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Executive Summary  

Belgium is a federal state in which employment falls under the competence of the regions. In 

total, there are 4 ministries covering this issue (the federal level, Flanders, Wallonia and the 

Brussels capital region), thus policies, actions and access to employment and entrepreneurship 

are very different from region to region. Moreover, the information on immigrants’ labour 

market and entrepreneurship is very scarce and scattered, and data on female immigrant 

entrepreneurship is in most cases minimal or absent.  

In general, the employment rate gap between individuals born in Belgium and non-EU 

immigrants of the first generation is among the largest in the European Union. In Belgium, 

around 17% of active population is self-employed (data from 2017), of which only 9% are 

women. The non-EU immigrants cover only around 2% of the total self-employment.   

Nevertheless, in the recent years (2008-15), the number of self-employed persons with 

migration background grew three times faster (39.8% compared to 14.5%). In this framework, 

the share of women entrepreneurs with migratory background is lower compared to men 

(31.2%/68.8%).1 

The analysis carried out to identify the motivations, needs, expectations, and criticalities faced 

by migrant women entrepreneurs in Belgium revealed that the main reasons why a migrant 

woman decides to start a self-employed/entrepreneurial activity are financial, as she 

wants/needs to add an income to herself and her family, and many times she also faces visa or 

other issues that make it difficult for her to become employed. Their needs when starting or 

owning a business revolve around the fact that they require a certain degree of flexibility to 

meet personal/family obligations, and therefore there was a high demand on the side of the 

respondents for facilities/ services that support them in this regard with reliable information, 

training, networking etc. 

The business ecosystem in Belgium proves to be very complex, and, for a female third-national 

migrant, cultural differences, and social norms, together with the intricate administrative 

system, represent important barriers in carrying out an entrepreneurial activity. This highlights 

 
1 Fod Economie, 2019. 
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the stringent need for a stronger collaboration between public services dedicated to general 

business support and organizations that work specifically with women in this group, to support 

the development of female entrepreneurship in Belgium. 

Chapter 1. Context of reference and territorial dynamics  

In order to understand well the territorial dynamics, it is important to clarify that the reality of 

Belgium is slightly different from those of other EU countries. First because Belgium is a 

federal state composed of three Regions (Flanders, Brussels, and Wallonia) and three 

Communities that operate with three different official languages (Flemish, French and 

German). Regions and Communities do not have the same capabilities; some competencies are 

kept at the level of the national Federal State, while others are run at the regional level. With 

this different division of roles, a lot of freedom is given to the Regions that are able to set their 

own policies and strategies, bringing to a lot of diverse policies from region to region.  

The second peculiarity of Belgium is that Brussels is the heart of the European Union and hosts 

most of the European Union institutions, making the city per se a natural magnet for EU 

immigrants.  

Thus, in looking at the overall immigration dynamics of Belgium when applied to the labour 

market, it is important to consider the EU and non-EU immigrants, of which refugees are a 

sub-group of the non-EU immigrants. Nowadays, migration within the European Union is 

mainly influenced by economic reasons. Instead, refugees are individuals who have fled war, 

persecution or violence and have crossed an international border to find safety or human living 

conditions in another country. 
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Table 1 Foreign population of Belgium in 2020 by origin, Statista 2021 

Here below are the immigration statistics for Belgium (Statista, 2021)2:  

• Belgium immigration statistics for 2015 was 1,387,940.00, a 31.83% increase from 

2010. 

• Belgium immigration statistics for 2010 was 1,052,844.00, a 20.9% increase from 

2005. 

• Belgium immigration statistics for 2005 was 870,862.00, a 2.05% increase from 2000. 

Refugee statistics for Belgium also show an increase (source Statista 2021). 

• Belgium refugee statistics for 2020 was 65,033.00, a 5.47% increase from 2019. 

• Belgium refugee statistics for 2019 was 61,662.00, a 46.26% increase from 2018. 

 
2 https://www.statista.com/statistics/517235/foreign-population-of-belgium-by-origin/ 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/517235/foreign-population-of-belgium-by-origin/
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• Belgium refugee statistics for 2018 was 42,158.00, a 0% increase from 2017. 

The largest group among the non-EU migrants in Belgium is represented by Moroccans and 

the second largest group of non-EU foreigners are Turks.3 

Paragraph 1.1 General overview of the context 

The promotion of the business creation and self-employment is one of the major objectives 

within Belgium’s economic targets.  

Inclusive entrepreneurship policies are being put in place and policy makers are reinforcing 

targeted support to address the specific needs of several target groups. According to the 2018 

European semester country report for Belgium, entrepreneurship has been largely promoted in 

Belgium. Nevertheless, the underutilisation of labour between specific population groups like 

the low-skilled, young people, older people and people with migrant backgrounds continues 

(EC, 2016a)4. 

Entrepreneurship and self-employment are often a tool to reach social inclusion for both policy 

makers and individuals. At the same time, self-employment and entrepreneurship can serve as 

valuable alternative for job seekers of non-EU origin. 

Across Belgium, specific objectives to foster entrepreneurship among immigrants are not 

clearly defined yet. The action is rather tackled using actions like integration programs, 

language trainings and diploma recognition. The employment outcomes for people with a 

migrant background in Belgium, are among the poorest in the EU (EC, 2017a).  

Entrepreneurship for Immigrants and Refugees: As already seen, Belgium is a country with 

a relatively high number of refugees. During the period 2000–2004, Belgium was the 8th 

country in the number - 118,400 - of received asylum seekers worldwide (UNHCR, 2005). 

Although, in recent years, the number of incoming refugees has again slightly decreased. The 

 
3 https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/BEL/belgium/refugee-

statistics#:~:text=Belgium%20refugee%20statistics%20for%202020,a%200%25%20increase%20from%202016 
4 Inclusive entrepreneurship policies, Belgium, OECD 2018 

https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/BEL/belgium/refugee-statistics#:~:text=Belgium%20refugee%20statistics%20for%202020,a%200%25%20increase%20from%202016
https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/BEL/belgium/refugee-statistics#:~:text=Belgium%20refugee%20statistics%20for%202020,a%200%25%20increase%20from%202016
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integration of refugees in Western societies is often seen as problematic both by the refugees 

themselves and the host society5. 

Starting up and running a business autonomously can originate from different needs but also 

from different difficulties. Refugees are escaping their country because of persecution or war 

which means that they leave their country for humanitarian reasons. Instead, economic 

immigrants leave their country for economic reasons. This difference can be seen in different 

specific aspects, and it plays a major role in setting or not a business on its own. Some of them 

can be:  

o The social network of refugees in the new host country is likely to be less extensive 

than that of immigrants.  

o Refugees fled their country of origin because of persecution or war. As a consequence, 

for them normally it not possible to return to their country in order to acquire capital, 

funds or labour for their business.  

o Due to their unexpected departure from the home country, they had no or little 

opportunity to bring valuable things along, like certificates of education or capital.6 

These differences have a major impact on entrepreneurship and on self-employment among 

immigrates coming from EU or Non-EU countries, as well as the way they perceive and 

experience life in the new country. In general, it can be said that refugees encounter more 

difficulties than the other immigrants.  

Labour market: If we look at the unemployment rate in Belgium among the general 

population, we can see that it has been below the European Union average from 2008 to 2017, 

ranging between 7.0% and 8.6%. From the graph below, it can be seen that the unemployment 

has been low among seniors, but it has been particularly marked among young people at 19.3%. 

According to the graph in general women suffer the same unemployment as men7. 

 
5 Refugee entrepreneurship in Belgium: Potential and Practice, Wauters, Lambrecht, 2006 
6 Refugee entrepreneurship in Belgium: Potential and Practice, Wauters, Lambrecht, 2006 
7 Inclusive entrepreneurship policies, Belgium, OECD 2018 
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Table 2 Unemployment rate in Belgium 2008-2017, Source: Eurostat (2008). 

According to the Working Research Paper “The labour market position of second‐generation 

immigrants in Belgium”, if we look into the different categories of population in Belgium, it is 

also interesting to notice employment position of natives and different groups of immigrants 

(1st generation and second generation) in Belgium with that of the neighbouring countries (i.e., 

France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom). From the graph below a clear 

distinction in employment rates between EU27 and non-EU27 immigrants it is also visible.  

 

Table 2 Employment rates of first and second generation EU27 & non EU27 immigrants 
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Moreover, both generations, the first but also the second generation with non-EU origin, have 

a lower employment rate in Belgium compared to the neighbouring countries. The research 

paper further reported that the female employment remains low also within the second-

generation immigrants of non-EU origin. 8 

Self-employment and entrepreneurship: According to the OECD report on the Inclusive 

Entrepreneurship policies in Belgium, the proportion of workers who are self-employed has 

been slightly below the EU average over the last decade. According to their data, in 2017, 

13.1% of the active population was self-employed in Belgium, slightly less than the EU average 

for that year (13.9%). From their analysis it is interesting to notice that the highest rates were 

found among men (16.3%) and seniors (16.0%), while they were lower among women (9.3%) 

and youth (5%). Nevertheless, it is important to mention that between 2015 and 2016 the 

number of self-employed women raised by 5.5%. This was a much higher growth rate than that 

of male entrepreneurs, which in the same year had a raise of 1.7% (INASTI, 2016).9 

 

Table 3 Self-employment rate 2008-2017 

 
8 The labour market position of second‐generation immigrants in Belgium, Corluy, Haemels, Marx and Verbist, 

2015. 
9 Inclusive entrepreneurship policies, Belgium, OECD 2018 
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Non-EU citizens revealed a self-employment rate of only 2-3%. In order to address these low 

figures, the Brussels Region and some communes in Flanders are fostering the dialogue with 

civil society actors on improving inclusion and providing access to immigrants’ self-

employment and entrepreneurship.10 

The reason why somebody launches a business can also pay a big role. For example, the next 

graph shows that women and youth entrepreneurs over the 2013-2017 period, were much more 

likely than other social target groups to have started their business due to necessity, which 

means because of the scarcity of opportunities in employment. This data is consistent with the 

fairly high levels of unemployment among these two groups. The conclusion can be that the 

necessity driving entrepreneurship is higher in Belgium than across the other EU countries.11 

 

Table 4 Proportion of entrepreneurial activities out of necessity 2013-2017 

Due to the very different political and economic realities in the different parts of Belgium, 

entrepreneurship activities are unequally distributed across the different regions. Looking at 

 
10 Inclusive entrepreneurship policies, Belgium, OECD 2018 
11 Inclusive entrepreneurship policies, Belgium, OECD 2018 
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the geographical distribution, of all start-ups in Belgium in 2017, 54.9% were set up in 

Flanders, 25.8% in Wallonia and 13.1% in Brussels12. 

Paragraph 1.2 Quantitative information on third-country nationals’ entrepreneurship 

According to the study “Migrants, Minorities and Employment in Belgium” done by the 

European Monitoring Centre on racism and Xenophobia (2003), in general, Belgian citizens of 

immigrant background are overrepresented in the sectors of horeca (HOtel, REstaurant and 

CAfé), recreation, culture and sports, the textile industry, the garage industry, fabrication of 

metal products, and the sector of wastewater and rubbish collection, street cleaning.  

Women of immigrant background are overrepresented in the secondary sector of ‘fabrication 

of beverages, food and tobacco, fabrication of office machines, computers and fabrication of 

medical equipment’ and in the tertiary sector ‘other services to people, horeca, small business, 

and transport related activities. 13 

In Belgium, foreigners (EU and non-EU immigrants) make up almost 7% of the total self-

employed people nevertheless, only around 1.4% of them are non-EU migrants.14  

Similarly, the immigrant self-employment group has a strong concentration in the sector of 

horeca, especially in the restaurant sector. It is important to consider that the real number of 

non-EU self-employed people in this sector is probably higher given the high naturalisation 

rate of some immigrant groups like the Chinese and or the Pakistani entrepreneurs.15  

What is important to mention is that there is a significant gender gap in wage earnings. Still 

according to the study Migrants, Minorities and Employment in Belgium, women workers tend 

to earn considerably less than their male counterparts. Specifically, Moroccan women seem to 

 
12 Inclusive entrepreneurship policies, Belgium, OECD 2018 
13 Migrants, Minorities and Employment in Belgium, by the Centre for Equal Opportunities to Racism, national 

Focal Point Belgium, 2003. 
14 Ibid 
15 Ibid 
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be penalized even more, as they earn prominently less than their male Moroccan counterparts, 

followed by Turkish women. 16 

Instead, there is little and almost no available information on the survival rate of start-ups 

launched by non-Eu immigrants in Belgium, due to a number of factors, mainly because 

Belgium has no special scheme nor integrated approach available for immigrant’s start-ups. 

  

 
16 Ibid 
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Chapter 2. Methodological note  

The main aim of this background research is to collect significant information on the needs and 

difficulties encountered by migrant women entrepreneurs and migrant women from third 

countries who aspire to become entrepreneurs in Belgium. The interview samples were selected 

with the assistance of the ATHENA project’s stakeholders’ group, which is comprised of 

institutions and personalities that are active in the field of migration and entrepreneurship. 

To reach this objective, DLI has interviewed five migrant women:  

o 2 women from third countries who are currently entrepreneurs,  

o 1 woman from a third country who aspires to become entrepreneur  

o 1 woman from a third country who is the owner of a failed enterprise 

o 1 privileged witness on the subject (a key actor whose knowledge and expertise are 

significant to collect information on the needs, expectations, and criticalities of migrant 

women).  

The age range of the women interviewed is between 40 and 59 years old, and their countries 

of origin are: Colombia, Morocco, United States of America, and Uzbekistan. Three of the four 

entrepreneurs/aspiring entrepreneurs have moved to Belgium due to their family situations, 

while the fourth one was driven by better economic opportunities. The respondents are highly 

qualified professionals, with all of them having Master degree education level and relevant 

expertise in their respective professional fields.  

They all run microenterprises (less than 10 employees). While two of the four 

entrepreneurs/aspiring entrepreneurs interviewed offer consultancy services, another one runs 

a business producing goods, and the fourth one is active in the field of non-formal education. 

The interviews were conducted in the period between July and October 2021.  
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Chapter 3. Motivations, needs, expectations, and criticalities faced by migrant women 

entrepreneurs  

This chapter presents the analysis of needs, expectations and criticalities encountered by 

migrant or migrant-background women entrepreneurs or who aspire to be entrepreneurs in 

Belgium. The analysis is based on the data collected through the questionnaires mentioned 

above. 

Paragraph 3.1 Needs, motivations, and expectations of women entrepreneurs or who 

aspire to be entrepreneurs   

Motivations and expectations when starting a business: The interviews revealed that all the 

surveyed women were motivated to start their own businesses by the challenges they 

encountered in integrating in the local ecosystem in Belgium, and less so driven only by their 

passion for the service they offer. In most of the cases, the motivation was driven by an 

economic imperative, to add an income to herself and her family. As migrant women consider 

enterprising a freelance activity or starting a business, their expectations are mainly related to 

the necessity to integrate as individuals and professionals in the local community using the 

expertise acquired in another context, balancing this with personal/family obligations. 

Most women agreed that the reasons why they had to set up an own business were the lack of 

opportunities to find a paid employed work that takes into consideration their family 

obligations (mothers of young children) and not speaking the local language: 

«The main reasons I started an entrepreneurial activity were to address a big social 

problem and to provide an income for me and my family. It was also challenging to find 

paid, employed work as a mother of young children and, as a woman from a non-

European, non-Belgian background.17 » 

«Lack of high-profile job opportunities for a non-Dutch speaker, non-French speaker, 

non-German speaker. Had 2 little kids and this made it also challenging.18 » 

 
17 C., 55 years old, from the USA, business owner.  
18 L., 43 years old, from Colombia, closed the business.  
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Some also reported they prefer not to work in an often too rigid corporate structures and rather 

opt for independence and flexible working hours.  

«I was fired for 3 times in a row in Belgium, so I thought that the Universe was trying 

to tell me to be independent. And apart from that, I don’t like corporate politics and 

frames they put you in.19 » 

The experience of the privileged witness interviewed revealed that some women may also face 

visa-related or other issues that make it difficult for them to become employed, and therefore 

they have no other option but to take up an entrepreneurial activity.  

Overall, the motivations to start a business for migrant women or those with a migrant 

background can be classified in the following main groups:  

o Financial necessity. 

o Need for flexibility (due to caring responsibilities, personal situations etc.). 

o Lack of better opportunities (due to poor knowledge of the local language, cultural 

differences etc.). 

Needs in setting up a business: the interviews showed that the process of starting-up a business 

or a freelance activity in Belgium is not so straightforward for a foreigner. Again, language 

barriers - the lack of reliable sources of information in their own languages – and the 

complexity of the administrative system in Belgium revealed very diverse needs. Those can be 

summarized as follows:  

o Most of the respondents expressed the wish to have more support from local authority 

to understand the local administrative system (i.e., taxation, social security etc.) and 

to have reliable sources of information in their own languages 

o Support from a community of other people with experience, or a network of women 

such as coaching for free or similar. One woman reported:  

 
19 A., 40 years old, from Uzbekistan, business owner.  
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«That's actually why I have started a Facebook group - Fearless Female Founders - 

where we could exchange experience but still...it is not enough. REAL stories (not 

Instagram scam) can definitely motivate to move forward, mentoring ad well.20 » 

«I have joined a Facebook group of other women entrepreneurs to hear and learn from 

their experiences before making the step of starting a fully operational business.21 » 

o Specialized support to develop certain parts of their business that fall out of their 

expertise: «Support in creating the correct messages to transmit so that potential 

clients clearly understand the benefit of my service, so more on the marketing side to 

start with.22 » 

o Women focused funding and access to funding specific for foreign women.  

o Support for care obligations (i.e., more facilities for childcare)  

o Support to work first with international clients (due to barriers with the local language 

and thus with local clients) 

o Reduction in taxation and bureaucracy or similar support from the government 

would be very welcomed. One respondent commented «For example in Ireland you 

don’t pay taxes for the first three years23» 

Paragraph 3.2 Criticalities and challenges faced during the start-up and management of 

economic activities  

The challenges identified by the women entrepreneurs surveyed in the early stages of their 

entrepreneurial activities were mainly related to the little knowledge that they have on the 

business environment and practices in the host country. Respondents stated that the main 

challenges at the start-up of the business activity were: 

 
20 A., 40 years old, from Uzbekistan, business owner. 
21 F., 59 years old, from Morocco, aspiring entrepreneur. 
22 F., 59 years old, from Morocco, aspiring entrepreneur. 
23 A., 40 years old, from Uzbekistan, business owner.  
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o Complexity of the tax and administrative system. One responded stated: «But many 

things were hard: trying to navigate business alone is extremely difficult. Loads of 

energy goes on being scared that you did smth wrong in terms of taxation (reported 

invoices incorrectly; will those invoices be accepted or not? how much I will end up 

paying in taxes).24 » 

o Social/family pressure related to the stereotypical “image” of entrepreneurship that is 

“not safe” for a woman: «Of course, family was resisting my wish to be an entrepreneur 

because it is not safe, I had to persist.25 » 

A privileged witness stated: «She may find resistance to employment from her family 

and/or community if women working outside the home for money is not considered 

"normal" or acceptable. She may experience racism, sexism, and discrimination based 

on her background that keeps her from getting support (financial, education, other) she 

needs.26 » 

o Access to resources, including funding. For these women the main source of funding 

their company was their own savings.  

o In addition, the fact that the majority of the respondents have started the business as a 

sole business owner/ freelance, revealed the criticality of  access to resources such as 

specialized personnel, business networks and facilities to support with family 

obligations during that critical period of starting a business: «Imo, a foreign woman 

needs the following: language skills (English and locals), coaching to understand the 

local conditions, a network of women who do business for peer to peer support, a 

network of local buddies that want to support, facilities for child day care.27 » 

o Getting the information about local business practices: «As a foreign freelancer, I 

experienced difficulties to understand how Flemish do business, got problems with 

 
24 A., 40 years old, from Uzbekistan, business owner. 
25 A., 40 years old, from Uzbekistan, business owner. 
26 C., Interview with a key actor, supporting migrant women entrepreneurs. 
27 L., 43 years old, from Colombia, closed the business. 
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unpaid invoices, and I didn't know what to do about it, I didn't know of companies or 

organizations that could support in that situation.28 »  

As the business starts to grow and develop, the challenges experienced by women 

entrepreneurs in terms of business management stem from the fact that the overall business 

environment is not flexible to the specific needs of migrant entrepreneurs and are related to: 

o Forms of discrimination and stereotypes/stigmas linked to the specific status of 

migrant woman from a third country: «I also used to receive calls from potential clients 

or clients that wanted me to have cheap prices as I was a foreign and it was expected 

from me to do so. I got sick from all these situations and even there I had no support. 

The situation has changed with the years in positive ways, but it is still challenging29» 

Some women experienced racism and sexual harassment, and never went to police as 

they were foreigners: «I also experienced racism, sexism in IT as there are very few 

women in the sector and almost no foreign ones. I also experience sexual harassment 

from clients (…), I didn't know what to do, never informed the police or anything (…)30» 

o Tax and administrative burden remain critical in the process of business 

management, and they can weigh heavily on the success of the business, particularly 

when the business hasn’t reached a good level of maturity and profitability: «The first 

time I failed because I didn't take time to understand local bureaucracy which is really 

complex. Bills started to come in and I got shocked and frozen, so I had to go back to 

employment. (…) Reduction in taxation and bureaucracy would definitely give more 

confidence to start a business and grow it. For example, in Ireland you don't pay taxes 

for the first three years. And then, corporate tax is only 15%.31» 

o Difficulties in accessing public services that offers specialized expertise on matters 

such as legal support, taxation, and social security etc. 

 
28 L., 43 years old, from Colombia, closed the business. 
29 L., 43 years old, from Colombia, closed the business. 
30 L., 43 years old, from Colombia, closed the business.  
31 A., 40 years old, from Uzbekistan, business owner.  
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Conclusions 

The complexity of the Belgian cultural and socio-economic environment is also reflected in 

the numerous challenges that migrants from third countries encounter both at personal and 

professional levels when they consider and even start an entrepreneurial activity. Despite the 

fact that in recent years (2008-15) the number of self-employed persons with migration 

background grew three times, the ecosystem put in place to support them is still slow to respond 

to their specific needs. Although entrepreneurship and self-employment are often an important 

tool to achieve social inclusion, but also to fill in the needs arising on the labour market, the 

fact that Belgium doesn’t have clearly defined objectives and a strategy to foster 

entrepreneurship among immigrants – particularly non-EU migrants - only accentuates the 

hardship they face on the labour market.  

These challenges are intensified when it comes to women, mainly stemming from the fact that 

gender roles and social norms play an important role in the process of integration in the host 

country, and therefore also on their socio-economic status. The analysis carried out to identify 

the motivations, needs, expectations, and criticalities faced by migrant women entrepreneurs 

in Belgium revealed that the main reasons why a migrant woman decides to start a self-

employed/ entrepreneurial activity are financial, as she wants/needs to add an income to herself 

and her family, and many times she also faces visa or other issues that make it difficult for her 

to become employed. Their needs when starting or owning a business revolve around the fact 

that they require a certain degree of flexibility to meet personal/family obligations, and 

therefore there was a high demand on the side of the respondents for facilities/services that 

support them in this regard with reliable information, training, networking etc.  

