   
 
In mentoring Niklas always tries to think according to the situation and see the needs of the 
mentee.”  
 
 

Discussion/Analysis  
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As we have described in detail in our previous reports the ALMI Mentor Programme aims to 

convey knowledge, experiences and contacts through a dialogue based structured approach that runs 

over one year. During this year, an experienced entrepreneur shares his/her experiences, in the role 

of an entrepreneur, to a usually young colleague who owns and runs his/her own relatively new 

company. 

 

The process for ALMI's Mentor Programme has the following form: 

1. Invitation to the programme. 

2. Applications are reviewed and narrowed down. 

3. Interviews are conducted and in-depth information about the programme is given. A further 

round of elimination. 

4. Preliminary matching is carried out. 

5. Interviews with potential mentee/mentor pairs are held, as well as an entrepreneurship test. 

6. Matching 

7. Kick-off/Start of the Mentor programme, day 1 of 365 Mentee/Mentor start their meetings and 

talks. 

8. Network events are held 4 times during the year when all mentees and mentors meet informally 

and sometimes with a special theme for the evening’s meeting. 

9. Completion 

 

The idea is that during the year the mentee receives a personal mentor for 10-12 meetings, which 

corresponds to 20-24 hours. In addition, there are network events totalling about 10 hours, a total of 

30-35 hours. Additional support from ALMI is also available when necessary during the 

programme year. 
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Worth noting from the Customer survey for the Mentor programme for entrepreneurs in general 

2010 is that the survey showed 44 hours mentee/mentor and 11 hours of networking meetings, a 

total of 55 hours. It is obvious that the programme fulfils a need and addresses some of the 

deficiencies in skills and some of the shortages in network contacts. 

 

The programme has a number of crucial and critical choice situations: How is the programme to be 

marketed and launched? How is the invitation worded/delivered? Who does the invitation reach? 

What are the considerations that govern the matching process mentee/mentor and who determines 

it? The structure of network meetings? What happens after completion? 

 

Overall, there are a number of phases in the Mentor programme where there is potential for 

improvement. These are quite clear and there is also agreement between the answers from the 

Customer survey and the comments in our interviews. 

 

Another aspect of the mentees’ entrepreneurship is to what degree the company was started because 

there was no work available - that is to say, the mentee was “forced” to become an entrepreneur 

instead of being unemployed. It is clear that there is a difference in commitment compared to when 

a company is started on the basis of an exciting business concept with a strong market potential. 

Survival contra development. The challenge in terms of company survival can be to transform such 

a company into a potential development company, if the entrepreneur has the desire and 

commitment. 

 

A further aspect is that the relationship mentee-mentor, in our opinion, is not just about one party 

handing over their expertise and their contacts to the other party, who just takes. The relationship 

should rather be characterised by a mutual exchange of ideas and thoughts, which also results in 

mutual learning. 
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If the relationship can then lead to the parties seeing new business opportunities with links also to 

the mentee’s network in Sweden or in the mentee's home country, then the efficiency of the mentor 

programme increases even more. 

 

Swedish for entrepreneurs 

 

Another initiative that is also interesting to note is that special Swedish language classes for 

entrepreneurs have been started, these have been called “Swedish For Entrepreneurs (SFF)”. This is 

a combination of the courses “Swedish For Immigrants (SFI)” and “Swedish As A Second 

Language (SAS)” and the idea is to provide language and other skills that can facilitate business 

start-up and entrepreneurship for immigrants.  Actually one of the targets is that a specific number 

of businesses are started. Activities were started in Solna city in 2004 and have also been open to 

immigrants in other municipalities in Stockholm County. Since 2007 the activities have been run 

under the auspices of Botkyrka municipality. SWECO-EuroFutures has evaluated the project in 

Solna city and the conclusions were that this worked very well and the intended goals were reached.  

SFF activities have also been launched in other parts of Sweden, for example, in Örebro 

municipality, also with very good results. The project has had recruiting problems similar to those 

we have seen in the Mentor programme, but in general the results of the different SFF activities are 

very good. 

 

Swedish for immigrants is an initiative that is designed, among others, to facilitate the start-up of 

businesses in Sweden for immigrants who have such ambitions. ALMI's Mentor Programme for 

established entrepreneurs with a foreign background is designed for people who have started 

businesses and have run their activities for 2-8 years. We see a very interesting combination of 
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these two initiatives, which we believe should become a part of the system to really achieve synergy 

effects and increased efficiency in entrepreneurship and integration into society. 

