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Europe has historically been a central player in global migrations, increasingly so because of the 

appealing living and working conditions of many European countries and the ease of movement 

within the European Union. Unfortunately, to date having a migrant background is associated with 

challenges in terms of integration and inclusion, for instance, due to higher unemployment rates and 

the risk of poverty. 

Oftentimes, as encouraged by several European initiatives, migrants aspire to enter the labour 

market in their new European country by engaging in entrepreneurial activities. However, their 

journey to build a new venture and develop their own small business is fraught with many barriers 

derived by being foreigners in a new country. For this reason, an inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem, 

where incubators, accelerators and other business support organizations are able to design and offer 

their service to heterogeneous groups of entrepreneurs, is key.  

The Research Report on the Incubation Services for Migrant Entrepreneurship, published by 

the Erasmus+ MIG.EN.CUBE project offers systematic information about the organizational 

characteristics of the incubation services currently offered in France, Italy and The Netherlands, with 

a specific focus on those targeting migrant entrepreneurs. The research activities were led by 

University of Amsterdam (UvA), in collaboration with academic and non-academic institutions such 

as the University of Bologna and Fondazione Grameen in Italy, and Institut Supérieur De Gestion 

(ISG) and Place Network in France, Impact Hub Amsterdam in the Netherlands, and Migration Policy 

Group and Impact Hub Network at a wider European level. The three countries analysed in the report 

are interesting because they have introduced different policies to boost benefits of migrant 

entrepreneurship, particularly in high-tech sectors (e.g., start-up visa policies), and improve migrant’s 

socio-economic inclusion.   

The research involved desk research, with the primary aiming of gathering qualitative data on 

the incubators (e.g., year of foundation, business model, goals, services provided, and target groups), 

and semi-structured interviews with 48 entrepreneurial support organizations offering different 

incubation and acceleration services.  

 

Findings 

Dutch, French and Italian entrepreneurial ecosystems are in continuous evolution, but are 

open to supporting and embracing the challenges of migrant entrepreneurs aiming at developing their 

business in the country. The research highlighted the existence of “migrant-specific” incubation 

programs, and “generalist” incubation programs, which welcome in their programs both local 

residents as well as entrepreneurs coming from abroad. The complexity of the situation derives also 

from the different typologies of migrants looking for services offered by entrepreneurial support 

organizations. In fact, a careful analysis of the typologies of migrants involved in the incubation 

programs suggested to distinguish among five macro-categories of migrants:  

• Students/researchers, who arrived in the destination country to study or complete their 

professional training. They are part of the academic network and are highly skilled. They need 

support concerning business and entrepreneurship education, intellectual property rights 

protection, knowledge of the local and domestic market, and financial support;  

• Start-up entrepreneurs, who target the market of destination to open or expand their business. 

They have entrepreneurial and technical knowledge, but lack network and knowledge of the 
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national institutional settings. The also look for incubation/acceleration programs that can 

provide right information to enter a new market such as contacts with investors, funding 

opportunities, legal consultants and people knowledgeable about the local market; 

• Long-term migrants, including those with acquired citizenship and second-generations. They 

know the local and domestic context and, in most of the cases, they can be treated as local 

entrepreneurs in terms of characteristics and training needs; 

• Short-term migrants participating in entrepreneurial activities with a wide array of needs, as 

they are characterized by heterogenous backgrounds, interests, motivations. This typology of 

migrants may lack institutional knowledge about the country of destination and have 

difficulties in accessing the right support institutions. Language represents an additional 

important barrier. 

• Refugees and asylum seekers, who can be considered a sub-sample of short-term migrants, 

but because of their vulnerability in terms of cultural and language barriers, socio-economic 

inclusion and migratory status have specific difficulties and needs to fulfil, such as 

psychological and basic needs support. 