The main forms of support a migrant woman needs to start a business include help with putting 

together a business plan, finding partners, access to finance/loans and funding, information 

about local and national regulation and constraints, tax and social security advice, information 

on incorporating, financial support or tax breaks to start-up, language, digital and business 

skills trainings, etc. 
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Currently, the share of women entrepreneurs with migratory background is less than half 

compared to men (31.2%/68.8%) showing an urgent need to support and even change the 

attitudes of migrant women towards entrepreneurship, particularly as the socio-economic 

paradigms start to change in the digital society. The COVID-19 pandemic has amplified 

gendered structural inequalities. Women and girls are disproportionately impacted due to the 

compounding of economic and social factors. On average, women earn less, save less, hold 

less secure jobs, and are more likely to live closer to poverty compared to men. 

While putting in place public services with the right expertise to assist non-EU migrant women 

entrepreneurs can prove to be slow and fragmented due to the administrative organization in 

Belgium, an alternative solution that would facilitate and even speed this process is a closer 

collaboration and long-term (including funding) with non-profit organizations that already 

have extensive expertise in working with and addressing specific needs of this group. This 

would ensure that the much-needed customized services are available on a longer period of 

time and give access to a wider set of services, beyond the language skills training, that can 

include personal and professional development support, business networks or access to 

specialized information explained in the native language of the entrepreneurs.     
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Executive Summary 

At the latest with the last large immigration in 2015, Germany has become a country of 

immigration. Many people, especially from the Turkish-Arab region, have immigrated in 

recent years and become active in the German labour market. Many of them have founded their 

own companies and have already overtaken German citizens without a migration background 

in terms of quantity. Women, especially those with a migration background, have recorded the 

greatest increase in the number of new companies. 
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Chapter 1. Context of reference and territorial dynamics 

Paragraph 1.1 - General overview of the context 

According to the 2019 micro census1, almost one in five people living in Germany has a 

migration background. That is 18.6 million of the total 82.4 million inhabitants, which 

corresponds to 22.5% of the total population. At around 9 million, almost half (48.5%) of the 

people with a migration background living in the Federal Republic are female. 4.9 million 

women have German citizenship, 4.2 million are foreigners, i.e., do not have a German 

passport. 

Of the women with a migration background who have German citizenship, 2.7 million have 

"their own migration experience", i.e., have immigrated to Germany; 2.1 million, on the other 

hand, were born in Germany, i.e., have no migration experience of their own. In addition, there 

are 3.6 million foreign women who have migrated to Germany and 608,000 foreign women 

who have lived in the Federal Republic since birth. 

Paragraph 1.2 Quantitative information on third-country nationals’ entrepreneurship 

Around 3 million women (or their ancestors) come from non-EU European states, 319,000 

from Africa, 211,000 from America, and 1.6 million from Asia. The main country of origin of 

women with a migration background is Turkey (1.4 million). Most women with a migration 

background living in Germany are between 35 and 40 years old. In 2016, 761,000 women 

belonged to this age group. The average age of women with a migration background is 36.2 

years. This is significantly lower than the average age of women without a migration 

background (48.3 years)2. 

 
1 Statistisches Bundesamt (2019):“ Bevölkerung und Erwerbstätigkeit Bevölkerung mit 

Migrationshintergrund“, https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Gesellschaft-

Umwelt/Bevoelkerung/Migration-Integration/Publikationen/Downloads-Migration/migrationshintergrund-

2010220197004.pdf__blob=publicationFile 

2 Statistisches Bundesamt (2017): Bevölkerung und Erwerbstätigkeit. Bevölkerung mit 

Migrationshintergrund – Ergebnisse des Mikrozensus 2016“. Fachserie 1 Reihe 2.2, Wiesbaden., 

https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Gesellschaft-Umwelt/Bevoelkerung/Migration-Integration/Publikationen/Downloads-Migration/migrationshintergrund-2010220197004.pdf?__blob=publicationFile
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Gesellschaft-Umwelt/Bevoelkerung/Migration-Integration/Publikationen/Downloads-Migration/migrationshintergrund-2010220197004.pdf?__blob=publicationFile
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Gesellschaft-Umwelt/Bevoelkerung/Migration-Integration/Publikationen/Downloads-Migration/migrationshintergrund-2010220197004.pdf?__blob=publicationFile
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The number of self-employed migrant women increased more strongly in percentage terms 

between 2005 and 2015 (+44%) than that of their male counterparts (+25%). However, it also 

increased more than that of self-employed women of German origin (+5%). The number of 

self-employed men without a migration background, on the other hand, has declined (-5%). 

The increase in entrepreneurially committed women must of course also be seen in the context 

of the lower starting level. In 2005, the number of self-employed migrant women was still at 

167,000, less than half the number of men. By 2015, their number had risen 240,000.166 This 

means that almost one in five (18%) of the 1.35 million self-employed women has a migrant 

background. At the same time, the proportion of women among all self-employed women 

climbed. 737,000 self-employed persons with a migration background slightly or by 3 

percentage points to 33%. Most women with a migration background living in Germany are 

between 35 and 40 years old. In 2016, 761,000 women belonged to this age group. The average 

age of women with a migration background is 36.2 years. This is significantly lower than the 

average age of women without a migration background (48.3 years). 

Chapter 2. Methodological note 

One method to elaborate the evidence-based situation in Germany is desk research. The Federal 

Statistical Office is a particularly good source when it comes to figures on immigration and 

self-employment. Insights into the problems and needs of migrant women who want to start 

their own business were gained mainly from the interviews with the members of the working 

group.  

Until now, four interviews with privileged witnesses have taken place, mostly with 

organizations that support female migrants on the way to their business: 

 
https://www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/migration/kurzdossiers/280264/zahlenwerk-frauen-mit-

migrationshintergrund-in-deutschland  

https://www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/migration/kurzdossiers/280264/zahlenwerk-frauen-mit-migrationshintergrund-in-deutschland
https://www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/migration/kurzdossiers/280264/zahlenwerk-frauen-mit-migrationshintergrund-in-deutschland
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1. The “Migrantenlotsendienst” in Potsdam, Germany, is a business service specialized 

on migrants who want to start up their business. This service is state financed and is 

part of the German integration program.  

2. The "KAUSA Servicestelle Brandenburg" is also state funded. The project supports 

refugees in their search for jobs and training positions and coaches project participants.  

3. The Cottbus Chamber of Industry and Commerce, as a state body, is equally committed 

to promoting the entrepreneurial potential of migrants. Its core competence is 

networking migrants with local companies.  

4. The IQ Fachstelle Migrantenökonomie is a nationwide support program for the labour 

market integration of adult migrants. It works to improve start-up support for migrants 

in Germany, expand support services for securing businesses and increase the 

appreciation of the migrant economy in Germany. 

These four partners are working today on improvements to get female migrants into 

entrepreneurship and collected the motivation and needs of migrant women over years. 

Chapter 3. Motivations, needs, expectations, and criticalities faced by migrant women 

entrepreneurs 

Paragraph 3.1 - Needs, motivations, and expectations of women entrepreneurs or who 

aspire to be entrepreneurs 

A top motivation is the chance for social advancement and autonomy, which are otherwise not 

accessible in the common way. This motivation is reinforced because the chances on the labour 

market are poor. Mostly, the necessary certificates for a well-paid job are missing.  

Many women also hope for an improved work-life balance. Depending on the region in 

Germany, childcare is a problem, as either there are not enough childcare places available, or 

the costs are high. In some regions, however, especially in eastern Germany, childcare is very 

well developed. So, it depends to a large extent on where you live how important it is to 

combine family and career. 



 

 

This project has been funded with support from the European Commission. This publication [communication] reflects the views only of the author, and the 

European Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. [Project number: 957906-AMIF- 2019- 

AG-CALL]   

5 

Women with a migration background usually want comprehensive counselling and support in 

the start-up process. In many cases, they also want to network with successful founders in order 

to get to know women who have taken the same path. Very often the business idea is there, but 

many women fail because of their own courage and self-confidence. Here, the desire for 

workshops to strengthen self-confidence often arose. In many cultures, women are brought up 

to be reserved, which has a strong negative effect on their own self-image. More flexible care 

times in the childcare centres were desired as further support. 

Paragraph 3.2 - Criticalities and challenges faced during the start-up and management 

of economic activities 

The main problem is the lack of text and language comprehension. Every refugee has the right 

and the obligation to participate in language courses. These are free of charge and are intended 

to promote integration into the labour market. However, even the more advanced language 

courses are not sufficient for starting a business. Setting up a business is very bureaucratic and 

difficult to understand even for German citizens. Migrant women are inevitably dependent on 

help. Sometimes it is difficult to find help at all, because the German help structures are very 

complex and vary from region to region.  

Sometimes structural racism is a problem. A positive outcome of starting a business depends 

on individuals in the administration. If there is a negative attitude towards foreign founders, 

there is a higher risk that permission will be granted. The country of origin is decisive in 

determining whether a greater rejection is to be expected. If women who have immigrated from 

Islamic countries want to start a business, then greater reservations are to be expected. The 

situation is different for women from countries with close cultural ties, such as France, Norway, 

etc. 

Women with a migration background usually have no business networks and thus have a 

difficult entry into self-employment. Areas such as marketing and sales are often 

underestimated. Even if the product is very good and the financing is in place. Without 

networks in retail chains and the respective product sectors, it is very difficult to sell the product 

or service. Migrants, and especially women with a migration background, find themselves in 
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foreign structures and have not had the opportunity to build up structures that have grown over 

the years.  

Paragraph 3.3 - Problem solutions and their improvements 

Currently, depending on the federal state, there are support services for migrants who want to 

start a business. These are usually state funded. There, employees help with the preparation of 

the business plan and sometimes also with the improvement of the business idea. Together, 

they apply for funding and clarify matters with the authorities. After the start-up, however, the 

support services cannot help any further, as there is usually no money from the state for this. 

There is a need for improvement here, as the most difficult phase of the start-up process begins 

after the start-up. 

Occasionally, workshops for intercultural competence are already held in the respective 

administrations. These workshops should become a training standard for administrations in 

order to prevent structural racism. In Germany, these workshops are not yet standard, at least 

in the respective administrations. This must change. 

Likewise, workshops that strengthen women's self-confidence. These are also offered only 

sporadically and are not available in sufficient numbers. There is a huge potential here to 

encourage women with and without a migration background to start a business. 

Conclusions 

Lack of language skills, structural racism, lack of networks and insufficient self-confidence are 

the four biggest barriers that prevent migrant women from starting a business. Solutions to 

these barriers already exist in Germany in the form of support services or workshops. However, 

these cannot yet be effective enough because the offer is not available locally or the support 

falls short. The state is trying to remedy these problems through support programmes, but the 

necessary determination is lacking. A larger investment in the expansion of existing support 

services is worthwhile, as every new business pays taxes and, if successful, employs workers. 
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Executive Summary  

This report explores migrant women entrepreneurship in Greece through quantitative and 

qualitative data that focuses on various aspects of employment, the business sectors they are 

involved in, as well as the needs, difficulties and motivations with respect to their 

entrepreneurship. According to the 2011 national census, 327,106 women third-country 

nationals resided in Greece in 2011, or 6pct of the population. According to 2019 data, from 

the 369.4 thousand third-country nationals above the age of 15, the majority are employees 

(174.4 thousand), while under 5 percent (18.1 thousand) are self-employed and 2.9 thousand 

are family workers. Immigrant entrepreneurship in Greece is considerably lower than that of 

people holding Greek citizenship from birth and is gathered in very specific industries and 

sectors, such as skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers, plant and machine operators 

and assemblers and in elementary occupations. Compared with men, women show somewhat 

higher shares of self-employment, though in so-called ‘low status jobs’ (e.g. house cleaners), 

and women are also slightly more likely to work as assistants in family business but less likely 

to start their own firm. Migrant women noted that the lack of systematized and centralized 

information provided by state authorities with respect to bureaucratic requirements for setting 

up and running a business and the lack of access to funding schemes and bureaucratic 

difficulties were the main barriers they faced when starting their businesses. Moreover, migrant 

women entrepreneurs highlighted the crucial need for access to funding solutions and public 

calls for sub-contracting activities. Increased taxation, lack of state-funding or tax reliefs for 

potential entrepreneurs and lack of access to funding tools provided by credit institutions and 

banks were important determinants that turned migrant women towards micro-finance, family 

loans and savings accounts in order to support the first steps of their entrepreneurial career. 

This research also shows that language barriers presented quite important challenges for 

migrant female entrepreneurs when dealing with bureaucratic administration, while long delays 

and time-consuming processes in completing tax, legal and other bureaucratic requirements for 

enterprises in Greece were discouraging factors for migrant women.  

  



 
 
 

 
This project has been funded with support from the European Commission. This publication [communication] reflects the views o nly of the author, and the 
European Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. [Project number: 957906-AMIF- 2019- 
AG-CALL]   

3 

 

Chapter 1. Context of reference and territorial dynamics 

1.1 General overview of the context 

With respect to the population demographics, the data has been derived from the 2011 national 

census conducted by the Hellenic Statistical Authority. The next national census will be 

conducted in November 2021, therefore, current data are expected to have changed, especially 

with respect to migrant populations, given the increased migratory flows in 2015-2016. The 

total number of inhabitants in the context of reference are 10,816,286 (Hellenic Statistical 

Authority, 2014, p.1), with the number of the female population in the context of reference 

being 5,513,063, which is approximately 51% of the total population (Hellenic Statistical 

Authority, 2014, p.1). The average age of the population is 41.9 years old (Hellenic Statistical 

Authority, 2014, p.3). Graph 1 presents the way this is structured with respect to the population 

(data are presented in percentages per age group – blue for male, red for female). 

 

Graph 1- Age groups: population and percent share by gender (Hellenic Statistical Authority, 2014, p.5). 

With respect to the number of third-country nationals residing in Greece in 2011, the data show 

that of the 10,816,286 inhabitants in Greece, 9,904,286 were Greek citizens and 912,000 were 
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migrants, or 8.43% of the population. The citizenship of the migrants and their percentage of 

the total population is show in Table 1 below:  

Citizenship of residents in Greece Number of Persons Percentage of Total 

Population 

Greek citizens 9,904,286 91.56% 

Migrants 912,000 8.43% 

EU citizens 199,121 1.84% 

Third country nationals 708,054 6.54% 

No or undefined citizenship 4,825 0.04% 

Table 1: Hellenic Statistical Authority, 2014, p.7-8 

 

Therefore, as shown in the table, the total number of migrants (EU, third-country nationals, 

stateless and with undefined citizenship status) are 912,000 or 8.43%. From the total number 

of migrants, Pie Chart 1 below, which is derived from the Hellenic Statistical Authority data, 

reveals that citizenship is comprised of the following nationalities: 
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Pie Chart 1: Hellenic Statistical Authority, 2014, p.8 

With regards to the citizenship of females residing in Greece and the number of women from 

third countries, data reveals the following: 

Citizenship of Females 

residing in Greece 

Number of the female 

population 

Percentage of the female 

population 

 

Total females in Greece 5,513,063 100% 

Greek citizens 5,068,010 91.92% 

Total number of migrants 445,053 8.07% 

EU citizens 117,947 2.13% 

Third country nationals 327,106 5.93% 

Table 2: Hellenic Statistical Authority, 2014, n.d.a. 

Composition of Citizenship by Percentage of Migrants

Albanian Bulgarian Romanian Pakistani Georgian Other
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 Therefore, as shown in the table, the total number of female migrants (EU, third-country 

nationals, stateless and with undefined citizenship status) are 445,053 or 8% of the total females 

in Greece, and notably of the migrants 73% are third country nationals. The Hellenic Statistical 

Authority also reveals that the female migrants’ population is comprised of the following 

nationalities:

 

Pie Chart 2: Hellenic Statistical Authority, 2014, n.d.b. 

In order to present a clear picture of the active labour force in Greece, we have consulted the 

information provided by the labour force survey constructed in yearly time series by the 

Hellenic Statistical Authority, which deals with the period between 1981 and 2020. Here, we 

provide information only for 2019 (the numbers are in thousands). In particular, among the 

9,103.5 thousand people above the age of 15 residing in Greece, one third of them or 3,911.0 

Composition of Citizenship by Percentage of Female Migrants

Albania 68% Asia (other) 6.7%

Georgia 2% African countries 2%

Carribean, Central and South America 0.5% None or undefined 1%

Other 12.3% Ukraine 4%

Philippines 2% North America 1.2%

Oceana 0.3%
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thousand persons were employed, 818.9 thousand were unemployed and 4,373.6 were inactive, 

resulting in an employment rate of 43% and an unemployment rate of 17.3% (Table 3). 

Employment status 2019 

Total population aged 15+ 

(1981-97: 14+) 9,103.5 

Persons in Labour Force 4,729.9 

 Activity Rate 52% 

Persons Employed 3,911.0 

 Employment Rate 43.0% 

Persons Unemployed 818.9 

 Unemployment Rate 17.3% 

Table 3 - Labour Force Survey - Population, Education, Employment status for 2019 (Hellenic Statistical Authority, n.d.c) 

Of the 3,911.0 employed, they are categorized as self-employed, family workers and 

employees, and although there is no available data on the employment and unemployment rates 

of third-country nationals, among third-country nationals 195.0 thousand are employed, while 

the number of unemployed among third-country nationals is 71.0 thousand, or 36% (Hellenic 

Statistical Authority, n.d.b). Table 4 below summarizes the key information and reveals that, 

in the case of third country nationals who work, 89.23% are employees, while only 9.28% are 

self-employed and 1.48% are family workers. 
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Population & Employment status Total 

population 

aged 15+ 

(1981-97: 

14+) 

Sex Nationality 

Year Employment status Male Female Greek 
EU 

country 
Other 

2019 Employed 3,911.0 2,266.3 1,644.7 3,682.1 33.9 195.0 

2019 - Self employed 1,124.1 766.6 357.5 1,102.2 3.8 18.1 

2019 - Family workers 123.4 44.0 79.5 118.6 1.9 2.9 

2019 - Employees 2,663.5 1,455.8 1,207.7 2,461.3 28.3 174.0 

2019 -- Permanent job 2,330.6 1,297.3 1,033.2 2,179.5 20.8 130.3 

2019 --Temporary job 333.0 158.4 174.5 281.8 7.5 43.7 

2019 - Full-time employed 3,550.4 2,128.7 1,421.7 3,361.4 29.8 159.2 

2019 - Part-time employed 360.6 137.6 223.0 320.7 4.1 35.8 

2019 Unemployed 818.9 368.4 450.5 736.3 11.6 71.0 

2019 - New unemployed 161.6 61.5 100.1 142.5 1.3 17.8 

2019 - Long-term unemployed 574.4 252.0 322.4 524.1 7.2 43.0 

2019 Inactive 4,373.6 1,752.1 2,621.5 4,239.6 30.5 103.5 

2019 TOT. POP. AGED 15+ 9,103.5 4,386.9 4,716.7 8,658.0 76.1 369.4 

Table 4 - Labour Force Survey - Population, Education, Employment status for 2019 (Hellenic Statistical Authority, n.d.d) 
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Notably the table below shows that approximately one-third of third country nationals are 

employed in “elementary occupations”, while a little over 44.87% are employed as craft and 

related trades workers and as service and sales workers. 

Main employment occupation 

Total 

Employed 

Sex Nationality 

 

Year 

 

Occupation 

Male Female Greek 
EU 

country 
Other 

2019 

ISCO-08: Technicians 

and associate 

professionals 312.1 161.3 150.8 308.6 1.2 2.2 

2019 

ISCO-08: Clerical 

support workers 449.4 180.2 269.3 439.1 2.8 7.6 

2019 

ISCO-08: Service and 

sales workers 919.7 471.0 448.7 867.8 7.2 44.7 

2019 

ISCO-08: Skilled 

agricultural, forestry and 

fishery workers 410.5 248.6 161.8 401.1 1.8 7.6 

2019 

ISCO-08: Craft and 

related trades workers 357.7 325.8 31.9 309.2 5.7 42.8 

2019 

ISCO-08: Plant and 

machine operators and 

assemblers 261.0 241.5 19.5 244.9 1.6 14.5 

2019 

ISCO-08: Elementary 

occupations 274.1 136.7 137.3 192.9 9.3 71.9 
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2019 

ISCO-08: Did not 

answer/not possible to 

classify 61.1 54.2 6.9 61.1 0.0 0.0 

2019 TOTAL EMPLOYED 3,911.0 2,266.3 1,644.7 3,682.1 33.9 195.0 

Table 5 - Labour Force Survey - Employed for 2019 (Hellenic Statistical Authority, n.d.e) 

 

Moving now to the statistical description of enterprises, the last year of data available is 2018 

where the total number of enterprises in Greece was 1,419,855 (Hellenic Statistical Authority, 

n.d.e). The time series data from 2011 to 2018 is presented below:  

 

Chart 1: (Hellenic Statistical Authority, n.d.f) 

Unfortunately, there is no data available with respect to the types of enterprises (sole 

proprietorships, companies, cooperatives, etc.). Apart from the public sector, the majority of 

all other business sectors occupy 0-4 employees (Hellenic Statistical Authority, n.d.f). 

Nevertheless, the economic sectors in which the enterprises operate provide us a hint regarding 
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migrant entrepreneurship in Greece. According to the available data, the breakdown of the 

sector of enterprises is as follows:  38.69% in agriculture, forestry, and fishing, 16.02% in 

wholesale and retail trade as well as in repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles, 9.45% in 

professional, scientific and technical activities, 7.52% in accommodation and food service 

activities, 4.22% in transportation and storage and 24.1% in other sections (Hellenic Statistical 

Authority, n.d.f). 

 

1.2 Quantitative information on third-country nationals’ entrepreneurship 

This section of Chapter 1 presents quantitative information on third-country nationals’ 

entrepreneurship and the main countries of origin of third-country migrant business owners. 

The analysis is based on data retrieved from the Hellenic Statistical Authority and Athens 

Chamber of Tradesmen, as provided in the literature (Stampolas and Tragaki, 2016). According 

to Hellenic Statistical Authority (2011), women are more likely to be self-employed compared 

with men. The most common activity contains the involvement in low status jobs such as: 

hairdressers, domestic workers, dry cleaners etc. Data shows that, compared with men, women 

are more likely to work as assistants in family businesses (Table 6). This is even more evident 

if we explore the available data based on ethnicity. For instance, women coming from Eastern 

European countries (i.e., Moldova, Georgia, Ukraine, Russia are less likely to start up a 

business. On the other hand, women from China and Nigeria register the highest female self-

employment rates, 32% and 21% respectively. (Stampolas and Tragaki, 2016, Hellenic 

Statistical Authority, 2011 Population Census Data and calculations of the authors).  
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 Total Men Women 

Employers 2.1% 2.3% 1.8% 

Self-employed 11.2% 10.8% 11.8% 

Employees 85.1% 85.6% 84.3% 

Assistant in family business 0.6% 0.3% 1.1% 

Others 1.1% 1.0% 1.1% 

Table 6 - Different types of employment among foreign born, 2011. (Hellenic Statistical Authority 2011, Population Census 

Data and calculations of the authors, Stampolas and Tragaki (2016)) 

According to Stampolas and Tragaki (2016) and data retrieved from the Hellenic Statistical 

Authority in 2011, migrants in Greece who are employers themselves amounted to 2% (2.3% 

are men and 1.8% are women). With regards to ethnic characteristics, migrant women from 

Romania, Moldova, Bangladesh, and Pakistan are more likely to be employers than their male 

counterparts. Migrants from China constitute the largest community of employers (11%), 

followed by Polish (3%) and Russians (2.5%). 

Stampolas and Tragaki (2016) also present data on migrant entrepreneurship in the area of 

Athens from January 2000 until September 2016, using data from the Athens Chamber of 

Tradesmen. During this period, the total number of newly setup businesses run by migrants in 

Athens were 14,724 and most of these businesses were run by Albanians, as revealed in Table 

7 below.  