 

The need for selective initiatives, e.g. the Mentor Programme 

 

So to a more fundamental discussion about the usefulness of specific project and programme 

activities, which is usually referred to as selective industrial policy or entrepreneurial policy, as 

opposed to general economic policy. Some research has been conducted in the entrepreneurship 

policy area, which concerns the commercial aspects for entrepreneurs and the effects of such 

actions in general in society and on the economy. Questions asked are: What needs are there? How 

are these needs best addressed? Who should make the initiatives and for whom, and how are the 

results measured? What does it cost and what is obtained for the money? Among those doubtful to 

different types of selective initiatives are, for example, entrepreneurship researchers such as David 

Storey from the UK, who in spite of this still emphasized the importance of different ways to 

stimulate the creation of new businesses among immigrants. Also David Audretsch  from the U.S. 

has a doubtful attitude to industry policy initiatives of a selective nature. Examples of researchers 

who have a clear positive attitude to such mentoring of entrepreneurs with foreign backgrounds can 

be found in Anders Lundström, Anna Kremel from Sweden and Lois Stevenson from Canada. 

Stevenson also makes some interesting comparisons regarding immigrant entrepreneurs when she 

analyses the situation in Canada, USA and UK. These differences in perceptions as well as 

conditions and actions in different countries is both challenging and stimulating. 

 

We are well aware of the measurement problems, not least by the aggregate level of various 

local/regional initiatives. The complexity is great, and there are few linear relations. Other types of 

measurement methodologies are required, and it is doubtful, on account of the quality, whether one 

exists today. However, on a micro level, it may perhaps be sufficient to keep things simple and 
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tangible so that questions are put to the entrepreneurs who have participated in the initiative 

whether they are satisfied, whether it has been effective, whether it has proved useful and how do 

the judge/measure this usefulness, for example in the form of new useful skills and contacts, or in 

what manner the initiatives have contributed to increased market share of importance, to increased 

turnover and improved economic performance, contributed to increased profitability, etc.  

 

Lessons learned 

 

A number of lessons have been learnt from studies made regarding the mentor program in 2010 - 

both our own through CMA Research AB, as well as externally made by SWECO-Eurofutures and 

the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth. 

 

To ensure, by checking with the mentee, at the interview stage, whether the interviewer understands 

the mentee's needs correctly and agrees with the type of mentor that would be ideal to meet these 

needs. Otherwise there may be a risk that dissatisfaction arises from the outset, if for example, the 

mentee during the interview mentions in passing that the structure would be good, and this results in 

an accountant becoming the mentor when the mentee in fact wanted support with marketing and 

sales. 

 

Another important aspect is to explain the methodology of mentorship and that it differs from 

concrete advice where a number of solutions are presented. Within mentorship it takes longer, by 

working with open-ended questions so that the mentor makes his/her own decisions and retains this 

strategic thinking after mentorship.  

 

Mentorship as a methodology also means that the result, i.e. “pay-off”, can take up to six months or 

more before it materialises. This is because the mentor and mentee, through discussions, reach a 
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common goal with an associated plan of action for the mentorship. The plan of action is then 

followed up during each meeting. Accordingly, the mentee needs to understand that it may take 

time, but to still work target oriented, which is essential for a successful mentorship. 

 

With respect to commitment, both the mentee and mentor believe that the mentee can do more than 

is currently accomplished. It is important to point out for example an “80-20” rule is of great 

importance. This means that for every hour a mentor spends on the mentor programme, the mentee 

needs to spend four hours. This rule should be made clear continuously from the initial presentation 

of the programme and during the interview. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

In this report we have described the ALMI programme “Mentor Own Business” and focused on the 

mentor programme specifically aimed at entrepreneurs with foreign backgrounds. From the 

available evaluations, the interviews we conducted and our own analysis and reasoning, we have 

drawn the following conclusions, namely that: 

 

- the mentor programme for entrepreneurs was much appreciated among the mentees and mentors, 

over 90% in both groups believed they were able to recommend the programme to a colleague 

 



 

20 

- the professional business advisers and consultants who worked on the programme strongly 

emphasized the commercial aspects of development of the mentees’ companies and extended 

networks, and expressed their joy at the personal development which they noted in the majority of 

participants, 

 

- there is a need to be clearer in the marketing of the programme so that both mentees and mentors 

better understand what they are letting themselves in for, e.g. the nature of the programme, the 

demands on the participants, expectations, goals, etc. 

