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Sustain4Future

When is a startup actually ready to go abroad?
Sustainable entrepreneurship is a cornerstone of Europe's future, but achieving it at scale remains hard. Fragmented policies, limited access to sustainable financing and a lack of systemic support keep many young businesses focused on short-term gains instead of long-term, purpose-driven growth. Universities and their incubators are well placed to close this gap but only if they connect students, alumni and startups to genuinely international networks and offer them a concrete path for taking their first steps abroad.
Sustainability for Future is the answer nine European higher education institutions and their incubators built together, under the EIT Higher Education Initiative and supported by the EIT Urban Mobility Knowledge and Innovation Community. It extends the existing Start For Future (SFF) network and its 40-plus partner ecosystem. Through their two main programs, the pre-incubator START and international incubator CREATE, it embeds entrepreneurship education, business incubation and the growth of regional innovation ecosystems with higher educations institutions and local ecosystems. By 2027, the project aims to educate over 1,200 students, support 80+ startups and train 240+ academic and non-academic staff, while extending the network into three new emerging ecosystems: Tallinn (Estonia), Bratislava (Slovakia) and Tirana (Albania).
Our role
Artevelde University of Applied Sciences is the only Flanders-based partner in the consortium. We co-lead two of the project's five work packages: TEACH & RISE (entrepreneurship education) and the Open Incubator, where we support Start For Future's own incubation team. START is a free, fully online 9-week pre-incubation track: startup teams, spin-offs and solo founders are matched with startup coaches and industry experts from across Europe for weekly workshops and 1:1 coaching. Teams or founders leave with a validated target customer, an initial prototype and a clear roadmap into one of SFF's partner incubators. CREATE, the international incubator stage that follows, goes deeper. From a session on non-equity EU funding worth up, founders who are ready for the next step learn on how to pitch to investors and business angels.
S4F also created a new growth track: ACCELERATE. It focuses on the first international steps of companies that already have some traction at home. Often this is the hardest step for young entrepreneurs to take, since many don't even know whether they're ready for it yet. ACCELERATE is a selective track for nine startups, and we use our international network to make that step easier. My own role is twofold: senior business coach to the most advanced teams and project manager of the ACCELERATE programme.
That same network also works the other way: helping new EIT partners build their own ecosystems, rather than just sending our own startups abroad. In Tirana, together with our Spanish colleague Ester Bernadó of TecnoCampus, I facilitated a Capacity Building Workshop for Epoka University, using the HEInnovate Action Cards to map the university's entrepreneurial maturity and agree on its next steps. It's the same approach we bring to Bratislava and Estonia: instead of exporting a ready-made model, we help each new ecosystem find its own — while, in Ghent, we keep scouting our network for the teams that are ready to make that same international leap.
Momentum so far
Since Phase 1 launched in spring 2025, the consortium has trained 865 students and 116 academic and non-academic staff, 87 of them mentored. Over 20+ startups have received hands-on entrepreneurial coaching and network access and four new regional partnerships were formed. Three new structures grew out of that work: a cross-partner community of practice on intrapreneurship and corporate entrepreneurship education, an ESG (Environmental, social and governance) and non-financial reporting support structure at Epoka University in Tirana and a new bridge between our Estonian partner and the Estonian Business Angels Network to connect graduating students with investors. With Phase 1 closed, the consortium is now moving into Phase 2.	Comment by Marie Timmermann (FWO): What is an ESG?	Comment by Margot Vanden Bossche: Added!

Project scope
Sustain4Future / Sustainability for Future is funded under Horizon Europe through the EIT Higher Education Initiative Call for Proposals 2024, supported by the EIT Urban Mobility Knowledge and Innovation Community, and runs through 2027. The nine-partner, nine-country consortium consists of VIA University College (Denmark, project lead), Artevelde University of Applied Sciences (Belgium), EPOKA University (Albania), PowerHUB (Czech Republic), the Estonian Entrepreneurship University of Applied Sciences / EEK Mainor (Estonia), Esslingen University – GründES! Centre for Entrepreneurship (Germany), Ekonomická univerzita v Bratislave (Slovakia), TecnoCampus (Spain) and University West (Sweden).	Comment by Marie Timmermann (FWO): Is this the correct link to provide to the call: https://eit-hei.eu/funding-support/funding-opportunities/past-calls/call-for-proposals-4/?	Comment by Margot Vanden Bossche: Yes indeed!
For more information on Sustain4Future / Start For Future, please visit https://startforfuture.eu/, or follow “Sustainability for Future” and “Start for Future” on LinkedIn.
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