Country of origin Business start-ups (in 

numbers) 

Business start-ups (as share 

of total foreign start-ups) 

Albania 6271 42.6% 

Pakistan-India-Bangladesh 1133 7.7% 

Ukraine-Russia-Georgia 761 5.2% 

Bulgaria 740 5.0% 

Romania 705 4.8% 

Poland 547 3.7% 

Egypt 430 2.9% 
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China 216 1,5% 

Moldavia 188 1,3% 

Nigeria 100 0,7% 

EU-28 3849 26,1% 

Total Number 14724 100% 

Table 7 - Immigrant-run businesses by major ethnicities, 2000-2016 (Athens Chamber of Tradesmen, data provided to 

Stampolas and Tragaki (2016) after specific request) 

Another important result is that most of the businesses run by immigrants cover only a very 

narrow range of sectors, which are elaborated in Table 8 (Stampolas and Tragaki, 2016). 

Sectors Frequencies (% of 

total registrations) 

Cumulative 

frequencies 

Retail trade (except of motor vehicles and 

motorcycles) 

29.7% 29.7% 

Food and beverage service activities 21.1% 50.7% 

Specialized construction activities 9.0% 59.7% 

Services to buildings and landscape activities 6.0% 65.7% 

Other personal service activities 5.7% 71.4% 

Activities auxiliary to financial service and insurance 

activities 

4.2% 75.5% 

Construction of buildings 2.1% 77.6% 

Table 8 - Major sectors of ethnic entrepreneurial activity (Athens Chamber of Tradesmen, data provided to Stampolas and 

Tragaki (2016) after specific request) 

According to Stampolas and Tragaki (2016), ethnic differences are evident when we see the 

numbers and the specific sectors that specific nationalities choose to be active as entrepreneurs. 

For instance, Polish and Romanians are usually self-employed in the construction sector. On 

the other hand, Asians (Chinese, Pakistanis etc.) are most active in the retail sector. 

The last remarks of this section deal with the relationship between the total number of 

enterprises and the number of enterprises led by third-country migrant citizens in Greece, the 
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relationship between the total number of enterprises and the number of enterprises led by 

migrant citizens in general, as well as the relationship between the number of enterprises led 

by migrant citizens and the number of enterprises led my third-country migrant citizens. 

Drawing on the growing literature on migrant entrepreneurship, it is evident that in some of 

the wealthiest western countries (US, Canada, UK, Australia), third-country nationals are more 

likely to be entrepreneurs than the natives (Fairlie, 2012). It is indicative that when reviewing 

the US case, immigrant business owners constitute 25% of the US entrepreneurs. As Hunt 

suggests (2011), entrepreneurship among skilled immigrants is a more favourable option in 

comparison with the natives. On the other hand, immigrant populations in Europe, traditionally, 

tend to be absorbed as dependent workers in companies and factories (Hermes and Leicht, 

2010). However, the economic uncertainty that affected many countries in Europe since 2008-

09 has led to a sharp increase of migrant entrepreneurship in various countries. Rising 

unemployment rates along with low wages and job insecurity worked as a push factor for 

migrants to seek new opportunities through entrepreneurship. 1 

While entrepreneurship rates among migrants are increasing in many western countries, the 

case of Greece is somewhat different. It is clear from the available data that migrants working 

as self-employed entrepreneurs consist of only 6.5%, whereas the natives take a much bigger 

share (24%) (Marchand and Siegel, 2014). This particularity is not unexplained. Rather, 

research so far has shown that there are a number of reasons which confirm that migrant 

entrepreneurship in Greece faces strong challenges and obstacles. Cavounidis (2006:646) 

stresses that “migrants are disproportionately employees [...] contrary to the pattern observed 

in many receiving countries where ethnic entrepreneurship is widespread'.' She also highlights 

the fact that migrant work “[...] is the substitution or supplementation of some of the work done 

by family workers on small enterprises” and that “migrant presence appears to have facilitated 

the transfer of domestic work and the care of dependants previously carried out by family 

members to migrants, for wages” (Cavounidis 2006:647).  

 
1 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2016.1251013 
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During the 2009 financial crisis and post-crisis era, employment characteristics have not 

changed that much. According to the latest Population Census, 9 out of 10 third-country 

nationals are employed as dependent workers. Only 11.2% are self-employed and even less 

(2%) are employers. Apart from the reasons explored in the previous paragraph, low rates of 

migrant self-employment might have to do with institutional malfunctions and/or personal 

development skills. These reasons are evident throughout our qualitative research as it became 

clear that such arguments were raised by the most of the interviewees. 
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Chapter 2. Methodological note  

After conducting quantitative analysis and examining the basic characteristics of migrant 

women entrepreneurship in Greece through desk research, the second part of this report 

(Chapter 3) aims to dig deeper and understand the needs, difficulties, and motivations of 

migrant female2 entrepreneurs through qualitative field research and, particularly, qualitative 

interviews with migrant women and privileged witnesses. The interview samples were selected 

with the assistance of the ATHENA project’s stakeholders’ group, which is comprised of 

institutions and personalities that are active in the field of migration and entrepreneurship. 

Among the stakeholders there are People’s Trust and Praxis, which are non-profit institutions 

that work closely with female migrants, and which assisted in identifying and contacting 

interview subjects who fulfilled the criteria as set out by the project’s partner and leader of 

WP3, NOVA. The established criteria involved interviewing: 

● At least 1 migrant woman from a third country who currently owns a business; 

● At least (if possible) 1 migrant woman from a third country who is engaged/or has set 

up a social enterprise;  

● At least 1 migrant woman from a third country who in the past was the “owner” of a 

business that overtime went bankrupt or that had to close as it could not stay on the 

market; 

● At least 1 migrant woman from a third country who currently aspires to be an 

entrepreneur; 

● At least (if possible) 1 migrant woman from a third country occupied in a family 

business without remuneration for her contribution. 

All interviews lasted between 40 minutes and 1 hour and the content of the interviews has been 

transcribed by the researchers. Interviewees were informed of the scope of the project, and 

signed consent forms agreeing to participate in the project and having their identities remain 

 

2 ‘Migrant woman’ is defined as a female who has arrived in her place of residence through a migration process. 
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anonymous, in accordance with the ethics policy of ELIAMEP and GDPR criteria set out by 

AMIF. 

Overall, nine interviews were conducted in accordance with the categories of migrant women 

identified as essential subjects to be interviewed and following the methodology and interview 

guides proposed by NOVA. More precisely, the interviews included five migrant women who 

are currently business owners (jewellery and handcrafts shop, bakery, hairdresser, flower shop, 

dry cleaners’ shop); one woman with migratory background who owned a business that went 

bankrupt over time and aims at opening a new tourist entreprise (façon clothes3); one migrant 

woman who wishes to open a new diet office and lastly, two privileged witnesses (members of 

NGO and micro-finance institutions). Unfortunately, the research team was unable to identify 

and interview a migrant woman from a third country who is occupied in a family business 

without remuneration for her contributions. 

The interviewees varied in terms of age, educational qualifications, and country of origin. The 

interviewees were between 32 and 48 years old and most of them finished secondary education, 

with two being university graduates in their country of origin, and two others having completed 

graduate programs and colleges in Greece. The countries of origin included mostly Eastern 

Europeans and the Balkans (two from Moldova, two from Albania, one from Lithuania, one 

from Russia) and one from the Middle East (Iran). With the exception of an Iranian female 

who has lived in Greece for the last four years, the rest of the migrant women have been in the 

country for more than twenty years.  

 

 

  

 
3 There is an overlap between two categories, since one interviewee whose business went bankrupt currently 

aspires to be an entrepreneur. 
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Chapter 3. Motivations, needs, expectations, and criticalities faced by migrant women 

entrepreneurs  

3.1 Needs, motivations, and expectations of current and aspiring women entrepreneurs 

This part of the report is based on the analysis of the data which were collected as part of the 

nine interviews that were conducted with five migrant women who are currently business 

owners, one woman with a migratory background who owned a business that went bankrupt 

over time and wants to open a new one, one migrant woman who is currently aspiring to 

become an entrepreneur and finally two privileged witnesses, which are members of NGOs 

and Micro-finance institutions. The interviewees are between 32 and 48 years old, coming from 

Eastern Europe, Balkan countries, and the Middle East, whilst the most of them have been 

more than twenty years in Greece.  

A. Motivation 

The data analysis revealed that the primary motivation of the interviewees in starting their own 

business was their desire to utilise their expertise and long-term love of a specific skill/art to 

provide a specific service. One migrant woman discussed how her passion for flowers and the 

expertise she acquired working in various flower shops, firstly in Germany and then in Greece, 

made her decide to open her own. Another common motivating factor amongst the interviewees 

was their desire to be more in control of their time and working conditions. Several stated that 

they chose to open their business in an area close to their houses, thus reducing commute time, 

leading to a better work/life balance. According to the opinion of one of the external privileged 

witnesses working at an NGO, the main motivation that impels migrant women to start their 

own business is their need to survive. The witness noted that for many migrant women, the 

dynamics of the Greek market makes it challenging for women to find a job with a sufficient 

wage, and often they are relegated to two or three full or part-time jobs. Moreover, the working 

hours and conditions of many jobs are exploitative, leaving little time for care work in their 

homes.  
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Some additional motivations that were expressed was the need to continue the family business, 

the desire to help people (this was the case of the one migrant woman who wants to provide 

dietary consultations), and the emotional reward of having a direct exchange with customers. 

It seems that building emotional bonds with the locals who are buying their services is an 

important motivational aspect which also leads to further cultural exchange and integration. 

Overall, two motivating factors seemed to cut across 90% of the interviews:  the need to provide 

financial stability for their children’s future through their business, and the desire to work 

independently in a field they are passionate about. 

B. Needs  

The following paragraph maps the needs as expressed by the interviewees, and it should be 

noted that there is an overlap in the needs expressed in paragraph 3.1 and the challenges that 

the interviewees face reported in paragraph 3.2, since problems and criticalities can also be 

considered needs. The common denominator in this research area seems to be the profoundly 

expressed need for better and bigger support by the Greek State in the initial stages of the 

business, even in the form of loans. The Greek unemployment organization ΟΑΕD and the 

ESPA state programs facilitate new businesses with a start-up grants, but these programs are 

often inaccessible to migrants who require additional paperwork or who are mature 

professionals. Almost all interviewees noted that bank loans are generally inaccessible for 

migrant women, as banks usually require collateral to offer loans, and stated that there is a need 

to reduce the taxes paid for by new businesses.  

Bureaucracy was also stated as a problem and the need for the Greek state to reduce and 

simplify the paperwork required in relation to their business. The interviewees noted the need 

to have an accountant/person/organisation to help them navigate Greek bureaucracy in order 

to establish and run their businesses, and also noted the long wait time in queues at public 

offices (i.e., Tax Office). Also connected to “know-how” is the need for access to the public 

procurement system and information on how to engage with bids for public contracts.  Finally, 

most of the interviewees and the privileged witnesses agreed that there is the need for migrant 
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women to have access to educational tools and programs such as: Greek language courses, 

entrepreneurship programs, creating a business plan, digital marketing, legal obligations and 

administrative forms, and the basics of business economics and finance.   

At this point, it is essential to mention that several NGOs provide the abovementioned services, 

and that several interviewees have received it, either in the form of educational training or in 

the form of start-up funding but in both cases, women randomly contacted the NGOs. This fact 

is indicative of the need to provide information to migrants about available support programs 

and to highlight a pathway for potential migrant female entrepreneurs. 

C. Expectations and Vision 

The expectations of the migrant women who run their own business or aspire to run their own 

business indicated short and long-term expectations. In general, a common denominator of 

their long-term expectations and vision was to further develop the quality of the services they 

provide and to expand their business into more branches. One of them has characteristically 

mentioned: 

I want to be able to create a space that will be relaxing and beautiful for my customers. 

I would like to be able to hire nine employees and each of them to work on their specific 

skill, and I do hope to manage this in the coming two years4 

In addition to this, all of them expressed the desire to be able to hire people in their businesses 

to decentralise the amount of work which is currently shouldered solely by them. This vision 

was viewed as essential by most of them, so as in the future to be able to focus on the work 

that they love while the other employees work according to their specific skills.  

Moreover, two interviewees noted their desire to create job opportunities for Greek citizens, 

stating:  

 
4 A., 36 years old from Albania, new entrepreneur. Date of Interview: 25/06/2021 
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I would love to be able to hire people in my business. This could create more job 

positions for the locals who were very warm in welcoming me in their country5 

 

3.2 Criticalities and challenges faced during the start-up and management of economic 

activities  

This chapter focuses on challenges and criticalities revealed in the interviews that migrant 

women face when they decide to start a business and during the management of their 

businesses. The feedback highlights the role of both institutional obstacles and lack of personal 

development skills training in the entrepreneurial process in Greece.  

The two women who aspire to be entrepreneurs noted that one of the major difficulties in the 

effort to start up their businesses was the relationships with banks. Limited access to banking 

services and loans is incontestably the most significant challenge they have faced so far. The 

one who aspires to open up a dietician office stressed that: 

Access to funding is really difficult and limited as a process. Someone needs either 

access to loans or personal savings to open a new business. [...] There are also some 

state funding schemes I applied for, but I was not eligible due to age limit. 6 

At the same time, the other interviewee raised the same issue: 

My only problem now is my poor economic conditions. Only this! I don’t have any 

initial capital to begin with. I don’t have any access to banking loans and funding 

schemes, as I’m not entitled to, due to older debts (house mortgage which is not 

financed properly). 7 

 
5 Z., 34 years old from Iran, Entrepreneur. Date of Interview: 19/06/2021 
6  A., 45 years old, from Moldova, aspiring entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 19/6/2021 
7  N., 48 years old, from Russia (Greek origin), aspiring entrepreneur/closed the business. Date of the interview: 

24/6/2021 
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Aside from the financial issues, the former interviewee highlighted the bureaucratic barriers 

she confronted in starting her office:  

A lot of work needs to be done by me. Although I was lucky, I had met and cooperated 

with a very good accountant who assisted me with all the bureaucratic issues, the 

treatment I had in my dealings with the Greek state services was bad. Many times, they 

were rude, and in reality, they never paid attention to my case8 

Two major challenges she had to deal with were the insecurity of the Greek market and the 

challenge of finding office space: 

Insecurity in the Greek market is indeed a very strong limiting factor. However, I’m 

confident I can deliver!’ Also, one of the most difficult issues I have encountered with 

is the workplace hunting as it needs huge effort and market research skills to find the 

appropriate place in an affordable price9 

On the other hand, another second interviewee insists that  

A migrant woman who aspires to be an entrepreneur will face racist behaviour in 

Greece.10  

The same interviewee noted that she faced insurmountable bureaucratic obstacles when she 

decided to start up a clothing business in the past, which eventually forced her to close:  

 
8  A., 45 years old, from Moldova, aspiring entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 19/6/2021 
9  A., 45 years old, from Moldova, aspiring entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 19/6/2021 
10   N., 48 years old, from Russia (Greek origin), aspiring entrepreneur/closed the business. Date of the interview: 

24/6/2021 
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The Greek government forwarded a bill which forbade the operation of a business in 

the basement of a building, and I had to close down my shop, which was only a few 

months in full operation.11 

Migrant women who already own a business encounter similar criticalities. A common 

denominator is insufficient funding opportunities and access to loans, either through banks or 

from the state. As a result, most of the interviewees struggle with their spending and they are 

forced to seek support from their families or personal savings. An interviewee noted: 

The situation is very difficult. My main challenge is the economic hardship. The 

business started its operation a couple of months before the COVID-19 pandemic broke 

out in Greece in March 2020. This affected the flow of the people that entered my shop 

in the first months. I don’t have access to banking loans, as I do not possess any 

property in Greece. My only sources of funding were through family loans, personal 

savings and funding from People’s Trust, a Microfinance organisation, based in 

Athens, Greece. I have also applied for state funding, but my application was rejected. 

Unfortunately, I was not entitled to any state funding throughout the lockdown period 

that my shop was closed, as it was newly established.12 

Similar challenges in regards with lack of financial support have been encountered by another 

woman with a migratory background: 

I don’t have any relationship with the Greek banks, as I’m not entitled to any financial 

tool that might help my business. State funding was also restricted. Only my family 

supported me with an amount of money to start up my business.13 

 
11  N., 48 years old, from Russia (Greek origin), aspiring entrepreneur/closed the business. Date of the interview: 

24/6/2021 
12  A., 38 years old, from Moldova, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 19/6/2021 
13  M., 32 years old, from Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 16/6/2021 
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Another interviewee confirms:  

In regards with financial resources, it would be good if we had been supported from 

the beginning.14 

Financial hardship is even more evident to newly established migrant women entrepreneurs, 

particularly after the outbreak of the pandemic: 

I have not received any state financial support during the pandemic. I’m entitled to all 

payments regarding the operation of my business, even though the latter was closed for 

a long time due to the restrictive measures. I only took advantage of a regulation which 

forwarded a 60% discount on the rent for the months that the business was closed15 

Three of the women that were interviewed raised the issue of the lack of marketing skills, 

training, and promotion initiatives through social media. One interviewee stressed: ‘ 

I face strong difficulties with the language and the relationship with Greek public 

administration. I should have done some faster steps towards the development of my 

personal skills, including marketing, the Greek language etc.16 

 The same criticisms are expressed by another woman with a migratory background:  

The main issue I encounter is the relationship with my clients. This is directly linked 

with the limited marketing skills I have. Furthermore, the promotion of the business I 

own has not been developed much throughout the past years and it is something I need 

to improve.17  

 
14  L., 42 years old, from Lithuania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 16/6/2021 
15  A., 36 years old, from Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 19/6/2021 
16  A., 38 years old, from Moldova, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 19/6/2021 
17  M., 32 years old, from Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 16/6/2021 
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Marketing and communication were also raised as a challenge by another interviewee: 

Personally, I’m introverted, and this was my biggest objection before starting the 

business. It was my biggest fear. Through the courses from Praxis, I changed my 

mind.18 

Three of the interviewees focused on the challenges they experience in regards with difficult 

labour conditions as they are forced to work on their own with limited help from other people 

or employees. On top of that, family duties are always present, particularly to those of a single 

parent family. Finally, most of the women didn’t even know the existence of a trade association 

closely linked to what they are doing. An interviewee characteristically said that:  

There is not much organization in the industry. I’m trying to motivate other colleagues, 

to express ideas for our work etc. We need a stronger association.19 

Representatives of key stakeholders who work on the integration of migrants and more 

specifically, on the development of migrant women entrepreneurship, confirm that the main 

challenges are the language skills, marketing and business skills, access to funding and the 

relationship with the public administration. An interviewee who works for a prominent NGO 

based in Athens Greece, claims that:  

There are layers in regard to the challenges the migrant women entrepreneurs face in 

Greece. There is a need to make a distinction here: if she has come to Greece recently, 

the matter of language is prevalent. Also, cultural habits play a significant role. 

However, for women who have been in Greece for years, the main difficulties are 

financial, and the development of skills related to entrepreneurship, such as, digital 

marketing, costing, cash flow planning, etc.20 

 
18  L., 42 years old, from Lithuania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 16/6/2021 
19  M., 32 years old, from Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 16/6/2021 
20  Interview with a key actor, Program Manager of an NGO. Date of the interview 17/6/2021.  
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An interviewee who works for another organisation states that:  

The problems usually have to do with funding and the role of bureaucracy. Also, many 

of them do not know where and from which organisation they could ask for support.21 

 

3.3 Stakeholders’ Working Group Feedback on Research Findings 

The results of the previous sections were presented by the AMIF ATHENA researchers at the 

first stakeholders meeting that was organised by ELIAMEP and took place online on the 29th 

of June 2021. The participants were representatives from the third sector (NGOs, Cooperatives 

and Micro-Financing Organisations), and the research and academic sector, whilst migrant 

women who themselves were entrepreneurs participated in the first stakeholders meeting. 

During the first part of the online event, the project manager and the researchers introduced the 

scope of the AMIF Athena program and presented the quantitative information with regards to 

the third-country nationals’ entrepreneurship in Greece. During the second part of the event, 

the rationale for the methodological tools’ selection along with the qualitative data analysis 

were presented and discussed with the participants. Finally, the stakeholders offered feedback 

on the results of the research findings. For the purpose of this report, some key stakeholder 

feedback worth documenting is below: 

● The existing national policies around entrepreneurship do not take into account the 

gender imbalances. 

● There are intersectional issues that complicate each case (i.e., gender, nationality, 

sexuality, age) and these issues are reflected on the state’s response to them 

(institutional racism). 

● Migrant women sometimes turn to entrepreneurship out of need and not out of choice. 

 
21  Interview with a key actor, Director of Operations of a Microfinance organisation. Date of the interview 

23/6/2021.  
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● More research needs to be conducted on the cases of business failure to understand why 

businesses of migrant women fail and under which conditions. 

● The cultural gap and linguistic obstacles are crucial in terms of work integration in the 

country and particularly in the field of entrepreneurship. 

● Some guidance to networking has proved to be crucial for migrant women who do not 

have the same access to an established network/community of people as the locals. That 

point is connected to the need for marketing training courses. 

● Gender mainstreaming and the acknowledgement of institutional racism should be 

integrated into the training that will be organised by ELIAMEP for the AMIF ATHENA 

beneficiaries. 

The above-mentioned points will be taken into consideration by the ELIAMEP researchers in 

order to inform their research design during the next stages of AMIF ATHENA programme. 
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Conclusions  

This report first explores quantitative data related to migrant women entrepreneurship in 

Greece through a desk research of available databases. Next, through qualitative interviews 

with migrant women residing in Greece and representatives of key stakeholders, it identifies 

the needs, motivations, criticalities and challenges migrant women entrepreneurs or migrant 

women who aspire to be entrepreneurs face in Greece, thus setting the framework for further 

research in this field. 

It has been made clear from the interviews of both migrant women and key stakeholders that 

there are many issues to be addressed towards a more sustainable model of migrant women 

entrepreneurship in Greece. Systemic problems, such as access to funding and bureaucracy, 

arise both as challenges and needs to migrant women as they create serious obstacles for 

aspiring and existing entrepreneurs. Furthermore, the development of personal skills with 

regards to the use of social media, and the management of the businesses are common among 

migrant women’s responses. On the other hand, it is also evident that the migrant women 

interviewees were strongly motivated and share the common denominator of wishing to 

capitalize on their expertise and love for a specific skill/art that their business is providing. 

Another motivating factor, which was common for many of the interviewees, was the idea that 

they acquire better working conditions as well as a better work/personal life balance through 

entrepreneurship. The aforementioned results, along with the valuable data extracted from the 

bibliography, lead to the conclusion that the Greek state needs to address systemic inadequacies 

including reducing bureaucracy, democratizing the access to funding, and improving the 

availability of training services for potential and existing female migrant entrepreneurs. 
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Chapter 1. Context of reference and territorial dynamics 

Paragraph 1.1 General overview of the context 

This chapter aims to briefly present the territorial context of Lithuania, describing the socio-

economic and socio-demographic quantitative indicators. 

At the beginning of 2020th the population of Lithuania 2,8 million. 1.5 million of it - women. 

They accounted for 53.3 percent of the entire population. 

Median age of the country's population in 2020 was 44 years (40 years for men and 47 years 

for women). Since 2009 the median age has increased by 5 years (4 years for men and 5 years 

for women). At the beginning of 2020 the median age of men was 7 years shorter than that of 

women (at the beginning of 2009 - 6 years). 