 

- there is an important element in the process of the mentor programme relating to mutual benefit 

and learning for both the mentees and mentors, 

 

- there is a need to improve the recruitment, selection and matching processes for both mentees as 

well as mentors. It is important, especially in the matching process, to consider the attitude 

towards the role of mentee and mentor, 

 

-  the responsible players of the programme (the Swedish Ministry for Energy, Enterprise and 

Communications, the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth and ALMI/IFS), in 

different ways, need to promote their support of the programme even more as well as the 

programme's long-term survival if they are satisfied with the results and effects, 

 

- there is an interesting development potential to be found in closer cooperation between the 

municipal run programme for Swedish entrepreneurs (SFF) and ALMI/IFS’s Mentor Programme 

for entrepreneurs with foreign backgrounds - that is a combined initiative on new entrepreneurship 

and business development for the target group. Something that we feel would result in positive 

effects for both the economy and integration into society. 
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Continued research 

 

In our analysis, there were three particular areas that we encountered repeatedly and which we 

perceive have elements of ambiguity and uncertainty. 

Firstly, it is the recurring discussion about the need of selective commercial policy or not and the 

absence of measurement methods for the complex relationships, efficiency, costs and benefits and 

the time period for various activities. There is a need for practical and accepted measurement 

methods, which are also based on scientific grounds. 

 

The second and third areas concern communication techniques for recruitment and selection of 

persons with foreign backgrounds to the different programme/project initiatives. Customary 

advertisements in various media have weak effects, and different forms of direct contact are time 

consuming, etc. Some form of “acknowledgement” for mutual understanding is also necessary. 

References and sources 
 

Audretsch, David B.; Isabel Grilo; A. Roy Thurik; (2007), ”Explaining Entrepreneurship and the 

Role of Policy: A Framework” in  Handbook of Research on Entrepreneurship Policy. Ed. Edward 

Elgar Publ. Inc.  

 

Boter, H; Lundström, A; (2005) ”SME perspectives on business support services: The role of 

company size, industry and location” in Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 

Volume 12, Number 2. 

 

Henningson Thomas; Wikholm Jimmy; Hultman Claes M; (2004) "Mentoring New 

Entrepreneurs - a Course of Action to Retain Knowledge and 

Experience in Society", paper presented at the ICSB World Conference 2004, 

Sandton Convention Centre, Johannesburg, South Africa 

 



 

22 

Wikholm Jimmy; Henningson Thomas; Hultman Claes M; (2005) "Demand for 

Mentoring among New Starters", paper presented at the ICSB World 

Conference 2005, Crystal Gateway Marriott Washington, Washington D C,  USA 

 

Wikholm Jimmy; Henningson Thomas; Hultman Claes M; (2007) "Supply and 

demand for mentoring: implementing theory in practice", paper presented at 

the ICSB World Conference 2007, Turku, Finland 

 

Wikholm Jimmy; Henningson Thomas; Hultman Claes M; (2008) ”Mentor and Mentee attitudes in 

mentoring for new entrepreneurs” paper presented at the ICSB World Conference 2008, Halifax, 

Canada 

 

Lundström, A; Stevenson, L; Almerud,M; (2008), ”Entrepreneurship and Innovation 

Policies. Analysing measures in European countries”. Ed. Foundation for small business research 

FSF 2008:3. Örebro, Sweden 

 

Kremel, A; Lundström, A; (2007), Företagsklimatets betydelse för utveckling, tillväxt och 

förnyelse i mikroföretag. Ed. Foundation for small business research (FSF). Örebro, Sweden. 

 

Lundström, Anders; Anna Kremel;(2009), ”Behov och betydelse av rådgivning till nya och unga 

företag”. Ed. Foundation for small business research 2009:2. Örebro, Sweden  

 

Sjödin, Ulrika (2010). ”Mentorprogram for entrepreneurs with foreign background”, in Market of 

opportunities. Ed. Tillväxtverket. Stockholm, Sweden. 183-210  

 

Stevenson, Lois (2001), ”Supporting Ethnic Entrepreneurship: Policy and Program Measures”, in 

Marginalisering eller integration. Invandrares företagande i svensk retorik och praktik. En 

forskarantologi. Ed. Arbetslivsinstitutet, Integrationsverket, Svenska ESF-Rådet och Nutek. 

Stockholm and Norrköping, Sweden 

 

Storey, David J. (2000) Small Business. Critical Perspectives on Business and Management. Ed. 

Routledge. London, UK  

 



 

23 

Storey, David J. (1994) Understanding the small business sector. Ed. International Thomson 

Business Press. London, UK 

 

Storey David J. (1998) ”The ten procenters”. Ed. Deloitte & Touch. London, UK 
 

 

 