At the beginning of the year 2020, 422.7 thousand children 0–14 years old lived in the country 

(15.1% of the total permanent population of the country), 1 million 815.4 thousand (65%) aged 

15–64 and 556 thousand (19.9%) of the elderly (65 years and older). Compared to 2009 the 

number of children decreased by 58.9 thousand. (12.2%), population aged 15–64 - 339.1 

thousand. (15.7%), and the number of elderly people increased by 8.2 thousand. (1.5%). There 

were 1.3 times fewer children than the elderly (1.1 times at the beginning of 2009). At the 

beginning of 2020, there were 132 elderly people per 100 children (at the beginning of 2009 - 

114). The share of the elderly in the total permanent population of the country increased from 

17.2 percent in 2009 to 19.9 percent. at the beginning of the year 2020. 188.1 thousand elderly 

men lived in the country (14.4% compared to the total number of men in the country) and 367.9 

thousand of elderly women (24.7%, compared to the total number of women in the country) 

(at the beginning of 2009 - 186.6 thousand (12.7%) and 361.1 thousand (21.1%), respectively. 

There were almost twice as many elderly women as men of the same age. 

Immigration is relatively new issue in Lithuania. A few years ago, we had positive emigration 

of population. Government still plans actions to foster immigration of Lithuanians who 

previously have left their country.  

Total number of immigrants in thousand 40,1. Of them 18,9 (47.1 %) from non-EU countries; 

0,8 (1.9 %) EU nationals and 20,4 (50.9 %) nationals. Compared to 2018, the number of 
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immigrants increased 1.4 times (11.2 thousand). 26.8 % of them women. Immigration rate - 

14,3 per 1000 inhabitants. 

The following table shows the main countries of citizenship and birth of the foreign / foreign-

born population, 1 January 2020 

Citizens of (1000) (%) 

Ukraine 21.4 32.5 

Belarus 15.6 23.7 

Russia 12.3 18.7 

Poland 1.5 2.3 

Latvia 1.3 2.0 

Other 13.8 20.9 

 Table 1 - Main countries of citizenship and birth of the foreign / foreign-born population, 1 January 2020 

Acquisitions of citizenship by group of previous citizenship, 2019 70,1 % of migrants non-Eu 

residents and 29,1 of stateless.  

Naturalization rate 0,2 - one of the lowest in the context of EU (acquisition of citizenship per 

100 resident foreigners), 2019. 

More than 73 thousand foreigners live in Lithuania (data of 2019). 12 percent of them have 

obtained permanent residence permits (for 5 years) with the increase of 42,7 % of total number 

in comparison with 2018; 12 % temporary residence permits (TRP) with the increase of 66,6 

% of total number in comparison with 2018 (1-2 y.). 70 % of TRP on grounds of employment, 

12,3 % family reunion. Only 302 permits on basis of legal activities were issued in 2019. 

In 2019 Lithuania received 646 asylum applications. Most of them from Russian residents. Due 

to current situation in Belarus, the number of asylum seekers from this country increased 

significantly in 2021. The illegal migration through Lithuanian – Belarus border of mostly 

Vietnam and Iraq residents became challenge to the country (1381 in the first half of 2021). 
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In 2019 19.7 thousand foreigners immigrated to the country (49.1% of all immigrants), which 

is 7.3 thousand more than in 2018. (1.6 times). The majority (17.6 thousand, or 89.7 percent) 

immigrant foreigners were men in 2019. 

During the year, the number of Ukrainian citizens who immigrated increased 1.5 times, the 

number of Belarusian citizens doubled, and the number of Russian citizens 1.3 times. 

In 2019 the median age of immigrant foreigners was 37 years for men and 28 years for women 

(in 2018, 37 years for men and 27 years for women, respectively). 

Most of all immigrant men (91%) and more than half (60.9%) of immigrant foreigners aged 18 

and over have never been married, 7.9% men were married and 37.5 percent. women - married.  

Paragraph 1.2 - General description of the labour market 

According to the data of 2021 January 1, there were 108,258 economic entities operating in 

Lithuania (excluding natural persons engaged in economic activities), they accounted for 43% 

of all economic entities registered in the Register of Legal Entities. Number of operating 

economic entities, compared to 2020 increased by 0.7%. 

The number of economic entities (excluding natural persons) operating in the wholesale and 

retail trade sector has decreased - 382. In other service activities, their number has increased 

on the same number. Although declining, the trading sector has maintained its leading position. 

Almost a quarter of economic entities (22.5%) were engaged in wholesale and retail trade, 

repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles. 

The annual income of most economic entities of the country is up to 300 thousand EUR. 

Entities receiving more than 40 M EUR of revenue comprise 0.3%. all operating operators. 

According to the data of the State Enterprise Centre of Registers, in 2020 13,342 economic 

entities were registered in Lithuania, which is 5 % more than in 2019. 

The majority of companies (21%) were engaged in trading activities, almost 13%. - provided 

professional, scientific, and technical services to business, 12 %- engaged in construction 

activities, after almost 8 %- transport and storage and manufacturing activities.  
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Mostly 94.3 % of non-financial entities are very small enterprises (0-9 employees). Small 

enterprises (10–49 employees) accounted for 4.7 %, medium enterprises (50–249 employees) 

for 0.9 %, large enterprises (250 and more employees) for 0.1 % 

No statistical data on economic activity of immigrants is followed by Department of Statistics 

in Lithuania, no available UpToDate research were executed on this issue.   

Chapter 2. Methodological note 
The main aim of this background research is to collect significant information on the needs, 

expectations and criticalities encountered by migrant women entrepreneurs and migrant 

women from third countries who aspire to become entrepreneurs. Eligibility of participants 

were confirmed by phone calls and e-mail 

questionnaires.  

To tackle this objective, Siauliai Chamber of Commerce, Industry and Crafts have received 

feedback from 11 migrant women and 1 privileged witness: 

Profile Nr. Of interviewees 

Woman who currently owns a business 1 

Woman owner of a failed enterprise 2 

Woman who aspires to become entrepreneur 8 

Privileged witness 1 

Table 2 – Interviewees’ profile 

Although each interview had specific questions to each profile, they did have common 

questions as biographical aspects, migration path and professional career that were compulsory 

despite the profile.  

The first section of every interview is about biographical aspects and contains questions about 

their age, the country in which they were born and how old they were, when they arrived at 

Lithuania, their current place of residence and highest qualification.  

The second section of every questionnaire is about professional careers: what kind of jobs have 

they done since they arrived in Lithuania.  

Figure 2. Females among international migrants in 

Spain, in Europe and in the world, 2019. 
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The third part is always about motivations for choosing to do a business and needs expected. 

In this sense, the questions proposed are about the expectations and the difficulties.  

The closure is about relations with banks, public bodies/ offices, and trade organisation. The 

last question is “what advice would you give to a migrant woman wishing to start a business?  

Interviews were carried out during June-July 2021. 

Partner The origins of participants 

SCCIC Turkey, Belarus (2), Ukraine (6), Vietnam 

Table 3 - The origins of migrant women interviewed by country 

Participants had varied professional and study experiences:  

Background in their origin country Background in Lithuania 

part time jobs to create additional income 

while still studying. 

Worked in Logistics and Event Management 

related jobs, additionally did short training in a 

Telecommunication company. Mostly Sales 

and Marketing 

Teacher, administrator.  

Family-owned real estate business. 

no 

Sewing factory Sewing factory 

no Clean homes 

Construction Decoration of walls 

I was chief technologist of the factory Sewing 

Teacher  

Library, private teacher  

Private shop Registered company 

Own business business owner and I was a tour operator and 

graphic designer 

Background in their origin country Background in Lithuania 

part time jobs to create additional income 

while still studying. 

Worked in Logistics and Event Management 

related jobs, additionally did short training in a 

Telecommunication company. Mostly Sales 

and Marketing 

Table 3 – Background of participants 
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Chapter 3. Motivations, needs, expectations and criticalities faced by migrant women 

entrepreneurs.  

This chapter presents the analysis of needs, expectations and criticalities encountered by 

migrant women entrepreneurs or who aspire to be entrepreneurs. The analysis is based on the 

data collected through the anonymous questionnaires mentioned above. The filled ones were 

received by e-mail or regular post. 

Paragraph 3.1 - Needs, motivations, and expectations of women entrepreneurs or who 

aspire to be entrepreneurs 

Motivations 

Many reasons, most importantly, to work for myself, have some good impact on the 

society. I live in and manage my time as I see fits the needs of my business – 

additionally, create some legacy to be proud of. 

Because I have a lot of ideas. Working individually means making individual 

decisions and taking responsibility for them. 

Work when I want and for myself. 

This was my plan. 

Work for myself. Do not have bad director. 

Earn more money, help parents financially. Invite my friend to work with me. 

Have better life for my family. 

Can’t find normal work. 

Would not like to work in a factory 

Freedom (of moving and of being creative) 

Table 4 – Interviewees’ motivations 

Most women interviewed agreed that the reasons why they wanted to set up an own business 

was because wanted to work for themselves, flexible hours and be paid more. Most of them 

had better carrier at origin country so had ambitions to have corresponding position here. 

Some quotes about their motivation to aspires or to be owner of a business: 
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« Many reasons, most importantly, to work for myself, have some good impact on 

the society I live in and manage my time as I see fits the needs of my business – 

additionally, create some legacy to be proud of 1»  

«Because I have a lot of ideas. Working individually means making individual 

decisions and taking responsibility for them2» 

Their needs were mostly related with capital and financial support, but also to the acquisition 

of competences (mostly language, legal and managerial). 

In addition to the availability of capital,  

«The biggest need would be the legal assistance from people who know 

more about the regulations that the Lithuanian Government implements on 

businesses3» 

«Money for materials, more advertising, someone to register company and 

calculate taxes. May be find another person for marketing. Should learn to 

speak Lithuanian.4» 

Training or cooperation need according to entrepreneur: competences of language, 

marketing, accountancy, legal and bureaucratic aspects. 

Networking with peers or more experienced is also an issue.  

«Would like to speak to someone who has same intention, not expensive 

consultation of a shop owner 4» 

The need for cultural knowledge was indicated only by immigrants from more culturally 

different countries, such as Vietnam. 

 
1 Migrant woman, 27 years old, from Turkey, wants to start business, 2021 June 
2 Migrant woman, 37 years old, from Ukraine, plans to start business, 2021 June 
3 Migrant woman, 27 years old, from Turkey, wants to start business, 2021 June 
4 Migrant woman, 25 years old, Belarus, wants to start business, 2021 June. 
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Paragraph 3.2 – Criticalities and challenges faced during the start-up and management 

of economic activities 

Both owner and those whose business bankrupted had problems with bank. Siauliai bank is 

the only authorised for micro credits program supported by state. It seems to be not enough 

professional and friendly to foreigners. The language barrier and bureaucracy are an issue in 

public institutions. 

«Our first bank is Siauliu Bankas, and they are the worst bank ever. They charged too 

many stupid fees that no other banks will charge: Receiving money from customers - 

they charge 1%, also they do not let us access the app with smart ID although we have 

residence permit with Lithuanian personal codes. They treat foreign customers 

unprofessional. We are going to close our account with them soon at the end of this 

year. Now we have Swed Bank accounts (both personal and work accounts). They are 

super professional, speak fluent English and the app is very very convenient with a 

smart ID.5» 

For this reason, it is the need of external help and consulting in the starting and developing 

business. 

The challenge is to find niche in the market and survive difficulties. One went bankrupt 

because of not differentiated customers (had the only one, who was lost due to political 

situation in Belarus), and another was not able survive COVID – 19 lockdown. 

Only one from interviewed persons have contacted the support organisation: Siauliai CCIC, 

the experience was positive. 

«They were professional and helped me a lot in networking, contacting public 

institutions, selecting place for business. 6» 

 
5 Migrant woman, 35 years old, from Vietnam, currently an entrepreneur, 2021 June 
6 Migrant woman, 49 years old, From Ukraine, an entrepreneur, but one business went bankrupt, 2021 July 
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Paragraph 3.3 Main points of that emerged from the discussion among the members of 

the Specialized Working Groups 

During the meeting of work group key actors were called to online round table and the 

following issues were outlined:  

Related to starting up a business:  

➢ Language barrier;  

➢ Difficulties in recognition of diplomas and competences; 

➢ Lack of knowledge about the formalities and procedures to start-register business; 

➢ Sources of financing, access to credit and State incentive financing programs is 

very complicated. 

➢ Lack of knowledge of the local socio-cultural context and market needs; 

➢ Non competence how to deal with immigrants, bureaucracy, and information only 

in Lithuanian in State Employment Service and other state institutions, especially 

in the regions more distant from Vilnius; 

➢ Too little confidence of immigrant women in themselves. 

 

Problems of running business:  

➢ Lack of qualified team, or knowledge of marketing, financial management, 

personnel management due to Lithuanian law; 

➢ Wrong direction of projecting business because of lack of knowledge of local taste 

and traditions; 

➢ No support and guidance oriented to immigrants (competition is same as for locals, 

no knowledge on possible free consultation posts); 

➢ Few possibilities to network with peers. 

 

Needs, possible ways to support: 

➢ Free consultation on legal issues to start up the business, or at least on feasible 

price; 

➢ Guidance and backup while running business; 



 
 

 

 
This project has been funded with support from the European Commission. This publication [communication] reflects the views only of the author, and the 
European Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. [Project number: 957906-AMIF- 2019- 
AG-CALL]   

11 

➢ Facilitating/intermediation for access to credit or micro-credits under favourable 

conditions. 

➢ Support of peers;  

➢ Support of mentors: the best option -local businesswomen. 
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ANALYSIS OF THE SPECIFIC DEMANDS AND NEEDS OF 

THE MIGRANT WOMEN AIMING TO BE ENTREPRENEUR.  

Chapter 1. Context of reference and territorial dynamics. 

 General overview of the context 

 

This chapter aims to briefly present the territorial context of Andalusian, in the south of 

Spain, describing the socio-economic and socio-demographic quantitative indicators. 

The population of Spain increased by 392,921 persons during 2019 and stood at 

47,329,981 on 1 January 2020 (INE, 2020). 

The International Migrant Stock 2019 in Spain, of the Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs of the United Nations confirmed the increase of reception of migrant 

population from 1990 to 2019. The migrant population in 1990 was 821.5 thousand 

persons and in 2019 the migrant population reached 6104.2 thousand.  

 

 

This figure gives a general overview of the population according to the Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs. It shows the percentages of females among international 

migrants, the median age of international migrants in Spain and the percentage of 

international migrants as a share of total population.  

Figure 2. Females among international migrants in Spain, 
in Europe and in the world, 2019. Figure 1. Comparison of international migrants of total 

population, 2019 
Figure 2   Females among international migrants, 
2019. 
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Source: UN DESA,2019.  

 

In terms of the labour market, in 2021 Spain has a total of 20,031,000 employed and 

3,416,700 unemployed (INE – September 2021). Considering the general population, 

these numbers imply an employment rate of 50.52% and an unemployment rate of 

14.57%. 

 

Employees in Spain from 2019 until 2021 (quarterly) 

 
Source: INE, September 2021 

 

Unemployment’s in Spain from 2019 until 2021 (quarterly) 

 
Source: INE, September 2021 
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Focusing on the third-country nationals residing in Spain, 1,715,300 foreigners are 

currently working, where migrant women account for 46% of this employed population. 

In general, the employment rate is 47.15% and the unemployment rate is 23.11%. Related 

to the unemployment rate, women represent 25,98% and men 20.45%. 

 

Number of employed among third-country nationals in Spain by gender from September 2016 

until September 2021 

Third-country nationals’ men 

Third-country nationals’ women 

 
Source: INE, September 2021 
 

Unemployment rates for third-country nationals women in Spain from September 2016 until 

September 2021 
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Source: INE, September 2021 

 

According to the report developed by Cáritas “Una raíz en el alambre” in September 2020, 

the vast majority of migrant workers (75%) carry out working-class occupations. 17% 

care services, 42% other elementary occupations such as mason's helper, waiter, kitchen 

assistant, farm labourer, etc., and 16% skilled worker occupations. 

Only 25% of migrant workers are in medium and high-skilled service jobs. 8.1% in 

administrative work, 7.1% as a small businessman, and 9.9% in professional services. 

The employment of migrant workers in Spain is still in a precarious state and its main 

features are: 

The vast majority of workers of migrant origin (73%) are not included in the basic and 

core employment regulation standards of our companies - permanent full-time contracts. 

A percentage 75% in the case of women, 70% in the case of men, and 86% in the case of 

migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa. 

● The high incidence of labour informality, 11% of the total. Furthermore, only 27% 

of them are in an irregular situation. The rest, 73%, work informally despite 

having a work permit. 

● The high incidence of unemployment. Only 60% of migrant workers are 

employed throughout the year, while the remaining 40% suffer periods of 
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unemployment: 12% are unemployed throughout the year, 5.4% more than 7 

months, 12% between 4-6 months, and 10% from 1 to 3 months. 

● The high incidence of temporality. Around 40% of migrant workers have 

temporary contracts, double that of Spanish workers, 22%. This temporality is 

higher in women, 41%, than in men, 36%. If we only attend to wage earners, we 

observe that 55% of migrant wage earners have a temporary contract, compared 

to 27% of Spanish workers. 

● Low and irregular wages. The average salary of the population of migrant origin 

is 926€ per month, with women clearly lower, 841€, than men, 1.025€. An average 

salary that barely exceeds the Spanish SMI of 2018, 826 euros per month (950 

euros in 2020). At the same time, one in two migrant workers in Spain (50%) earn 

less than 900€ per month, and 75% earn less than 1.100€ per month. An average 

salary, moreover, which is very far from the average salary of Spanish workers, 

1.477€ per month - migrants earn, on average, 38% less. Fourth, low income and 

the high incidence of poverty. Migrants appear as poor workers, with low incomes 

that are far removed from the average income of the Spanish population. Thus. 

the average monthly income of migrant households in Spain is 1.771€ per month, 

compared to 3.297€ per month for Spanish households. 46% lower (ENPOI 2017 

and ECV-INE 2016). 

Moving now to the statistical description of enterprises, according to the data of the 

Structure and Dynamism of the Business Fabric in Spain developed by the Directorio 

Central de Empresas (Central Directory of Companies - DIRCE) as of January 1, 2020, 

in Spain there are 3,404,428 companies. Taking into account that in January 2019 the 

number of companies was 3,363,197, the annual variation rate was 1.2%. 

Active companies by economic sector 

The Rest of Services sector has the greatest weight in the structure of the companies. As 

of January 1, 2020, it represented 60.6% of the total. 

This sector, which has 2,062,122 active companies, includes all those dedicated to 

hospitality industry, transport and logistics, information and communication, financial 

and insurance activities, real estate, professional, scientific and technical activities, 
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administrative and auxiliary services, educational activities, health and social assistance 

and other types of social activities, including personal services. 

The weight of Commerce is also significant, with 21.3% of the total. This sector includes 

companies that carry out activities of wholesaling, retailing and trade intermediaries. 

Lastly, companies in the Construction sector accounted for 12.3% of the total and those 

in Industry, 5.8%. 

 

Source: Central Directory of Companies - DIRCE, January 2020 

 

 Active companies by number of employees 

From the point of view of size, measured in number of employees, Spanish companies 

are characterized by their small size (SMEs). 

As of January 1, 2020, more than 1.91 million companies had no salaried employees. 

This figure represented 56.2% of the total. In addition, another 907,192 (26.6% of the 

total) had one or two employees. 

If these two groups are added, it turns out that 82.8% had two or fewer employees (micro-

enterprises). 

Considering only companies with employees, those with 20 or more workers represented 

4.9% of the total. 

The highest percentages of small companies were found in the Construction sectors 

(84.2% had two or fewer employees) and Other Services (84.8%). 
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On the contrary, the weight of large companies was concentrated in the industrial sector, 

where 8.4% of the total employed 20 or more employees. 

 Active companies according to the different legal forms. 

According to the different legal forms adopted in our legal framework, Individuals and 

Limited Companies represent 90% of the companies. 

COMPANY TYPES TABLE 

1,899,810 companies are registered as sole proprietorships. This population represents 

55.8% of the total set of units. 

Of the total of these companies, 36.7% have a woman as a natural person. Although it 

should be noted that its level of representation is not homogeneous for all economic 

activities. 

Thus, activities related to the Education, Health and Social Services sectors register a 

majority presence of businesswomen (55.6%). In the retail trade and other services 

sectors, the presence of women is also relevant, with 46.3% and 43.7%, respectively. 

Detailed sectors of activity, according to gender of the entrepreneur 

 
Source: Central Directory of Companies - DIRCE, January 2020 

 

Concerning enterprises led by third-country nationals, no statistical data on this topic is 

followed by the Spanish National Institute for Statistics (INE). Therefore, the following 

data has been extracted from the records from the database of the PAEM (Women 
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entrepreneurship Supporting Programme) implemented by the Chamber of Commerce of 

Seville. 

The Women entrepreneurship Supporting Programme receives in Seville a total of 122 

migrant women per year who want to become entrepreneurs; 3 out of 10 women who 

receive support are third-national migrant women. One of the driving forces that lead 

migrant women to become entrepreneurs is the lack of recognition of higher education 

qualifications in Spain; 60% of the women who wish to become entrepreneurs have higher 

education qualifications that cannot be recognised in Spain for legislative reasons. At the 

same time, self-employment is one of the ways to obtain a residence permit. 

The most important economic sector in which migrant women operate is the service 

sector, specifically food and beauty services. Interestingly, most of the women who have 

completed higher education in their countries of origin do not work in companies related 

to their sector.  

Taking into account the number of employees, most of these companies are micro-

enterprises and the main countries of origin of these women entrepreneurs are Ecuador, 

Colombia, Argentina, Venezuela, Peru and Nicaragua. 

 

Chapter 2. Methodological note. 

The main aim of this background research is to collect significant information on the 

needs, expectations and criticalities encountered by migrant women entrepreneurs and 

migrant women from third countries who aspire to become entrepreneurs. Eligibility of 

participants were confirmed by phone interviews. To tackle this objective, INCOMA and 

Chamber of Commerce of Seville has interviewing 11 migrant women: 
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Table 1 Participant's profile 

Profile  

Owns a business 3 

In the past was the owner but went 

bankrupt 

2 

Aspires to be an entrepreneur 4 

Owns a business - migratory 

background  

1 

Aspires to be an entrepreneur - 

migratory background 

 1 

With a privileged witness 5 

 

Although each interview had specific questions to each profile, they did have common 

questions as biographical aspects, migration path and professional career that were 

compulsory despite the profile.  

The first section of every interview is about biographical aspects, and contains questions 

about their age, the country in which they were born and how old they were when they 

arrived at Spain, their current place of residence and highest qualification.  

The second section of every questionnaire is about professional careers: what kind of jobs 

have they done since they arrived in Andalusia.  

The third part is always about motivations for choosing to do a business and needs 

expected. In this sense, the questions proposed are about the expectations and the 

difficulties encountered.  

The last part is about relations with banks, public bodies/ offices, and trade organisations. 

The last question is “what advice would you give to a migrant woman wishing to start a 

business?  

In addition to these sections described above, each profile has been interviewed with 

specific questions according to their situation [see Annex 1].  

Spain’s interviews were carried out during June. Taking into consideration the cultural 

background of the women involved, it was decided to do it face to face and individually. 

They had diverse origins:  
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Table 2 The origins of migrant women interviewed by country 

Partner The origins of participants 

INCOMA and Chamber of Commerce of 

Seville  

Venezuela, Russia, Ecuador, Burkinabe 

and Brazil. 

 

Participants had varied professional and study experiences:  

Table 3. Background of participants 

Partner Background in their origin country Background in Spain 

INCOMA 

and 

the 

Chamber 

of 

Commerce 

of Seville 

Accounting; dental clinic secretary in 

Burkina and worked in the film 

industry with her husband.  

Domestic worker for 8 years. 

Owner of a textile business (2 

years) 

Tourism; worked in an agency for 

years. 

Worked in two bars before 

creating her own.   

Charity, helping poor children in Rio 

de Janeiro, plastics factory, bars, street 

vending. 

Two own businesses: a 

cosmetics shop (2004-2006) 

and event decoration (2012). 

Both are bankrupt.  

Domestic worker, worked in 

the Town Hall with an 

employer aid. 

She has not studied in Brazil. She 

moved to Paraguay: Professional 

makeup artist in Revlon; model; film 

industry 

Real state of houses 

(temporary); studied interior 

design for houses; bar for 2 

years; domestic worker for 8 

years. 

She studied vocational training in 

administration and finance. She 

worked as a travel consultant. 

She moved to another country to get to 

know other cultures and because her 

partner was Spanish. 

She has worked as a travel 

consultant, specialising in the 

Italian market, and has been 

responsible for the management 

and organisation of group and 

business trips.  

She currently runs a tourism 

services company. 

Hairdresser. She has worked in the 

textile and accessories trade until she 

started training as a hairdresser and 

beautician. 

She has always worked as a 

hairdresser. 

Currently she is owner or a 

Beauty and hairdressing 

services 
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She moved to Spain in order to improve 

her skills and get other job 

opportunities. 

Graduated in industrial administration. 

She moved to another country because 

of economic and social problems in her 

home country. 

So far, she has not been able to 

work yet. 

Higher Technician in Tourist 

Accommodation Management. 

She move to Spain in order to improve 

living conditions 

Care for the elderly, Nanny and  

Chiromassage 

 

Second generation migrant woman Studies: Double Degree in 

Business Administration and 

Management and Diploma in 

Tourism. 

Since finishing her degree, she 

has worked in a commodities 

brokerage company for 5 years. 

Second generation migrant woman Education: high school 

diploma. 

She has worked as a domestic 

worker and in retail food sales. 
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Chapter 3. Motivations, needs, expectations and criticalities faced by 

migrant women entrepreneurs.  

 

This chapter presents the analysis of motivations, needs, expectations and criticalities 

encountered by migrant women entrepreneurs or who aspire to be entrepreneurs. The 

analysis is based on the data collected through the interviews mentioned above.  

 

3.1. Needs, motivations and expectations of women entrepreneurs or who aspire to 

be entrepreneurs.  

 

Two women interviewed agreed that the reasons why they wanted to set up their own 

business was because they could no longer work as cleaners or carers due to illness. Both 

had always dreamed of setting up something in the future, but it was their illness that 

pushed them to decide to start it. Working as a cleaner requires a physical strength and 

stamina they could not give anymore, one because of cancer and the other because of a 

degenerative disease. The one with cancer is now recovering and aspires to start up her 

own business; the one with a degenerative disease is owner of a textile business.  

Some quotes about their motivation to aspires or to be owner of a business: 

• Need for independence as motivation: 

 «I felt we could give more than we were doing at that time. I dreamed of being 

 independent, relying only on myself»1   

 «Not dependent on aid. I have never wanted to be singled out for queuing up and asking 

 for help and being told “you come here to spend and not to contribute” »2 

 «I feel like I don’t fit in. I’m a hard worker and I am confident in what I want and do. It 

 went wrong before, but I trust myself and I know it can work out next time. »3 

 
1 E., 39 years old, from Venezuela, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 22/06/2021. 
2 C., 50 years old, from Burkinabe, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 28/06/2021.  
3 R., 50 years old, from Brazil, his business bankrupt. Date of the interview: 29/06/2021.  
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Their needs were related with support, not only economic but also with bureaucratic 

aspects. 

In terms of entrepreneurship: 

● Training needed according to entrepreneurs: know more about market study, 

about companies.   

● Bureaucratic simplifications. 

● Reduction of sales-employment rate. 

● Access to public funds that help them with, at least, the entrance fee.  

In terms of support, they would like to know more women in their same situation in order 

to create a network:  

«I would like to meet someone in a similar situation for us to complement each other. If 

she can speak better than me, it would be perfect, because she can be in charge of the 

contacts and administrative staff and I can be organising things, which is what I have 

experience in. A team where I fit in, where we go together»4 

 

Relating with training and general needs:  

● Language skills for one of them, but she is doing it herself.  

● Cultural knowledge about people in Spain because knowing that, attracting 

customers would be easier.  

 

As far as expectations are concerned, all of them think, both those who already have a 

business and those who want to create one, that it is very hard work, because the 

beginning is very complicated. Despite this, they have believed in their own business.  

 « I identify myself in what I do and I offer»5 

 

 
4 R., 50 years old, from Brazil, his business bankrupt. Date of the interview: 29/06/2021.  
5 E., 39 years old, from Venezuela, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 22/06/2021. 
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3.2. Criticalities and challenges faced during the start-up and management of 

economic activities. 

 

Both the interviewees who currently manage a business activity and the one who is 

bankrupt claimed the bank has helped them.  

Regarding the criticalities and challenges, one of the owners said she was faced 

discrimination in terms of undervaluing of their clothes because they have been made by 

an African and not by a big brand:  

«A women told me: “If you sell this jacket or this dress in [Brand], you will earn lot of 

money, but you are selling for 15 euros, and it is not fair”. And I realise that my clothes 

are of a better quality than those sold by many big brands, because they are machine-

made and produce hundreds in one day. I make them one by one, little by little, with a lot 

of detail and love in each one. But I am African and it does not sell. »6 

 

Another challenge is about how to survive in the market. Often, they cannot afford to let 

something go wrong because they do not have any more capital to survive after 

bankruptcy.  

When key actors were asked to fill out a survey about the needs and difficulties found 

after the first Working Group meeting, when needs and motivations of migrant women 

were discussed. Among these needs and motivations, key actors agreed on:  

Related to starting up a business:  

● Widespread lack of knowledge about the formalities and procedures to be 

followed for business start-ups.  

● Difficulties associated with bureaucratic, lengthy, complex, excessive red tape 

and procedures.  

● Sometimes there is no real study of the strategy and viability of the business, so 

they fail, there is no in-depth study of the business idea and viability. 

 
6 C., 50 years old, from Burkinabe, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview: 28/06/2021.  
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● Some people have little academic training, which makes it difficult to understand 

the technical language associated with the processes for starting up a business. 

● In some cases, add the language barrier that further complicates the understanding 

of the processes in matters such as tax, financial, legal, etc. 

● Difficulties related to the search for financing, access to credit and financing is 

very complicated. 

● Difficulty in investing the capital they have for fear of losing this economic item, 

as their families of origin and the one they currently have in the country of 

residence generally depend on it. 

● Economic demands of the self-employed regime (quotas, quarterly payments, 

etc.). 

● Sometimes lack of knowledge of the socio-cultural and legislative context. 

● Those related to their administrative situation, difficulty in gaining access to self-

employed authorisation. 

 

Once the business is up and running: these needs match the needs and difficulties 

encountered by women. 

● Sometimes, lack of knowledge when it comes to managing the business. 

● Lack of specific competences: those related to the inability to make the business 

visible, lack of knowledge of marketing, how to publicise it, etc. 

● Family reconciliation problems. 

Requests:  

● Forms of support useful for those women who decide to start-up and manage an 

entrepreneurial activity: appropriate support and guidance throughout the entire 

process, from creation (feasibility study, business idea, guidance on access to 

financing, etc.) and during operation. 

● Training to start up the business and to subsequently manage it. 

● Facilitating access to credit or micro-credits under favourable conditions. 

● Emotional and community support: not forgetting that psychological and 

community approach in three senses: 
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o Sharing their stories: feeling that there are other women in the same 

situation both talking and listening and sharing. "Putting people 

together is the most revolutionary thing we can do: I am capable 

of doing this”. 

o Rights training: to know that there are resources and rights, to feel 

like citizens. 

o They propose using a format based on mentoring, with other 

migrant women entrepreneurs accompanying those who are 

starting out.  

 

Conclusion:  

The reality of migration in Spanish territory remains very complex despite years of 

experience on this migratory flow. However, there are still many social, political and 

labour measures to be taken in order to truly achieve integration between migrants and 

nationals, since, it need to be remembered, integration is a two-way process in which both 

parties must make an effort. 

In terms of employment, there are many difficulties and challenges in achieving economic 

independence, and migrant women, in particular, face even more obstacles when it comes 

to work, as they not only face inequality as a result of migration, but also because they 

are women and, on many occasions, mothers. 

In this sense, many of the migrant women, as has been noted in the bibliography, in the 

Specialized Working Groups with this profile and in the interview migrants themselves, 

work in precarious jobs or jobs that are underqualified in their country of origin. For this 

reason, and in addition to their personal situation and the need to have economic 

independence and a somewhat more flexible working time, as well as better working 

conditions, they enter the world of entrepreneurship.  

As we have seen in this report, in Spain there is still a need for projects that support these 

women and the organisations that work with them, in order to generate more synergies 
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and give support in a more institutional and European way to this reality: ATHENA 

provides great value in this sense and has coherence and functionality. 
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Executive Summary 

This report investigates the phenomenon of migrant women entrepreneurship in five regions of 

Southern Italy, namely Basilicata, Calabria, Campania, Puglia, and Sicilia. Based on literature 

review the first chapter gives a full picture of the socioeconomic and sociodemographic 

characteristics of the national context, with a focus on female migrant entrepreneurship; the 

second chapter explains in detail the methodologies used for data collection; the third chapter 

sums up the main findings of the research. Evidence collected via the interviews led to the 

identification of 9 main motivations behind the entrepreneurial choice of foreign women (i.e., 

increase professional and training skills; improve the economic situation; support other family 

members; support the community of origin; bring awareness about personal culture and 

identity; have space for personal growth, autonomy, and freedom; seize an opportunity for 

social inclusion, redemption, and emancipation; follow specific social inclusion projects), 7 

core needs for business start-up and management (i.e., support services to personal autonomy, 

language skills improvement, specific training on business creation and management, access 

to clear information and funding opportunities, protection against risks), and 5 typologies of 

criticalities encountered in the start-up and management of business (i.e., economic and 

financial aspects, complex bureaucracy, limited personal competencies, lack of trust, gender-

related aspects). 

Editors: 

Ciavatta Andrea Valeria: Ch.1 and Par. 3.3 

Ciniero Antonio: Scientific supervision 

Desario Barbara: Translation 

Papa Ilaria: Ch. 2 and Par. 3.1, 3.2, 3.4 
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Chapter 1. Context of reference and territorial dynamics  

The first chapter briefly presents the socio-economic and socio-demographic characteristics of 

the national context, and the quantitative data useful for depicting the phenomenon of third-

country nationals’ entrepreneurship, with a specific focus on migrant women. Where the data 

are available, specific attention has been given to Basilicata, Calabria, Campania, Puglia, and 

Sicilia, representing the five regions where the qualitative research was conducted. 

Paragraph 1.1 - General overview of the context 

(Total and female) resident population. According to the Demo.Istat database1 updated to 

January 1st, 2021, the resident population in Italy is approximately 59 million 258 thousand 

(the female population stands at about 30 million 400), with a loss of about 384 thousand units 

compared to 2020. Except for Trentino Alto-Adige, all regions are affected by the demographic 

decline, which worsens in the South (-7 per thousand inhabitants). This negative trend is linked, 

especially, to a progressive reduction in births consolidated for over a decade and, in the last 

year, also to the effects on mortality and residential mobility of the Covid-19 Pandemic2.   

The average age of the population and age structure3. Despite the impact of the Covid-19 

pandemic on the total mortality in 2020, the average age of the resident population raised from 

45.7 to 46 years old in the last year. Specifically, the population over 65 grew to 64 thousand 

units only in 2020, reaching 23.5% of the total population. Among these, the over-80s increased 

by 61 thousand units and currently account for 8% of the total population. Conversely, the 

population aged between 15 and 64 decreased by 0.1%, while people under 14 years of age 

suffered a loss of -0.2%. 

A few data on the immigrant population in the country. A premise that ought to be made is 

that the data updated as of January 1st, 2021, concern the total foreign resident population, 

 
1 Demo.Istat is the database of the national institute of statistics dedicated to the latest official data on resident 

population in the Italian territory. For further information, see the website: http://demo.istat.it/index_e.php. 
2 Marsili, M. and Battaglini, M., 2021. Indicatori Demografici, anno 2020. [online] ISTAT. Available at: 

https://welforum.it/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/REPORT_INDICATORI-DEMOGRAFICI-2020.pdf. 
3 Ibid. 

http://demo.istat.it/index_e.php
https://welforum.it/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/REPORT_INDICATORI-DEMOGRAFICI-2020.pdf
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while estimates on third-country nationals refer to the first months of 2020. Thus, the 

information reported below does not return a full picture of the effects of the Covid-19 

pandemic on the living conditions of non-EU citizens in Italy. 

According to the provisional data, in January 2021, foreigners residing in Italy are about 5 

million 36 thousand, showing a significant decrease compared to 20194. The following table 

reports the numbers of total and foreign residents, highlighting the female component, plus the 

age structure of the population of each region considered for this research: 

 Total Resident Population Resident foreign nationals Age structure 

 Total Female (nr., %) Total Female (nr,%) Over 65 (%) 0-14 (%) 

Basilicata 547,579 278,229 50.8% 22,772 11,342 2.1% 11.5% 23.9% 

Calabria 1,877,728 958,667 51.1% 102,302 51,009 2.7% 12.9% 22.6% 

Campania 5,679,759 2,912,152 51.3% 255,097 129,482 2.3% 14.0% 19.7% 

Puglia 3,926,931 2,016,315 51.3% 67,015 134,788 3.4% 12.6% 23.0% 

Sicilia 4,840,876 2,487,053 51.4% 190,974 91,488 1.9% 13.4% 22.0% 

Italy 59,257,566 30,393,478 51.3% 5,035,643 2,609,608 4.4% 23.5% 12.8% 

Table 1 - Source: Demo.Istat (updated to January 1, 2021) – data on the total resident population and resident foreign 

nationals. Information on the Age structure of the population processed by Marsili & Battaglini (Istat, 2021). 

Focusing on third-country nationals, they are equal to 3,615,826 at the beginning of 2020, 

composed mainly of Moroccans, Albanians, Chinese, and Ukrainians5. Compared to previous 

years, there is a decrease in non-EU citizens both as for the number of residence permits issued 

(-43.8% for a total of 102,339) and the number of registrations in the country (-57.7% compared 

 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali (MLPS), 2021. Le comunità migranti in Italia. Dati al 1° 

gennaio 2020 (Nota comparativa). [online] Available at: https://www.lavoro.gov.it/priorita/pagine/pubblicati-i-

rapporti-2020-le-comunita-migranti-in-italia.aspx/. 

https://www.lavoro.gov.it/priorita/pagine/pubblicati-i-rapporti-2020-le-comunita-migranti-in-italia.aspx/
https://www.lavoro.gov.it/priorita/pagine/pubblicati-i-rapporti-2020-le-comunita-migranti-in-italia.aspx/
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to 2019, equal to 43 thousand)6. The decrease in registrations is above average for Indians, 

Moroccans, Ukrainians, Albanians, and Bangladeshis7. The reduction of non-EU citizens' 

entries was strongly influenced by the closing of borders between March and May 2020, which 

led to a shortage of labour supply in the sectors that primarily employ immigrants8. Even the 

slowdown in the management of administrative procedures contributes to this data and persists 

despite the "reactivation" of the Mediterranean route in the second half of the year. 

From a gender perspective, the non-Eu male and female population is almost the same (51% 

and 49% of the total, respectively), with marked differences among ethnic communities. 

Indeed, those with a recent history of immigration or subject to circular migration show specific 

tendencies towards one gender: in the Senegalese and Bangladeshi communities, the male 

component prevails (72.4% and 70.2%), while among the Ukrainians and Moldovans, females 

constitute the majority (78.6% and 66.6%)9. 

Concerning the age structure, third-country nationals are undoubtedly younger than the Italians. 

As evidence, the underaged population equals 22% of citizens legally residing in the country 

vs. 15.6% for the Italians. Even in this case, data varies from each community, showing lower 

numbers of minors in those communities with a recent migration history or a significant female 

component engaged in domestic and personal care services (e.g., Moldovans and Ukrainians). 

The North African communities, i.e., Egyptian, Moroccan, and Tunisian, are the youngest in 

the country10. 

As for the motivations for arrival in the country – excluding long-term residents -, 46% of non-

EU citizens reside in Italy for family reasons, 29.4% for work-related opportunities, and 16.2% 

 
6 On this aspect, see: Rottino, F. and Conti, C., 2020. Cittadini non comunitari in Italia, anni 2019-2020. 

[online] ISTAT. Available at: https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/249445; ISTAT, 2021. Rapporto Annuale 2021: La 

situazione nel Paese. [online] Roma: Istat. Available at: https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/259060. 
7 Rottino & Conti, op. cit. 
8 The shortage of labour supply in these sectors prompted the adoption of regulation measures for non-EU 

citizens, such as the “Rilancio” Decree Law 34/2020 (see art. 103 “Emersione di rapport di lavoro”) 
9 See, among others: Rottino & Conti, op. cit.; MLPS, op. cit. 
10 MLPS, op. cit. 

https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/249445
https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/259060
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for reasons of international protection. In the South and the islands, the number of residence 

permits for family reasons is lower (about 37%) than in the North (more than 50%). 

Conversely, international protection permits rise to over 29% in the South and the Islands while 

remaining around 12% in the Northern regions11. 

Finally, non-EU citizens generally reside in cities and densely populated areas (46.7%), without 

specific gender polarization in the territorial distribution. In the South, small cities host the 

highest percentage of foreigners (43.3%), while 14,7% of those legally residing live in rural 

areas12. 

The employment effect of the Covid-19 crisis. According to the analysis of Infocamere13, in 

2020, the Italian enterprises in Italy show a positive balance of +0.32%14. Despite this slightly 

positive trend, the effects of the crisis have weighed heavily on some sectors and areas of 

employment, affecting the young, female, foreign workforce the most, especially in the 

South15.  

The trade and service sectors are the most affected by the crisis (-303 thousand), with 

significant effects for the female workforce, which has been strongly affected by the downfall 

of the hotel, restaurant, and family care business activities. Even unskilled professions are 

experiencing a decline, mostly penalizing foreign workers16. 

The reduction of unemployment and the growth of inactivity constitute two significant trends 

of the 2020 crisis. They may be attributed to the restrictions on mobility and on direct contacts, 

 
11 Rottino & Conti, op. cit. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Infocamere is the company of the Italian Chambers of Commerce for digital innovation. For further 

information, see the official website: https://www.infocamere.it/ 
14 Mastroianni, F., 2021. 2020: demografia d’impresa, come si misura la mortalità delle aziende?. Il Sole 24 Ore, 

[online] Available at: https://www.infodata.ilsole24ore.com/2021/03/17/demografia-dimpresa-perche-la-

mortalita-delle-aziende-nel-2020-non-e-quella-che-ci-saremmo-aspettati/. 
15 Istat, op. cit. 
16 Ibid. 

https://www.infocamere.it/
https://www.infodata.ilsole24ore.com/2021/03/17/demografia-dimpresa-perche-la-mortalita-delle-aziende-nel-2020-non-e-quella-che-ci-saremmo-aspettati/
https://www.infodata.ilsole24ore.com/2021/03/17/demografia-dimpresa-perche-la-mortalita-delle-aziende-nel-2020-non-e-quella-che-ci-saremmo-aspettati/
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which have in many cases voided the requirements for the classification of individuals as 

unemployed, namely being in search of a job and give availability to start immediately17. 

Overall, the employment rate for the 15-64 age group decreased more for women (-1.1%) than 

for men (-0.8%), as well as for the foreign population (-3.7%) compared to Italians (-0.6%), 

with a significant variation between the foreign and native female component (-4.9% vs. 

0.6%)18. 

The following table reports the employment, unemployment, and inactivity rates by gender, 

educational classifications, age range, nationality, and geographical distribution (the year 2020, 

the difference in value and percentage is compared to 2019): 

 

Table 2 – Employment, unemployment, and inactivity rate by gender, educational classifications, age range, nationality, and 

geographical distribution (2019-2020). Source: Istat, 2021. Rapporto Annuale 2021: La situazione nel Paese.  

As the data show, foreign citizens are among the groups that suffer most from the effects of the 

crisis. Indeed, the employment rate dropped from 61% to 57.3% in the period 2019-2020 (while 

for Italians, there is a variation of -0.6%), with a higher decline for women (-4.9% vs. -2.2% 

 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
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for males). While unemployment does not show substantial variations by gender or citizenship, 

the inactivity rate changed significantly for migrant women (+6.5% vs. +1.2% of Italian 

women)19. 

A focus on the employment situation of third-country nationals. In the Italian labour 

market, 7.5% of the workforce is of non-EU citizenship at the beginning of 2020. Third-country 

nationals' employment rate is 60.1% (compared to 58.8% of the native population), while the 

unemployment rate is 13.8% (vs. 9.5% of the native population) and the inactivity rate is 

30.2%. The higher occupational levels of the non-EU population may be linked to the presence 

of complementary labour markets for the native and foreign population groups, which result in 

the concentration of third-country nationals in low-skilled and poorly paid professional 

activities. Specifically, the non-EU workforce is concentrated in the collective and personal 

services (about 25% of the total), the hospitality sector (13.2%), agriculture (11.5%), and 

construction (10%)20. 

The involvement of women in the labour market is significantly different between ethnic 

groups, and this characteristic influences their employment performance. The female 

unemployment rate, equal to 16.7% for the total non-EU population, has the lowest percentages 

for the Chinese and Filipino communities (3.6% and 5%, respectively) while is very high for 

the Egyptian and Tunisian communities (54.3% and 39.5%). Instead, the female employment 

rate, equal to 46.5% of the total non-EU citizens, is higher in the Filipino (80.4%), Chinese 

(69.8%), Peruvian (66.3%), Ukrainian (66.5%), and Moldovan (63.2%) communities, while is 

lower in the Pakistani (7.3%), Egyptian (7.5%), and Bangladeshi (10.7%) communities. 

Finally, the issue of female inactivity deserves specific attention, given the alarming values 

that it reaches for many communities: for instance, more than 80% of the Egyptian, Pakistan, 

and Bangladeshi female population aged between 15 and 64 are in a condition of inactivity21. 

 
19 Ibid. 
20 MLPS, op. cit. 
21 Ibid. 
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Paragraph 1.2 - Quantitative information on third-country nationals’ entrepreneurship 

The following paragraph summarizes the relevant quantitative information on migrant 

entrepreneurship in Italy, with a focus on business activities led by migrant women. The 

Commercial Register, which is the main statistical source of reference in the analysis of migrant 

entrepreneurship at the national and regional level, defines foreign entrepreneurs as foreign-

born owners of sole proprietorships, without distinguishing between EU and non-EU citizens. 

Hence, a further specification on business activities led by third-country nationals has been 

included. 

The data presented below are updated to 2019. Therefore, they do not describe the important 

social and economic repercussions of the outbreak of the Covid-19 Pandemic on migrant-run 

entrepreneurship, in this specific case. 

Absolute numbers and annual variation. As reported by the Immigration and 

Entrepreneurship Report 2019-2020 (RII; IDOS 2020), at the beginning of 2019, business 

activities led by migrant workers in Italy amount to 602,180, corresponding to 9.9% of the total 

number of enterprises nationwide.  In the period 2011-2018, data show a constant growth of 

foreign-run companies, with a 2.5% increase only in 2018 corresponding to about 15thousand 

more business activities. Looking at the geographical distribution, migrant entrepreneurship is 

concentrated primarily in the Centre-North of Italy (77.4% of the total) and in the cities of 

Rome, Milan, Naples, and Florence, even though numbers are rising also in Southern Italy 

(22.7% of the total). Specifically, Campania has high growth rates in the number of migrant 

entrepreneurship activities, which stood at +4.1% only in 2018. 

This positive trend is characterized by the rising participation of migrant women. Indeed, 

between 2011 and 2018, entrepreneurial activities led by female migrants increased by 37.4%, 
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exceeding the growth rate of companies led by male migrants22. This tendency is further 

confirmed by the Female Entrepreneurship Report (IF)23, which reports a 23% increase of 

companies run by foreign women vs. a 2.9% increase of female enterprises and a 15.8% 

increase of companies run by male immigrants. Overall, at the beginning of 2019, companies 

run by foreign female entrepreneurs are approximately 145 thousand, equal to 24.0% of 

business activities managed by foreign entrepreneurs and 10.0% of the total number of women-

run companies.  

The data on the distribution in the national territory highlights a lower growth of enterprises 

run by female migrants in Southern Italy (+17.5%) compared to the national average (+22.7%) 

between 2014 and 2019. In the South, foreign female-run businesses made up 7.5% of the total 

number of enterprises, for a total of 36 thousand business activities24. 

Main production sectors: previous research emphasizes a higher concentration of foreign 

entrepreneurs in the traditional and service sectors with less competition from the native 

business activities25. As highlighted by the RII, the main sectors of migrant-run business 

activities are: 

• Trade: at the end of 2018, this sector comprises about 211 thousand migrant-run 

companies, equal to 35.1% of the total nr. of foreign enterprises and one-seventh of the 

total nr. of trading companies registered in Italy. About 89% of these are owned by non-

EU entrepreneurs. The majority are involved in retail sales. 

 
22 IDOS, 2020. Rapporto Immigrazione e Imprenditoria 2019-2020 (RII). Dossier Immigrazione. Roma: 

Consorzio AGE. Available at: https://www.dossierimmigrazione.it/rapporto-immigrazione-e-imprenditoria-

2019-2020-2/. 
23 UnionCamere, 2020. Rapporto Imprenditoria Femminile 2020. [online] Available at: 

https://www.unioncamere.gov.it/download/10950.html. 
24 Ibid. 
25 See, among others: IDOS, 2020. Rapporto Immigrazione e Imprenditoria 2019-2020 (RII), cit. 

https://www.dossierimmigrazione.it/rapporto-immigrazione-e-imprenditoria-2019-2020-2/
https://www.dossierimmigrazione.it/rapporto-immigrazione-e-imprenditoria-2019-2020-2/
https://www.unioncamere.gov.it/download/10950.html
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• Construction: 22.4% of the total number of companies in this sector is led by foreign 

entrepreneurs, with a growth rate of 8.3% in the period 2011-2018. About 76.3% of these 

activities are owned by third-country nationals. Moreover, together with trade, this sector 

accounts for 57.5% of the total number of foreign entrepreneurial activities. The relevance 

of the construction sector for migrant entrepreneurship may be attributed to a dual process 

of emancipation: on one side, employers are relieved of some employment expenses; on 

the other side, workers may take advantage of their status as entrepreneurs to obtain the 

residence permit. 

• Other services within the construction sector (e.g., cleaning, maintenance, gardening, 

enterprises’ support services): From 2011 to 2018, these activities have almost doubled and 

today amount to about 34 thousand companies, equal to 5.7% of the total number of foreign 

enterprises. Third-country nationals own 82.4% of these companies. 

• Accommodation and catering: in the period 2011-2018, this sector is the second in terms 

of growth (+61.5%) and the third in terms of the number of foreign enterprises (8.1% of 

the total number of migrant-run companies). Third-country nationals own 79.7% of these 

business activities.  

• Manufacturing: this sector has encountered greater difficulties in recent years, even 

though it has grown by 18.8% since 2011. Still, there are 46,941 foreign manufacturing 

companies in the country, 82.6% of whom are owned by non-EU citizens. 

From a gender perspective, the migrant component in the female-run entrepreneurial fabric is 

greater than in the male one in almost all production sectors26. This circumstance may be linked 

to the characteristics of the employment market for foreign people in Italy, which offers 

 
26 UnionCamere, op. cit. 
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primarily low-skilled and physically demanding jobs, thus targeted mainly to the male 

population27. 

Overall, 71% of foreign female entrepreneurial activities convey to the tertiary sector 

(approximately 106 thousand). Specifically, trade activities and accommodation and catering 

ones constitute, respectively, 32.3% and 13.3% of the total28. Alongside, within the foreign 

entrepreneurial fabric, immigrant female entrepreneurs make up 62.6% in health and social 

care services and 50.9% in education29. Fashion constitutes another prominent production niche 

for foreign female entrepreneurs, who account for 32.0% of the total number of entrepreneurs 

in this sector30. 

Main countries of origin: In almost 8 out of 10 cases, third-country nationals run foreign 

enterprises (78.9%). Overall, at the end of 2018, the main nationalities represented by foreign 

sole proprietors are Moroccan (14.1%), Chinese (11.5%), Romanian (10.7%), Albanian 

(6.9%), and Bangladeshi (6.6%). Evidence also shows an ethnic specialization, i.e., the 

concentration of different ethnic groups in specific sectors as a consequence of both the socio-

economic context in which each community lives and the cultural background and social 

network to which individuals belong. For instance, Chinese entrepreneurs constitute 49.3% of 

foreign business owners in manufacturing, Romanians and Albanians correspond to 26% and 

19.3% of migrant-run construction companies respectively, Moroccans reach 25.5% of foreign 

trade business owners, flanked by Bangladeshis (10.9%) and Chinese (10.6%) entrepreneurs31. 

At the end of 2018, 41.1% of foreign female entrepreneurs have Chinese (22.5%), Romanian 

(11.1%), and Moroccan (7.1%) origins. Other significant ethnic communities of the migrant 

female entrepreneurial fabric are the Eastern Europeans – mostly from Russia, Ukraine, and 

Poland -, followed by Central-South Americans, such as the Dominican female owners (63.1% 

 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 IDOS, op. cit. 
30 UnionCamere, op. cit. 
31 IDOS, op. cit. 
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of the total number of business owners from the same country) and Colombian (58.7%)32. 

Nigerian women show a strong entrepreneurial spirit as well, constituting 42.7% of the total 

number of business owners of the same nationality. 

Focusing on the South, the Chinese nationality is the most represented by female owners in 

Campania and Sicily (17.1% and 15.2% of the total foreign entrepreneurs in the regional 

context). In Puglia and Basilicata, instead, most migrant female entrepreneurs are Swiss (15.7% 

and 22.4%). Finally, Moroccans cover the majority of immigrant female business owners in 

Calabria, as they cover 29.7% of the total number of foreign entrepreneurs in the region33. 

Types of enterprises: at the end of 2018, sole proprietorships constitute 77.7% of the total 

number of enterprises owned by foreign citizens and 14.7% of the total number of enterprises 

registered nationwide (about 467,697 companies). This data confirms the prevalence of micro-

entrepreneurship in the Italian production fabric and raises its numbers, shedding light on the 

greater fragility of migrant entrepreneurship, oriented towards unstable and easier-to-access 

activities (IDOS, 2020). Recent trends also show an increase in capital companies equal to 

+11.4% only in 2018, corresponding to one-seventh of the total number of migrant-run 

enterprises. Between 2013 and 2018, sole proprietorships owned by foreign entrepreneurs have 

grown by 16.8%, versus an average increase of 21.1% and a 72.7% increase of capital 

companies. A thicker presence of foreign entrepreneurs is also found within innovative start-

ups, who participate in 22.5% of the total business activities in this field at the end of 201834. 

Looking at female entrepreneurship, migrant-run sole proprietorships are 113.636 at the end of 

2018, equal to 23.8% of the total number of foreign sole proprietorships and one-eighth of the 

total number of female-run enterprises nationally. Among them, 85,288 are owned by third-

 
32 Ibid. 
33 UnionCamere, op. cit. 
34 IDOS, op. cit. 
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country nationals (75.1% of the total), and 74.3% manage a service activity35. Also, in this 

case, the Chinese, Moroccan, and Swiss communities are the most represented36. 

Chapter 2. Methodological note 

This research was carried out with qualitative survey methodologies through the administration 

of 9 interviews aimed at detecting needs, expectations, and criticalities encountered by women 

from third countries who are entrepreneurs or aspire to become entrepreneurs in Southern 

Italy.  In particular, the following were interviewed: 4 women from third countries who are 

currently entrepreneurs, 2 women from third countries who aspire to become entrepreneurs, 1 

woman from third country who is the owner of a failed enterprise; 2 privileged witnesses on 

the subject. The interviews were conducted in the period between April and May 2021.  

Both the foreign women and the privileged witnesses37 were identified based on reasoned 

theoretical sampling38; the subjects were therefore identified on the basis of their 

significance, i.e., their life and professional experiences represented exemplified the dynamics 

under study.  

In order to increase the representativeness of the stories collected, the research team attempted 

to include women active in different Southern regions to detect any continuity and/or 

discontinuity in the entrepreneurial stories linked or conditioned by territorial factors. 

Therefore, the interviews involved 2 women living in Campania (one of whom was a privileged 

witness), 4 women residents in Apulia (one of whom was a privileged witness), 1 woman from 

Sicily, 1 from Calabria, 1 from Basilicata.   

 

 
35 Ibid. 
36 UnionCamere, op. cit. 
37 Subjects who, due to their role and functions, possess a series of relevant information with respect to the 

purposes of the survey 
38 Silverman D., 2000, Doing Qualitative Research. A Pratical Guide, London: Sage.  
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Region of 

residence  

Nr. Of women 

interviewed 

Type of subjects interviewed   Country 

of origin  

Puglia  4  1 woman who currently owns a business  Albania  

1 woman who currently owns a business  Brazil  

1 woman owner of a failed enterprise  Guatemala  

1 privileged witness  Italy  

Campania  2  1 woman who aspire to become entrepreneur  Morocco  

1 privileged witness Italy  

Sicilia  1  1 woman who aspire to become entrepreneur  Tunisia  

Calabria  1  1 woman who currently owns a business  Nigeria  

Basilicata  1  1 woman who currently owns a business  Cuba  

Table 3 - Overview of the interviewees. 

The countries of origin of the women interviewed are Albania, Brazil, Cuba, Guatemala, 

Morocco, Nigeria, Tunisia, while the privileged witnesses, both coordinators of training-work 

activities for a long time and with a significant experience of empowerment projects addressed 

to women of foreign origin, are Italian.   

The age of the interviewees ranges from 28 to 56 years.  

Regarding their educational background, all the women have already obtained a high degree in 

their countries of origin (in some cases even two). One woman continued her post-graduate 

studies (master's degree in the USA), and another obtained a second degree in Italy. The cases 

reported are different, but nonetheless significant: qualification as Laboratory Technician, 

diploma from the National Dance Academy and diploma as Business Management Technician, 

degree in Law, degree in Mechanical Engineering, degree in Political Sciences and 

International Relations, degree in Business Administration, degree in Management and, finally, 

degree in Management Engineering. In some cases, the women have obtained recognition of 

their qualifications in Italy or possess qualifications recognized in Italy. Several of the 

entrepreneurial activities carried out are strongly linked to the educational background, while 

others differ from it, demonstrating the creativity and resourcefulness of the interviewees. In 
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general, as we will see in the next chapter, the educational background was decisive in the 

acquisition of the competences used by the women for the management of their activity.  

Also, the types of businesses run by the interviewees cover very different fields: from legal 

advice for companies from different countries to social enterprises for the reception of foreign 

citizens, from catering and confectionery production to import-export, from shops selling 

typical handicrafts from their own country to peddler with VAT numbers. A very 

interesting data is the fact that the women entrepreneurs interviewed are (alone or with other 

women) founders and promoters of intercultural women's associations in the cities where they 

live: in two cases, it is precisely from the association that the initiative of the entrepreneurial 

activity springs, so as to suggest that there is a direct osmosis between the aims and projects of 

the association and the entrepreneurial initiatives39.  

 The subjects to be interviewed for this 

research were identified through a 

network work, based primarily on 

contacts with the associations of foreign 

citizens and intercultural associations, 

as well as by consulting operators 

working in local services, trade unions, 

business organisations, consulates and 

Third Sector organisations involved in training, job placement and reception of women of 

foreign origin in our country.  

Before moving on to the discussion of the main results of the survey, it is important to point 

out that 16 women contacted - of whom 9 fell into the category of current entrepreneur, 3 into 

the category of aspiring entrepreneur and 4 into the category of failed business owner - decided 

not to carry out the interview because they did not consider their own work situation 

 
39 For more details, see the next chapter. 

Interviewees’ types of enterprises 

Legal consultancy for companies from different 

countries  

Social enterprise  

Catering/confectionery activities  

Import-export enterprise  

Handicraft activities  

Itinerant sale activity (street trading)  

Table 4 Overview of types of enterprises run by interviewees  
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particularly significant or appropriate for the purposes of the research, 

not recognising themselves in the definition of “woman entrepreneur”. In many cases, the 

women were not willing to be interviewed, declaring more or less explicitly their condition of 

precarious employment and economic status, especially following the restrictions and 

interruptions caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. Indeed, some defined their entrepreneurial 

experience as little more than an attempt, still somehow standing, often only informally, to 

pursue a dream, a vision, a project of autonomy and personal emancipation in our country.  
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Chapter 3. Motivations, needs, expectations, and criticalities faced by migrant women 

entrepreneurs or who aspire to become entrepreneurs 

The participation of foreign women in the labour market is considered an important tool for 

social and economic interaction in countries of immigration. The so-called feminisation of 

migration processes40, a phenomenon that has been affecting Italy and Europe for decades, is 

mainly due to the fact that entire economic sectors, e.g., the domestic and care ones, but also 

other labour-intensive activities, express a strong demand for labour that is mainly addressed 

to female workers. This is a vast topic that put the role of women at the centre of the scientific 

debate on migration processes, also with respect to the stabilization and the establishment of 

new citizenship in the country of arrival. From this point of view, the contribution of foreign 

women who are continuously present in a specific territory and become the protagonists of 

entrepreneurial projects is of great interest. This is a complex and articulated theme given the 

different situations and contexts implicated, but it is also relevant in terms of strategies, 

dynamics, and opportunities put in place by female migrants in the host society. Beyond the 

economic success of their activities, indeed, migrant women could be defined 

as cultural intermediaries41, primarily given the work they do in reconverting and putting into 

communication personal and professional knowledge gained in both the country of origin and 

the new context in which they live and work. This is what emerges from the stories and paths 

of the women interviewed for this research, but also from the discussion with the privileged 

witnesses.  

In several cases, the establishment of points of contact with the territory of the Southern regions 

leads to very high levels of participation and active citizenship, the structuring of new practices, 

the construction of networks, the creation of new roles and functions in social work, but also 

in other sectors42. 

 
40 See, inter alia: Castles, S., and Miller M., J., 2003. The Age of Migration. Hampshire-London: MacMillan 

Press Ltd. 
41 Bourdieu, P., 1979. La distinzione, critica sociale del gusto. Bologna: Il Mulino. 
42 In identifying the interviewees, particular attention was given to those activities with a social impact. 
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The importance of the role of associations: There is a clear link between immigrant women's 

entrepreneurship and participation. Women entrepreneurs and aspiring entrepreneurs are 

themselves founders and promoters of women's associations in the cities where they live. The 

activities developed within associations are often a driving force for starting entrepreneurial 

projects. First, they bring opportunities to create new social contacts. Second, associations are 

perceived as places where women have the possibility to tell their stories, exchange ideas, be 

supported, and support other women in their path of integration into the Italian society, as one 

of the interviewees says: 

«I am president of the *** association. We as women need a point of reference, 

a place where we can find someone to listen to our problems. The association 

was born precisely to create a listening desk for women. A safe place where 

women can speak freely about their problems. Women always feel they are 

foreigners and live in two realities, that of the home and that of the community. 

We thought that through the association we could help all those women who 

want to integrate into the Italian society but experience many difficulties. (...) 

We also hold Arabic language workshops for children, to ensure that they do 

not lose their identity, and Italian language courses for women. The Italian 

language courses for women are very important because women often take 

refuge at home and speak only Arabic. During the pandemic, we were also 

involved in the distribution of basic foodstuffs for those in need43» 

As this extract shows, associationism becomes a tool to use one's experience and knowledge 

built over the years to help other people who are struggling with migration-related issues, also 

through the design of specific services, which could then flow into the business ideas:  

 
43 M, 37, Tunisia, aspiring entrepreneur. Date of the interview 30/04/2021.  
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«I am president of the association, and, thanks to this association, we are able 

to help many people. (..)44» 

«In 2010, I had a desire for change and came up with the idea of creating an 

association for migrants that would help them with their paperwork and job 

placement. From 2011 to 2014, I was the president of this association of social 

promotion. (...). In 2015, the association “HUMAN FLOWERS” was founded. 

(...). We do many activities for job placement, cultural activities to integrate 

migrants in the area in order to counter the fear of diversity. (...). We have 

started the procedures to adjust our association. From May [2021], we have 

become a Social Enterprise45»  

In other cases, associations allow cultural and intercultural art projects to become business 

activities:  

               «The association was created with the desire to make Afro-Brazilian culture 

known, starting with its origins. Being active in the world of urban 

associationism, I was asked to create a choreography for a dance that brought 

together women from different nations at the famous “Festa dei Popoli” held 

in the city of Bari. (...) I was surprised that there were so many people attracted 

by the food stands. (...). One year I was invited to create a stand on the culture 

of Brazil through some typical dishes. It was once again a way to talk about 

culture, starting with history, raw materials, and accessories. (...). From there, 

the idea of creating something dedicated to food was born46.» 

Hence, for several of the women interviewed, the entrepreneurial activity originated through 

the contact with an association, so that it is possible to say that there is a direct link between 

the aims and projects of the associations and their working activities. In one case, the 

 
44 F., 45, Morocco, aspiring entrepreneur, date of the interview 26/04/2021. 
45 L., unknown, Cuba, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 21/05/2021. 
46 A., 56, Brazil, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 27/05/2021. 
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established enterprise does not operate in the social sphere. However, the relevant entrepreneur 

is the promoter of an association dedicated to female leadership and Albanian culture, together 

with other women of Albanian origin: 

 «I am part of a women's association in Apulia. We are trying to register the 

association in the regional register. We have a number of activities; this year 

is also the 30th anniversary of the arrival of the Vlora and we are very 

involved47» 

Even when not direct founders, the women interviewed participate in the activities of various 

organisations and associations working in the fields of gender issues, women's empowerment, 

training, and employment of foreign citizens.  

This aspect confirms the importance of associationism as a tool for activating and strengthening 

paths of protagonism and visibility of the multiple experiences of foreign women, who 

consciously become agents of change and cultural and social intermediation in the host country. 

The need for participation and confrontation is therefore deeply connected with the need for 

self-affirmation and -representation, applicable to migrant women’s skills and projects too, as 

we will deepen in the following paragraphs. 

Paragraph 3.1 – Motivations and expectations behind the choice of entrepreneurship 

The motivations that lead the interviewed women to start entrepreneurial activities are 

manifold.  Undoubtedly, entrepreneurship is seen as an autonomous solution when one cannot 

find a job or, given the high level of educational qualifications of the women interviewed, to 

achieve a profession linked to the studies undertaken. The latter has deep roots, as explained 

by the theory of the dual labour market48.  Even today and like in other advanced capitalist 

countries, the Italian labour market is highly segmented and creates diversified segments of 

the workforce that scarcely communicate with each other. The case of the immigrant 

 
47 F., 45, Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 24/05/2021.  
48 Piore, M., J., 1979. Birds of passage:  migrant labor and industrial societies. Cambridge University Press. 
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population is illustrative: there are various economic characteristics, but also political and 

institutional ones (see the forms of institutional racism49 or the difficulties connected with the 

recognition of educational qualifications50) that strongly segment the labour market for this 

category. The choice to become self-employed is or can be read as also a consequence of this 

phenomenon. It should be further stressed that some relevant factors, such as language and 

educational qualifications obtained, may lose their value with territorial displacement. This 

aspect, together with the lack of information on the functioning of the labour market in the 

countries of arrival, makes it very difficult to find a job according to one's skills and 

expectations51.  This is what happens even to the most qualified foreign women, as for many 

of the women involved in this research52.    

In general, the assumption is that, 

 «…starting a business is easier than looking for a job in Italy: creating a business 

was what I wanted to do in order to create a job for me53.»  

The choice to start a business is often not the first option. It is thus determined more by an 

induced motivation, which concerns both women with higher educational qualifications, due 

to the characteristics of the dual labour market, and women with lower levels of training and 

education.  

The link between the start of entrepreneurial activity and this induced motivation emerges also 

during the interviews with the privileged witnesses, both with a long experience in training-

 
49 On this aspect see, among others: Ciniero, A., 2018. La discriminazione nel mercato del lavoro italiano. In: A. 

Alietti, ed., Razzismi, discriminazioni e disuguaglianze. Analisi e ricerche sull'Italia contemporanea. Sesto San 

Giovanni - Milano: Mimesis. 
50 It should be considered that, in Italy, the procedure for the legal recognition of qualifications obtained abroad 

is particularly long, complex, and, in several cases, very costly. 
51 For further details, see: Kogan, I., 2007. Working Through Barriers. Host Countries Institutions and 

Immigrant Labour Market Performance in Europe. Dordrecht: Springer.  
52 For the educational qualifications of the women interviewed in this research, see the methodological note. 
53 J., 28, Nigeria, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 18/05/2021. 
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work and empowerment activities addressed to women of foreign origin in Apulia and 

Campania.   

The privileged witnesses recounted two experiences initially aimed at favouring social 

inclusion and that, in one case, led to the foundation of a cooperative which carries out home 

cooking and catering services and, in the other case, to a social tailoring shop. In both cases, 

the choice of starting an entrepreneurial activity is the consequence of a path of social inclusion 

structured within reception projects for asylum seekers and forms of protection managed by 

third sector organizations. The women are supported by strong personal motivations such as 

the improvement of their education and a valid professional opportunity, intended also as a 

chance for emancipation from their situation, the possibility to enhance their inclusion and 

personal, social, and economic growth: 

 «The strongest motivation is social redemption. Everyone wants to feel part of 

something. There is this spirit of cohesion, thirst for knowledge, sense of humility, 

which is really nice. Women want to be part of something constructive. And to do 

that, they want to work, speak Italian, be integrated.54 » 

 «The ladies express an entrepreneurial desire to move forward. They really have 

a passion. (...). Carving out time for themselves was important. Seeing the 

possibility of learning something, learning a job, seeing that these things could 

also be financially rewarding.55 »  

In general, the interviews revealed that the desire for economic emancipation and personal and 

professional growth is closely correlated with the idea of starting a useful project for the 

community they have joined. In particular, the women interviewed expressed the aspiration to 

improve communication, knowledge, interconnections between the Italian context and their 

 
54 Interview with a key actor, President of a social cooperative. Date of the interview 26/05/2021. 
55 Interview with a key actor, referent of a social tailoring association. Date of the interview 25/04/2021. 
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country of origin, to support people belonging to the migrant group, and improve their 

condition and interaction with the local society.  

Among the women entrepreneurs and aspiring entrepreneurs interviewed, the motivation to 

create a job for themselves is linked to broader expectations, i.e., the idea of «building 

something solid, which gives job opportunities also to other people who share the same 

condition56» and which activates processes of emancipation and knowledge in the territory, as 

can be seen from the words of several women: 

 «I have thought about starting an independent business because there is no work. 

This could also be an opportunity to give work to other people.57 » 

 «My activity in the third sector is also aimed at supporting migrants in Italy. 

However, it is not only support activity but also integration on the territory.58» 

 «Expectations were and still are high because I wish not only to be able to earn a 

living, but also to create something useful, something important, not only for me, 

because indeed there are consulting companies in Albania, but there are no 

consulting companies that cross-reference data between Albania and Italy. I travel 

a lot, almost twice a month to Albania, I accompany entrepreneurs. I act as a 

bridge.59» 

 «Things came together: the desire to do something, to be more present, to give 

space and prominence to the world of migrants, refugees, asylum seekers, with 

some vicissitudes on a personal level (...). I felt the obligation to do something. (...). 

I started to study again for this project (...). Mainly for myself, but also to make 

 
56 L., unknown, Cuba, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 21/05/2021.  
57 M, 37, Tunisia, aspiring entrepreneur. Date of the interview 30/04/2021. 
58 L., unknown, Cuba, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 21/05/2021. 
59 F., 45, Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 24/05/2021. In this specific case, the activity 

comes from a deep competence and experience in the legal field. "I have a very good knowledge of Albanian 

and Italian legislation, and also how they intersect with each other. Therefore, I created this company that 

offers legal advice to companies that between Albania and Italy need a good knowledge of the regulations so as 

to avoid in the future problems or disputes between partners, with the state, or with creditors." 
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space for migrants, for foreign communities on the territory, for cultures of all 

backgrounds.60» 

In some cases, as emerges from this last piece of the interview, in addition to the motivation to 

contribute to inclusion and strengthen the participation of foreign citizens and citizens of 

migrant origin in the territory, a very strong motivation lies in the desire to carry forward values 

in which one believes, starting from a sense of identity. This is linked to another motivation, 

that of making the culture and traditions of one's own country known.  

 «The motivation was part of me: to find myself in a new place where I could no 

longer be just me, but the flag of my country, to discover our historical and cultural 

identity.61 » 

 «We realised that tradition is an anchor that binds you to your home country. 

Immigrants need this anchor because they need to feel that they belong to a State. 

When we go to the homes of Moroccans, Indians, and Chinese, they tend to offer 

you a typical cake from their country. The fact that they offer you a cake means: 

“I'm letting you into my life, I'm letting you be part of my story. So, we said to 

ourselves, why don't we do a bakery with our own typical sweets? 62» 

Reasons related to family situation: In many cases, personal motivations and 

expectations in women’s choice of starting or planning an entrepreneurial activity are 

linked to their family situation and desire to improve the economic conditions of their 

household, in particular, to guarantee a better future for their children. Moreover, more 

than one story shows how important it is for women who decide to start a self-employed 

activity to count on the support and backing of their children and partners. The following 

quotes exemplify these dynamics:  

 
60 A., 56, Brazil, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 27/05/2021. 
61 B., 50, Guatemala, Closed the business. Date of the interview 25/05/2021. 
62 F., 45, Morocco, aspiring entrepreneur, date of the interview 26/04/2021.  
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 «Here in Palermo, I'm trying to change my conditions also to give a future to 

my children.21» 

 «I am married with two children, one 4 years old and the other is 1 year old. 

Looking after my children and husband was very difficult, so I decided to start 

this entrepreneurial activity because I could manage family and work more 

easily." 22  

 «I owe a lot to my family. I have a husband and a 12-year-old daughter. I 

dedicate myself a lot to work, but they are very understanding with me. They 

support me despite everything.2»3  

 «I don't have children, I have a husband who is the best, he helps me in every 

possible way.63 » 

In the case of Nigerian women involved in social tailoring in the province of Caserta, an aspect 

worthy of attention is that some are entrepreneurs themselves, being owners of «small 

commercial activities that are African shops, food markets and not, frequented also by Italians 

(...), so they are faced with all the difficulties, the annoyances sometimes, of managing these 

activities». According to the contact person, the motivation that pushes these women to 

participate and insist on developing a further entrepreneurial activity, still evolving in terms of 

economic sustainability, is that they have «found a way to take care of themselves", identifying 

tailoring with «a kind of island where not to think about children, economic difficulties, 

husbands, Africa, etc.64 » 

In other cases, women run businesses as owners, but they do so together with their 

husbands:  

 
63 F., 45, Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 24/05/2021. 
64 Interview with a key actor, referent of a social tailoring association. Date of the interview 25/04/2021. 
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 «The commercial activity is connected to the family as well. The business 

[of which they are owners] is a family business: somehow there is a male 

presence, I don't say predominant, but it is controlling and a bit limiting. If 

the husband is absent, it is the woman who must take care of the shop. (...). 

In reality, the shop is run by women. Tailoring is a way of exercising 

autonomy, an activity in which the man is not involved.65 » 

Women's autonomy and empowerment in doing business: Despite the diversity of their life 

paths and working and social activities, one aspect that all the interviewees have in common is 

the aspiration and achievement of greater autonomy at a personal and professional level, 

together with a strong interest and awareness of the position of women (foreign and not foreign) 

today and the sharing of tools, experiences, and practices carried out with pride with respect to 

common problems. Starting an independent project is an issue that strongly affects women’s 

motivation, since the basic elements to do so is often the claiming of one’s strength, the 

speaking out, and the accountability with respect to themselves, but also to other women and 

the society they feel they belong to.  

 «I don't know any other woman who does the same job as me. (...). Even in 

companies, there are few women. I deal almost exclusively with men. Even 

the women in the companies I am in contact with play a marginal role (...). 

But if I had set limits for myself at the beginning: where do you have to go 

alone? You are a woman! (...). We women often create our limits. But we 

should always try.66 » 

 «We women must be able to think out loud! Say we are here! Women flourish. 

We women are beautiful, and we are strong. We must have confidence in 

 
65 Interview with a key actor, referent of a social tailoring association. Date of the interview 25/04/2021. 
66 F., 45, Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 24/05/2021. 
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ourselves. We must have the ability to dream and make our dreams come 

true. Helping women means being able to empower them.67» 

 «I would like to get in touch with a lot of people, expand my network. Women 

working alone in social work know what I mean. Alone you can't go 

anywhere. We need to overcome this kind of social loneliness. We need 

women entrepreneurs. Above all, we need to build a network of women 

entrepreneurs in Italy.68» 

 «This project is a great passion and there is a great need for it. And then I 

tell you, we started with the idea of doing empowerment for women, and we've 

done empowerment for ourselves, absolutely, through a constant exchange, 

which has always been very productive and instructive. I personally have 

revised my ideas about empowerment. You do empowerment by experiencing 

it yourself. (..) So it is absolutely an exchange.69» 

As we have seen, the motivations that boost women’s willingness to start and then 

actually invest in entrepreneurial activity are varied, but if we want to try to elaborate 

a typology of the main motivations behind the entrepreneurial choice of the foreign 

women interviewed, the following 9 main motivations emerge:  

1. Starting entrepreneurial activity as a secondary choice, because of induced motivation: 

dual market, lack of other job prospects   

2. Starting an entrepreneurial activity to improve professional training and skills  

3. Starting an entrepreneurial activity to improve the economic situation   

4. Starting an entrepreneurial activity because of family-related motivations: ensuring a 

better future for children and family and supporting partners  

 
67 M., 37, Tunisia, aspiring entrepreneur. Date of the interview 30/04/2021. 
68 L., unknown, Cuba, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 21/05/2021. 
69 Interview with a key actor, referent of a social tailoring association. Date of the interview 25/04/2021. 
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5. Starting an entrepreneurial activity to have space for autonomy, growth, and personal 

freedom  

6. Starting an entrepreneurial activity as a possibility of social inclusion, redemption, 

and emancipation 

7. Starting an entrepreneurial activity to guarantee support to one's community of origin 

by creating economic opportunities for other people  

8. Starting an entrepreneurial activity to make people aware of their own culture and 

identity  

9. Starting an entrepreneurial activity following specific social inclusion projects 

promoted by third sector organisations.  

It is important to recognise these motivations because, starting from them, it is possible 

to hypothesise paths and tools that can guarantee specific and effective support to women who 

decide to undertake self-employment which, as will be seen in the following paragraphs, is not 

free from criticalities and challenges that could even lead to the failure of the enterprise.  

Paragraph 3.2 – Needs and proposals emerging from the interviews 

Closely related to motivations are the needs expressed by women entrepreneurs. All the women 

interviewed have an excellent level of knowledge of the Italian language, as well as high 

educational qualifications70.Certainly, these are aspects that have contributed to the decision to 

open a self-employed activity or at least to its planning in the case of aspiring women 

entrepreneurs.   

Like the strong link with associationism, also these characteristics affect women's attitude to 

activate initiatives, valorise their experiences and information, interact positively with the 

social and economic context in which they are, and activate networks and adaptation strategies. 

Nonetheless, a series of widely diffused needs emerge from the interviews, which fall within 

 
70 See the Methodological note. 
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various levels of complexity, depending on the skills, but also on the living and family 

conditions of the women interviewed.  

There are issues related to the need for personal autonomy, addressing especially certain 

groups of women (e.g., many women leaving reception projects), that are strongly linked to 

practical aspects of their daily life, such as the lack of means of transportation for travelling 

and the caring of children. In these cases, women express the need to use means of 

transportation that allow them to get to their workplaces without delays or other difficulties 

linked to the day and night hours, as for those working in the catering sector.   

Another need that has been identified refers to childcare. Indeed, without the support of adult 

family members, women often experience difficulties in leaving children to go work and, in 

many cases, are forced to give up work. 

It is important to underline the general need for continuous training that emerged from the 

interviews with both women entrepreneurs and privileged witnesses: from the request for 

courses to learn and improve the Italian language to that of online marketing courses. All 

women are aware of this aspect: Autonomy may be reached only via tools, and continuous 

training and updating, which are necessary to manage a business.  

Evidence shows considerable differences between those who start with an excellent level of 

education and knowledge of the Italian language and those who, although willing to undertake 

an entrepreneurial activity, have still basic linguistic and professional skills. These aspects are 

also reflected in the type of jobs that women do, as well as in the levels of sustainability and 

success of their activities.   

As the manager of the social tailoring project in the province of Caserta tells us, attending the 

Italian language courses goes hand in hand with the activities of the project of which the 

Nigerian women are part:  
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 «The ladies, almost all of them now, are attending an Italian school that was set up 

by our Combonian Fathers and they have almost all enrolled. (...). They had the 

admission exam and are now following (...) because Italian is a great resource.71 » 

For the female members of the catering cooperative, who come from reception projects in the 

province of Lecce, and who all attended courses before joining the work group, studying the 

language was even a prerequisite for entering the labour market. For this reason, attending 

Italian courses precedes courses in other subjects and professional training.  

 «If you are in Italy and you want to become an entrepreneur, before you 

become one, you must first learn to speak and read Italian. Because you can 

become autonomous and then you can really make your way.72 » 

Even according to one of the aspiring female entrepreneurs interviewed, knowing the Italian 

language is a prerequisite for self-employment. 

 «The associations should structure the project to overcome this language 

barrier, but I think that women who decide to start a new entrepreneurial 

activity should already be able to speak Italian.73 » 

As these words highlight, knowledge of Italian is a fairly obvious aspect among the women 

interviewed. On another note, women express a need for training to acquire specific skills or 

professional qualifications (as for catering, pastry, etc.), which go beyond their educational 

background and are necessary to start their activities. There is also a strong demand for courses 

dedicated to business development and management. These should respond to the 

characteristics and living conditions of the target groups, in terms of timetables and delivery 

methods.  

 
71 Interview with a key actor, referent of a social tailoring association. Date of the interview 25/04/2021. 
72 Interview with a key actor, President of a social cooperative. Date of the interview 26/05/2021. 
73 M., 37, Tunisia, aspiring entrepreneur. Date of the interview 30/04/2021. 
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 «The professional course on catering was organised by the Region. I entered 

as a migrant woman. The refresher courses we organise for our cooks with 

international chefs are expensive. Maybe it would be useful to have support 

from this point of view.  (...). Then, I attended a course at the Chamber of 

Commerce to find out whether to make the leap from association to a 

restaurant business, opening an Ltd.  It was very useful, also because of the 

contacts it gave me...74» 

 «I would focus a lot on the digitalisation of businesses, so help from the 

Region to run courses, to provide guidance on how to work with a PC, create 

webpages and websites, would also be useful. » 

The need for training often coincides with the need for support and recognition by the 

institutions for women entrepreneurs or aspiring entrepreneurs, first and foremost to access 

opportunities but also to respond to the proposals of useful training courses by the relevant 

bodies, as well as the possibility of using other technical tools. From this point of view, there 

is a great deal of emphasis on the knowledge by the institutions of the working conditions of 

foreign women who aspire to start or have started business projects.  

 «A very important aspect. Getting us to sit at institutional tables to talk about 

the difficulties encountered in our paths, but also about the opportunities that 

are created in the area thanks to our activities and presenting them together 

at the institutional level.35»  

Therefore, the proposal is the creation of a direct link between foreign women entrepreneurs 

and institutions. In many cases, shifting from the project idea to a concrete entrepreneurial 

activity is a critical issue. In other cases, even already launched activities need support. The 

request is thus for institutions to facilitate the management of specific criticalities and assist 

 
74 A., 56, Brasil, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview xxx 
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businesses through various support measures, such as the creation of technical support, 

mentoring and consultancy services, and the facilitation of bureaucratic procedures.  

 «You have the knowledge in your field, but you don't have the entrepreneurial 

knowledge to get going. (...) We could give the basic drawing, but you need a 

professional and a technician.75» 

 «Surely, a woman needs structured support, someone who follows her from the 

early stage until the actual start-up of the entrepreneurial activity. This would 

greatly facilitate the start-up of a business, structuring a project, an idea, etc.76» 

Closely linked to these issues is the need for information, i.e., the circulation and 

dissemination of news and initiatives targeting foreign women who want to set up a business.  

 «There is a need for clear information, guidance regarding the drafting of the 

actual business plan. Women encounter different barriers, especially in 

Palermo. I was in Turin at the African Women's Forum and there are many 

women who have already come up with their own projects: Islamic clothing 

boutiques, for example. In Palermo, there are ideas, but we don't know how to 

put them into practice. There is no municipal or regional aid. There are no 

structures to support.77» 

An important aspect relates to the need for economic support and access to funding, both for 

opening the business and maintaining or improving it.  

«There are no clear calls for funding. I already have a concrete idea, but as I 

said, finding funding is difficult. I did a training course with the Sicilian 

Region, but I don't know of any opportunities for funding. Making ideas 

concrete is very difficult. I found that among Tunisian women, very often, there 

 
75 F., 45, Morocco, aspiring entrepreneur, date of the interview 26/04/2021. 
76 Interview with a key actor, referent of a social tailoring association. Date of the interview 25/04/2021. 
77 M., 37, Tunisia, aspiring entrepreneur. Date of the interview 30/04/2021. 
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are the same difficulties. For example, there are women who are very good in 

the pastry sector, but they don't dare to think about setting up a bakery, 

because it is very difficult.78» 

«We would need financial support to continue training because it has to be 

continuous and there are things it absolutely has to be implemented on, and 

also for machinery. One thing is a domestic machine, and another is an 

industrial machine. So, this, continuous training, with work grants and the 

possibility of financing work grants and machinery...79» 

 «Mine is a company that doesn't need contact with banks because it doesn't 

require any expenses, it's all based on me and my skills. The few expenses that 

were necessary concerned the construction of the website and the office. I was 

able to cover them with my initial capital. But certainly, foreigners with other 

types of companies - I hear this every day - have difficulty when they must go 

to a notary, an accountant, for the office. There are activities that need 

machinery.80 » 

After years of experience, attempts, and activities in the field, some of the women interviewed 

believe that it would be useful to facilitate the access to calls for tenders for social enterprises 

or associations that aim to grow and make the transition to a social enterprise, cooperative or 

company. One of the solutions proposed is creating an earmarked funds covering risks for 

businesses in transition (such as prolonged closures due to the pandemic emergency) or sureties 

required by credit institutions that women cannot afford. 

Linked to the need for economic support, another form of facilitation concerns the renting of 

spaces. According to an interviewee, one possible solution would be to valorise abandoned 

urban spaces by including them in calls and projects for female migrants’ entrepreneurship, 

 
78 M., 37, Tunisia, aspiring entrepreneur. Date of the interview 30/04/2021. 
79 Interview with a key actor, referent of a social tailoring association. Date of the interview 25/04/2021. 
80 F., 45, Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 24/05/2021. 
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thus allocating them for the realization of business activities, such as restaurants, which 

necessarily need a location. Indeed, the location-related costs often have a strong economic 

impact on budgets and may become a significant issue for women, which could also lead to the 

closure of their activities, as happened during the period 2020-2021 following the Covid-19 

pandemic. 

Apart from the location costs, the forced closure of many businesses linked to the pandemic 

highlights that the need for economic support should go hand in hand with the need for greater 

protection for female migrant entrepreneurs. The women interviewed did not experience 

business bankruptcy as an effect of the pandemic, but they went through difficult times that did 

not help the growth of their entrepreneurial projects and, as for aspiring entrepreneurs as well, 

created further barriers in their paths.   

Among the other proposals, the women interviewed addressed various issues, starting with the 

reduction of the tax burden. Other suggestions, which all have to do with the need for support 

and recognition by institutions, focus on improving and strengthening instruments that already 

exist.   

«A decrease in the tax burden would be helpful, regardless. I am going to tell 

you something else. Years ago, before I started my company, I was hoping to 

take advantage of the digitisation voucher, but at that time there were 

vouchers available for other issues, like e-commerce. If it had been 

that digitisation voucher again, it would have supported me for the first year 

in the expenses that were most important to me (...). Then we could get into 

more articulated discussions, such as paying more attention to the 

environment of trade fairs, creating opportunities for exchanges between 

European countries and beyond: to be fair, these are activities that, in my 

opinion, have come to a standstill also because of Covid-19.81» 

 
81 F., 45, Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 24/05/2021. 
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To sum up, seven types of needs emerged from the interviews carried out.   

The first column of the following table reports such needs, while the second column lists the 

proposals that emerged during the interviews responding, even partially, to the identified 

needs:  

Needs Proposals 

Need for 

personal autonomy  

Creation of transport and babysitting services  

General learning needs: 

improving language skills  

Improvement of Italian language courses  

Specific training needs  Improvement and activation of specific professional courses, courses 

on business creation and management, courses on marketing 

and digitisation  

Need for institutional 

support and recognition  

Creation of permanent links and coordination between institutions 

and associations of foreign women entrepreneurs; creation of specific 

offices and mentoring and advisory activities; facilitation of 

bureaucratic procedures.  

Need for clear information  In addition to point 4, forms of linguistic and cultural mediation and 

tutoring or mentoring projects could be envisaged with the 

involvement of women's associations and 

professional organisations.  

Need for economic support  Facilitation of access to calls for tenders; creation of funds for foreign 

female entrepreneurs; facilitation of access to headquarters 

(with valorisation of abandoned public spaces).  

Need for protection against 

risks  

Creation of special funds to guarantee against risk in the event of 

particular contingencies.  

 Table 5 – Summary of the main needs and proposals emerged from the interviews. 
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Paragraph 3.3 - Criticalities and challenges faced during the start-up and management 

of economic activities 

The following paragraph reports the criticalities and challenges faced during the start-up and 

management of economic activities emerged during the interviews.  

As mentioned in the chapter on methodology, about 7 out of 16 contacted women refused to 

be interviewed because they did not feel represented under the category of “entrepreneur”. The 

unwillingness to participate in the research constitutes a significant premise in the analysis of 

the criticalities and challenges faced by female migrant entrepreneurs. Indeed, the difficulty in 

accessing evidence on activities where critical and challenging issues are relevant, at risk of or 

that already experienced bankruptcy, implies the presence of undetected information on the 

obstacles affecting their growth and long-term sustainability in the market. This information 

remains unobserved despite the interview with a female migrant who had to close her business, 

which was caused by a personal life choice rather than a criticality or challenge encountered.  

Both in the start-up and management of the entrepreneurial activity, access to financial 

resources to invest, the complex Italian bureaucracy, and the lack of specific skills in business 

development and management, followed by linguistic and professional competencies, are the 

main criticalities faced by female migrant entrepreneurs. 

As for the economic and financial issues, the scarce availability of economic capital is 

undoubtedly a challenge for the start-up of business among the interviewees. A specific 

criticality is found in the poor accessibility of funds or loans to start a business activity. The 

following excerpts are evidence of this: 

«The economic aspect is very important. They have no access to funds»82, 

 
82 Interview with a key actor, President of a social cooperative. Date of the interview 26/05/2021. 
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«I had no funds and accessing them was difficult, I started from nothing. 

Unfortunately, we had no money and we asked for a loan…I did everything 

that was necessary, also risking a lot financially»83 

It is important to specify that the challenge of accessing forms of financing for business start-

up may be linked to the accessibility of information rather than to a potential lack of such 

opportunities. To get a truthful finding, it would thus be necessary to investigate the availability 

of forms of financing in the context of reference and assess the weight of information exchange 

on this criticality. Still, various interviews highlighted the difficulties in obtaining useful 

information to start an enterprise, focusing primarily on entrepreneurship support projects and 

financing: 

«I attended a training course organized by the Region, but I am not aware 

of any opportunities for financing»84 

«In general, female immigrants have no access to this information. 

Therefore, they cannot even know about female entrepreneurship and 

funding opportunities, and so many times they put their projects back in 

the drawer because there is no information, a network, or a place where 

you could go to be informed here»85 

Economic and financial criticalities in business management, instead, emerge as peculiarities 

of single cases rather than common challenges, albeit mostly linked to the fragility of the 

context of reference. 

Another strong criticality among the interviewees is the complexity of the Italian 

bureaucracy, which emerges both in the start-up and management of the business. As the 

interviewees pinpointed: 

 
83 L., unknown, Cuba, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 21/05/2021. 
84 M., 37, Tunisia, aspiring entrepreneur. Date of the interview 30/04/2021. 
85 F., 45, Morocco, aspiring entrepreneur, date of the interview 26/04/2021. 
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«At the bureaucratic level, it was a nightmare. Dealing with the 

bureaucracy in Italy is very difficult, obtaining the authorizations was a 

real undertaking»86 

And, 

«I know that it is not easy in Italy, in this mess of laws and counter-laws, to 

juggle them, so perhaps there is still some need of mediation, even if the 

goal would be to make us all autonomous»87 

Previous literature often reports the complexity of the Italian bureaucracy among the main 

obstacles encountered by entrepreneurs. In a study conducted in the Emilia-Romagna Region 

on a sample of 60 foreign entrepreneurs, for instance, excessive bureaucracy is among the 

criticalities most reported by the interviewees, with respect to the management of practices for 

the start-up of business and the understanding of relevant regulations88. Similarly, an 

explanatory survey conducted on a sample of 310 Italian female entrepreneurs found that 

“excess of bureaucracy” was the main challenge in the ordinary management of their business 

(48% among the interviewees)89. These findings hint that bureaucracy constitutes a shared 

challenge among entrepreneurs in Italy, thus not necessarily related to the specific 

characteristics of our target group. 

On the other hand, it could be argued that the foreign population departs from a condition of 

greater difficulty in reading the local system compared to the native one, with further 

 
86 L., unknown, Cuba, entrepreneur, Date of the interview 21/05/2021. 
87 Interview with a key actor, referent of a social tailoring association. Date of the interview 25/04/2021. 
88 Marra, C., 2008. Immigrati imprenditori e distretti industriali. Una ricerca in Emilia-Romagna. Materiali di 

discussione, 594 [online]. Available at: 

https://www.academia.edu/9313813/Claudio_Marra_Immigrati_imprenditori_e_distretti_industriali_Materiali_d

i_Discussione_Dipartimento_di_Economia_Politica_dell_Universit%C3%A0_di_Modena_e_Reggio_Emilia_n

_594_2008_pp_48?from=cover_page.  
89 De Vita, L., Mari, M. and Poggesi, S., 2014. Le imprese femminili in Italia: i risultati di un’indagine 

esplorativa. ImpresaProgetto – Electronic Journal of Management, 2.  

 

https://www.academia.edu/9313813/Claudio_Marra_Immigrati_imprenditori_e_distretti_industriali_Materiali_di_Discussione_Dipartimento_di_Economia_Politica_dell_Universit%C3%A0_di_Modena_e_Reggio_Emilia_n_594_2008_pp_48?from=cover_page
https://www.academia.edu/9313813/Claudio_Marra_Immigrati_imprenditori_e_distretti_industriali_Materiali_di_Discussione_Dipartimento_di_Economia_Politica_dell_Universit%C3%A0_di_Modena_e_Reggio_Emilia_n_594_2008_pp_48?from=cover_page
https://www.academia.edu/9313813/Claudio_Marra_Immigrati_imprenditori_e_distretti_industriali_Materiali_di_Discussione_Dipartimento_di_Economia_Politica_dell_Universit%C3%A0_di_Modena_e_Reggio_Emilia_n_594_2008_pp_48?from=cover_page
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implications in the understanding of bureaucratic procedures linked to business management – 

e.g., identification of the relevant stakeholders to revolve around.  This reflection arises from 

the interviews with 2 privileged witnesses, both taking care of the administrative obligations 

in the management of social enterprises with a prevalence of foreign women, who underlined 

the need for an intermediary figure mediating between the Italian bureaucratic system and 

female migrant entrepreneurs, at least in a first phase. The experience of the privileged 

witnesses, however, could also be direct evidence of the process of establishment of their 

specific enterprises, following the initiative of third sector organizations already engaged in 

social intervention in response to the need of foreign women to enter the Italian labour market 

or participate in a recreational activity. 

Linguistic, professional, and entrepreneurial skills are not only the essential equipment for a 

female migrant who wants to start and manage a business, but also a significant criticality 

where lacking. The interviewees emphasize more the once the importance of knowing the 

language, which is useful in every phase of business management - in the interaction with 

relevant stakeholders such as public officials, suppliers, and customers, in the drafting of the 

entrepreneurial project, in the management of daily administrative procedures, etc. - and, more 

generally, in accessing the local labour market. Reporting the words of the women interviewed: 

«First, I would like to point out that not all foreign women in Italy speak 

Italian… Being able to communicate effectively is very important »90 

«If you don’t learn Italian, it is a problem. This is true not just to work in 

the *** Cooperative, but for any job you want to undertake »91 

If, as highlighted in the previous paragraph, knowing the language is a basic requirement for 

foreign women entrepreneurs or who aspire to become entrepreneurs, the absence of specific 

professional and entrepreneurial competencies is mostly expressed through the need for 

 
90 J. 28, Nigeria, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 18/05/2021. 
91 Interview with a key actor, President of a social cooperative. Date of the interview 26/05/2021. 
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training courses. At this point in the discussion, the complementarity existing between 

criticalities and needs cannot be overlooked, as the latter may be the expression of what is 

necessary – e.g., linguistic, professional, or entrepreneurial skills – to address the former, thus 

arising from the existence of a challenge. For instance, the referent of the social tailoring in 

Campania, who stressed the need for training for female migrants, also told of how the poor 

technical skills of some of them had generated tensions in the team: 

«It is clear that the team has not always worked, that there were moments 

in which the workload, in times of stress, has fallen on the best ones who 

have had to support those who were not technically prepared»92 

The overlap between criticalities and needs in the discourses of female migrants is a fine line, 

which also returns to the issue of technical competencies related to the creation and 

management of an enterprise. On one side, the gaps in technical knowledge on business start-

up constitute an obstacle to the accessibility to the entrepreneurial fabric. On the other side, 

such shortcomings hinder the achievement of autonomy in the ordinary management of a 

business activity. The following first two excerpts refer to the start-up phase of female 

migrants’ businesses, while the last one reflects on the daily management of the activity: 

«In my opinion, the difficulties exist mainly for those who do not have a 

good knowledge of the regulations»93 

«…we have the knowledge, but we may not have the knowledge of the 

various issues or of those who could support us… still, we do not have that 

entrepreneurial knowledge to start»94 

«In this first phase that the Cooperative is going through, there is a need 

for someone, in this case me, to take care of the administrative obligations 

 
92 Interview with a key actor, referent of a social tailoring association. Date of the interview 25/04/2021. 
93 F., 45, Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 24/05/2021. 
94 F., 45, Morocco, aspiring entrepreneur, date of the interview 26/04/2021. 
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which are innumerable. The idea, however, is that women become 

autonomous also from this point of view, in the administrative management 

of the cooperative, as well as in the management of catering deliveries and 

the organization of services»95 

The lack of trust and support of an extensive network is a factor that affects female migrants’ 

willingness to undertake an entrepreneurial activity. It further turns into a challenge to 

overcome in cases where scepticism predominates. About ten years ago, F. would have liked 

to set up a restaurant business, a path that she never undertook and which she still tells with 

slight regret: 

«I got advised against by everyone who told me “No, what do you want to 

do? What an idea, no one would come” … At the time, if I had the strength, 

only one person close by…but there was no one who gave me support»96 

Conversely, the interviewees who could count on the support of family, business partners, 

professional figures, etc., faced the choice of becoming entrepreneurs without that challenge: 

«No, I didn’t have any particular difficulties, someone helped me when I 

needed it»97 

While some interviewees experienced the lack of trust of the external network as a form of 

discrimination linked to their characteristic and role, especially as foreigners, others did not 

perceive such bias. The words of L. and F. are in stark contrast on the subject: 

«I was stubborn, I had the support of my business partners… It was very 

difficult, we had to fight against people’s distrust. On my side, I had a strong 

personal motivation. Even if everyone discourages you, you have to move 

on…They often thought that an immigrant woman did not have the ability 

 
95 Interview with a key actor, President of a social cooperative. Date of the interview 26/05/2021. 
96 F., 45, Morocco, aspiring entrepreneur, date of the interview 26/04/2021.  
97 J. 28, Nigeria, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 18/05/2021. 
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to carry out a similar project. They didn’t recognize my role. But not 

everyone is like that, I also met those who helped me on my path and trusted 

me »98 

Unlike, 

«I have never found any problems. Even with respect to being a foreigner, 

I pass over it. I find no obstacles»99 

In the management of the entrepreneurial activity, more than one interviewee also mentioned 

having perceived distrust towards the product or service provided, in turn attributed to a 

prejudice towards foreigners. A consequence, probably, of what one privileged witness called 

a sort of “unconscious racism100”, which becomes more explicit in the cases of J.’s itinerant 

sale activity, 

«Another thing I would like to say is that Italians are often wary, they don’t 

want to buy my products»101 

and L.’s reception facilities for third-country nationals, in which discrimination against 

foreigners is primarily rooted in the type of service supplied: 

«In my work, there are several issues, especially when you want to weaken 

the fear of the foreigner. They couldn’t accept the presence of foreigners»102 

Although recognizing the existence of forms of discrimination, the discrepancies in the 

interviewees’ experiences do not allow discrimination, stereotypes, or stigmas to be interpreted 

as widespread criticalities encountered by female migrants in starting and running a business. 

Nevertheless, previous literature found greater discrimination experienced by immigrants, both 

 
98 L., unknown, Cuba, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 21/05/2021.  
99 F., 45, Albania, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 24/05/2021. 
100 Interview with a key actor, referent of a social tailoring association. Date of the interview 25/04/2021. 
101 J. 28, Nigeria, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 18/05/2021. 
102 L., unknown, Cuba, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 21/05/2021. 
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with respect to the increase in the cultural and ethnic distance of their population from the 

native one and the lower individual level of education103. These factors could in part explain 

the different experiences reported by the interviewees. 

Finally, interviewees refer to conciliation between family and work as a challenge on the 

path to becoming entrepreneurs. The term “conciliation” refers to the dual presence of women 

in the domestic and working life as a structural factor linked to the role played as part of the 

female gender (Bertolini et al., 2008). This criticality goes beyond presumable mechanisms of 

male control and domination and has deeper social and cultural roots. Indeed, it is rather linked 

to the unconscious reproduction of gender roles, followed by an unbalanced allocation of 

family-care responsibilities, still largely weighting on women. The subtle specificity of gender 

roles as a challenge for female migrant entrepreneurs becomes more explicit in the interview 

below: 

«The main difficulties, the main limits that a woman encounters are 

therefore independence from transport and children, and the lack of 

knowledge of bureaucracy»104 

And, at another point in the conversation, 

«We often have the stereotype that a migrant woman, especially if of Muslim 

origin, has restrictions. In our experience, we have seen that this is not the 

case, absolutely. All our members are independent women…there aren’t 

many difficulties. No girl, as I told you, has encountered resistance from 

family members»105 

 
103 See, among others: Dancygier, R. and Laitin, D., 2014. Immigration into Europe: Economic Discrimination, 

Violence, and Public Policy. Annual Review of Political Science, 17(1), pp.43-64; Fernàndez-Reino, M., 2020. 

Briefing: Migrants and Discrimination in the UK. The Migration Observatory at the University of Oxford. 
104 Interview with a key actor, President of a social cooperative. Date of the interview 26/05/2021. 
105 Interview with a key actor, President of a social cooperative. Date of the interview 26/05/2021. 
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On this regard, it is further important to specify that family ties play a fundamental role not 

only in the life of foreign women but also in that of native ones, especially in the presence of 

minor children106. Moreover, with respect to the domestic sphere, self-employment figures as 

a double-edged sword for women: on the one hand, it allows autonomous management of 

schedules and workloads, more easily reconcilable with family responsibilities; on the other 

hand, it generally requires intense rhythms and a greater amount of work that may generate 

friction in the management of private life and business107. Such paradox is exemplified by J.’s 

story, who started her business to easier family and work conciliation and still considers it the 

biggest challenge she encounters:  

«Caring for my children and husband was very difficult, so I decided to start 

this business because I was able to manage my family and work more 

easily»108 

Her words, instead, referring to the current management of the business: 

«The greatest difficulty lies in combining family life and work. When I am 

not working in the market, I am always on the go, but only if I can leave the 

children with my husband or if they are in school»109 

To sum up, the evidence reported from the interviews led to the identification of 5 main 

criticalities experienced by female migrant entrepreneurs or who aspire to become 

entrepreneurs. The first column of the following table lists the challenges encountered when 

starting the business while the second refers to its management. 

 

 
106 IDOS, op. cit. 
107 Bertolini, S., Goglio, V. and Dardanelli, H., 2008. Indagine sull’imprenditoria femminile: difficoltà e 

opportunità di crescita per le donne imprenditrici nel cuneese. Camera di Commercio di Cuneo. 
108 J. 28, Nigeria, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 18/05/2021. 
109 J. 28, Nigeria, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 18/05/2021. 

 Table 6 – Summary of the main criticalities emerged from the interviews. 
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Linked to the Start-up of the business Linked to the Management of the business 

• Economic and financial aspects: Poor 

accessibility to loans and funds, which may 

be linked to low accessibility of info 

• Complex bureaucracy 

• Limited personal competencies 

Language, professional, entrepreneurial 

• Lack of trust (support at the start-up) 

• Gender role (family-work conciliation) + 

• Economic and financial aspect (subjective, 

primarily linked to the local context) 

 

• Complex bureaucracy 

• Limited personal competencies 

Language, professional, entrepreneurial 

• Lack of trust (product/service distrust) 

• Gender role (family-work conciliation) - 

Hence, women encounter the same criticalities in both the business start-up and management. 

This suggests that the criticalities encountered in starting an entrepreneurial activity continue 

to have an impact on the whole professional path developed by female migrants interviewed. 

In conclusion, while the criticalities and challenges triggered by the context do not contemplate 

solutions, those linked to the female and migrant statuses (e.g., linguistic difficulties, family 

conciliation, etc.) can be addressed and at least partially solved, as the case described in the 

next paragraph shows.  

Paragraph 3.4 – A case of good practice: the Griot cooperative 

Following migration from one country to another, it is clear from the interviews that it is not 

easy to “transfer” one's working skills to the new arrival context110.  This is, for example, what 

happens to many women from third countries who are placed in Italy in reception projects 

managed by third sector organisations. Once that somewhat “protected” path is over, these 

women find themselves in need of finding a job that allows them to support themselves and, in 

many cases, also their children and family.  

 
110 For more on this topic, see: Silvia Gherardi, 2012, L'arte di saper far. Donne artigiane e creatività pratica, 

Milano, Ledizioni. 
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However, under these conditions, women face the difficulty of finding employment in a 

particularly difficult and often saturated111 labour market, especially when they do not have 

easily recognisable educational qualifications or professional experience that can be used in 

the new integration context. In these cases, female entrepreneurship can be an important 

solution for these women's access to work, as emerged from the interview with a privileged 

witness, the president of the Griot Cooperative, based in the province of Lecce. In our opinion, 

this represents an interesting experience aimed at promoting the socio-occupational inclusion 

and entrepreneurship of foreign women, worthy of being reconstructed because it highlights 

dynamics and practices useful to effectively support entrepreneurial paths that can be easily 

replicated in other contexts. It is a project that provides people defined as “disadvantaged”, 

such as women leaving reception projects, with the opportunity to redeploy their personal and 

work skills. According to the president of the cooperative, the members come from different 

countries (Somalia, Nigeria, Mali, Senegal, Ivory Coast, Armenia) and are aged between 18 

and 45. There is a very important economic problem for this target group of women, it is not 

easy for them to find a job, they do not have access to funds to start their own business and, as 

far as skills are concerned, they need to rebuild or construct their knowledge and know-how in 

the new context they find themselves in. The most interesting aspect that emerges from this 

experience is undoubtedly the training and professional path, which is designed and defined on 

the basis of the real needs detected and expressed by the women. In fact, the cooperative was 

founded in 2019 as a joint project between a reality that deals with reception in the province of 

Lecce, an association operating in the field of social agriculture and a training centre. It is 

precisely from this continuity and synergy that a particular training and professional path is 

articulated, whose strong points are the constant tutoring activity and a series of practical 

solutions which, as we shall see, have been identified precisely to intervene on the criticalities 

and needs for autonomy that the women included in the reception projects express at the end 

of that period in the structures. The creation of the training path is fundamental as a prerequisite 

for participating in entrepreneurial activities. The training course, which lasts about a year, tries 

 
111 See dual labour market, Chapter 3.1, page 17.  
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to respond to women's training needs, ranging from the more general to the more professional 

specific. Alongside these subjects, a fundamental role is played by the professional training 

part, specific to work in the kitchen. After the initial phase, the women study and experiment 

with the dishes that they offer in catering services and in small productions for local 

restaurants112.  Other proposed training courses concern the cultivation of a vegetable garden 

with vegetables of foreign origin to be used in the cooperative's production workshops. 

According to the president, continuous training is at the basis of everything that is proposed 

and that turns around the cooperative's projects, in order to make women as competent and 

autonomous as possible.  

Compared to the cooperative's current stage, which is still in its initial phase (also due to the 

numerous interruptions caused by the Covid-19 pandemic), the women do not yet follow the 

bureaucratic aspects and the part related to administrative fulfilments. However, the idea is that 

women will become autonomous also in this aspect, in the administrative management of the 

cooperative, as well as in the management of catering deliveries and the organisation of 

services. The issue of accompaniment in the different phases of women's work-training is 

indispensable and concerns, in particular, also aspects related to the link between daily life and 

women's needs for autonomy. When women do not have means of transport, it becomes more 

difficult to attend courses, to be on time at work. In some cases, women are even prevented 

from reaching their places of work or study, especially in the evening and at night. This was 

also observed in the experience of the Griot cooperative. Another major problem is the issue 

of children. Often, women do not have the possibility of entrusting their children to a family 

member, nor the money to pay for it, especially at times not covered by nurseries, schools and 

services, particularly in the evening.  This aspect, together with transport, is one of the biggest 

obstacles for this kind of target group and strongly undermines the process of autonomy, 

 
112 See A., 56, Brazil, currently an entrepreneur. Date of the interview 27/05/2021, Chapter 3.1, page 16. 
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affecting the perception of oneself and one's possibilities, and frustrating the commitment and 

willpower of women. 

In conclusion, a set of effective tools emerges from the designed and implemented path, 

potentially transferable to other contexts dedicated to fostering entrepreneurship among foreign 

women, especially women coming out of reception projects: 

• Strengthening of language skills 

• Computer training 

• Vocational training  

• Continuous tutoring activities 

• Activation of transport services 

• Activation of babysitting services 

• Inclusion of women as members in the cooperative 
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Conclusions 

The Report on migrant women and entrepreneurship in Southern Italy offers first a quantitative 

overview of the research context and the phenomenon of third-country nationals’ 

entrepreneurship, with a focus on the female component. Then, the research digs into the 

motivations, needs, and criticalities encountered in the start-up and management of business 

activity by women from third countries who are entrepreneurs or aspire to become 

entrepreneurs in Southern Italy. 

A significant premise to the analysis of migrant women's entrepreneurship is the unavailability 

of up-to-date data, which hindered the detection of the current situation of third-country 

nationals’ entrepreneurship, also including the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. At the 

beginning of 2020, third-country nationals accounted for 3,615,825 units, with a female share 

equal to 49%. In the same period, non-EU citizens constituted about 7.5% of the workforce in 

the Italian labour market. However, during the 2020 crisis, the employment rate for the 15-64 

age group fell more for women than for men, as well as for foreigners than for Italians, showing 

a significant variation between foreign and Italian women (-4.9% vs. 0.6%). 

Until 2019, the participation of foreign women in the labour market had followed an opposite 

trend. Indeed, in the 2011-2018 period, entrepreneurial activities led by migrant women had 

grown by 37.4%. In Southern Italy, the growth rate was lower than the national average and 

foreign female-run businesses accounted for 7.5% of the total number of enterprises. At this 

time, entrepreneurial activities led by migrant women were oriented mainly towards the tertiary 

sector, providing, for instance, trade, accommodation, and catering services. 

In the second part, the information collected via nine semi-structured interviews with female 

migrant entrepreneurs, aspiring entrepreneurs, owners of bankrupt enterprises, or key actors 

highlights the existence of nine main motivations behind the entrepreneurial choice of foreign 

women. The decision of starting an entrepreneurial activity is, in some cases, a fallback to enter 

the labour market, given the lack of other employment prospects and the segmented structure 

of the labour market, which hinders the possibility of finding employment according to 
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individual skills. Sometimes, accessing the job market through entrepreneurship is an 

opportunity seized by joining specific social inclusion projects promoted by third sector 

organizations. In other cases, migrant women conceal strong personal motivations behind 

starting an enterprise, such as improving their educational and professional skills as tools of 

emancipation, inclusion, and social and economic growth. Based on the interviewees’ words, 

starting an entrepreneurial activity may indeed be intended as a space for greater autonomy and 

freedom at a personal and professional level. The prospect of individual growth is often 

intertwined with the desire to carry on a project that also benefits the community of origin. This 

may take on the function of making migrant women’s own culture and identity known in the 

community to which they currently belong. Besides personal aspirations and expectations in 

starting or managing an entrepreneurial activity, improving one’s family situation is another 

common motivation that emerged from the interviews. Specifically, the desire to improve one's 

economic situation by starting a business activity plays a key role in both the family and 

individual spheres. 

The research also led to the identification of seven core needs of migrant women entrepreneurs 

or who aspire to be entrepreneurs in starting and managing business activity. One issue that 

emerges from the interviews concerns the need for forms of support that can guarantee personal 

autonomy, such as travelling and childcare services. On another note, the need for training 

includes both general knowledge, such as improving one’s Italian language skills, which is 

fundamental for migrant women who want to set up a business, and specific knowledge, linked 

to the acquisition of professional competencies in the sector of employment, on the creation 

and management of an enterprise, or marketing and digitalisation. The need for training often 

overlaps with the need for support and recognition by the institutions for female migrant 

entrepreneurs or aspiring entrepreneurs. The latter emphasises the importance of institutions 

being informed and aware of the situation of foreign women invested in an entrepreneurial 

project, thus recognizing the criticalities they encounter and offering various forms of support 

to meet their basic demands. Another issue concerns the scarce circulation of information, 

which may become an obstacle to the participation of migrant women in initiatives and events 
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on entrepreneurship or the use of support services for business start-up and management. The 

need for economic support and access to funding is another relevant element in both the start-

up and management phases. Focusing on the negative effects of the pandemic on many business 

activities, the interviewees further stressed the importance of providing greater protection for 

migrant women entrepreneurs and their activities. 

Finally, five typologies of criticalities encountered by migrant women in the start-up and 

management of a business have been identified. Preliminary remarks concern the difficulty in 

accessing unsuccessful experiences of entrepreneurship, which implies the partial detection of 

information of obstacles and challenges encountered by migrant women entrepreneurs, and the 

symmetry that emerges between needs and criticalities in the business start-up and management 

phases. Regarding the economic and financial aspects, the scarce accessibility of funds and 

loans to start a business activity constitutes a first criticality highlighted by the interviewees, 

although it is not clear if and to what extent the poor flow of information affects it. In the 

management phase, this criticality takes on a more subjective dimension, mostly linked to the 

fragility of the labour market in the context of reference. Navigating the complex Italian 

bureaucracy, instead, is a significant challenge both in business start-up and management. On 

this matter, previous literature suggests that excess bureaucracy constitutes a shared obstacle 

among entrepreneurs in Italy, therefore not exclusively affecting foreign women. Limited 

linguistic, professional, and entrepreneurial competencies constitute another criticality 

encountered by female migrants who want to start and manage a business. Still aligned with 

the identified needs, female migrants’ willingness to be entrepreneurs is negatively affected by 

the lack of trust and support from relevant stakeholders, including family members, business 

partners, professional figures, or institutions. This criticality comes up again in the management 

phase as a form of distrust towards a service or product supplied, albeit specifying that the 

hypothesis of discrimination linked to the category of the female migrant is not consistent 

among the interviewees. The last core criticality identified is linked to the family-work 

conciliation, which refers to the dual presence of women in both the domestic and working 

spheres, as an effect of the gender roles consolidated as a structural factor in society. An 
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observation that ought to be made is that self-employment may have a positive or negative 

influence in the accomplishment of the family-care responsibilities: on one side, it enables 

autonomous working time management, while on the other, it requires greater commitment in 

terms of intensity and workloads. 

The last paragraph of the report digs into the “Griot Kitchen – the recipes of dialogue” project, 

a good practice of social and economic inclusion targeting asylum seekers, refugees, and long-

term migrants in the area of Lecce. The main objective of Griot Kitchen is to help refugees and 

asylum seekers on their journey to employment and independence and promote their 

integration via professional training, tutoring, language courses, transport and babysitting 

support services. This successful experience highlights a set of effective tools that may be 

exported to other contexts to foster entrepreneurship among foreign women, especially those 

coming out of reception facilities, i.e., strengthening language skills, computer and vocational 

training, continuous training, activation of support services for the attainment of autonomy, 

and inclusion of women as members in the cooperative. 
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