The heterogeneity of the needs of the different typologies of migrants is mirrored in the 

results of the analysis of the data collected, which highlight the wide variety of services offered to 

migrant entrepreneurs in the three countries. The sector offers a variety of business models. While 

this has clear advantages, since it shows how the entrepreneurial ecosystems in the three countries 

are aware of the necessity to deal with a “super-diverse” set of entrepreneurs, it also poses 

considerable hurdles. In the Netherlands, one of the most important issues is the difficulty to develop 

a more coordinated and less fragmented support system for migrant entrepreneurship. This is 

particularly relevant to unlocking the entrepreneurial potential of migrants facing legal and regulatory 

barriers imposed by the local and national institutions (especially for newcomers). On the other hand, 

the analysis of the French case has highlighted that some veiled prejudices are still present in the 

business environment concerning the migrants. This manifests in the form of stereotypes or even non-

existent practices, e.g., most French incubators that work with migrants do not invest in high-tech due 

to the average lack of higher education of the target group.  

A clear distinction must be noted when comparing generalist incubators and accelerators with 

migrant-specific ones: the latter have as a common mission the empowerment and support of the 

newcomers, by offering them the tools, knowledge, and competencies to transform their business 

ideas into concrete business opportunities. This is also why incubators and accelerators targeting 

migrant entrepreneurs tend to center the evaluation process on entrepreneur-focused criteria, looking 

for prospect migrant entrepreneurs open to learning, accepting challenges, and willing to actively 

participate in the training. Accordingly, the activities offered target the development of 

entrepreneurial skills from a perspective of entrepreneurial and personal growth. Dutch migrant-

specific incubators stated that they develop their programs are developed differently to target 

specifically migrants. The main attention lies in the personal development of the migrant 

entrepreneurs, such as leadership skills and increasing proactivity and autonomy. Furthermore, some 

training focuses on how to conduct business in the Netherlands. In Italy, the 83% of the migrant-

specific incubators provide different programs every year, depending on the current sponsors on 

demand – a rather different figure with the 57% of generalist incubators who modify their programs 

each year. In France, most of the incubators do not follow a “classic approach” or change their 

program but rather adapt them to their entrepreneurs' needs.   

 

Implications  



 
 

France, Italy, and the Netherlands present different strengths and weaknesses when focusing 

on migrant-specific incubation practices. In France, the majority of migrant-specific incubators 

follow a private “for-profit” model. The prolonged presence in the incubation business has made it 

possible for these incubators to survive without the reliance on sponsorship from the public sector. 

This provides prospects for migrant-specific entrepreneurial support organizations in the Netherlands 

and Italy, with tangible indications that migrant-specific incubators can grow into a profitable 

industry without the heavy reliance on the public sector, which may be problematic when regulations 

are uncertain and not stable over time. However, the presence of incubators with only a for-profit 

business model could also bring disadvantages, as this could lead to more complex entry barriers for 

incubators, especially for the entrepreneurs that are still in the pre-incubation stage. In the 

Netherlands, the ecosystem has been developed based on the partnerships between migrant-specific 

incubators that implement “non-for-profit” business models, investors and private businesses. In 

Italy, migrant-specific incubators tend to associate with microcredit services and offer programs that 

are not only business-related but also aimed at the personal development, with the goal to improve 

confidence and to support the personal trajectory of the individual. Clearly, having access to a broader 

number of partnerships could increase the incubators’ success and improve networking opportunities 

for the entrepreneurs. 

Policymakers should focus on the impact migrant entrepreneurship could have on the local 

socio-economic development in the long term. The main aim should be designing policies that could 

engage migrants and the local society, going beyond welfare policies, and considering core 

interventions as entrepreneurship policies. In particular, the policies should be addressed to raise the 

awareness and access to entrepreneurship support among migrants. One way of achieving this goal 

may be to encourage and facilitate the development of strong partnerships between migrant 

entrepreneurship initiatives and broader service providers, for example for language and cultural 

training initiatives, employment programs, counselling services, legal support, health care services, 

and housing. In general, the efforts should be devoted to decrease barriers for migrants to access 

mainstream entrepreneurship training programs and removing restrictions (either legal, 

administrative, or practical) on access to finance for migrant entrepreneurs, and promoting their 

access to alternative and innovative sources of funding. An important deficiency of the countries 

analysed is that most migrant-specific incubators are in the capital cities or the more metropolitan 

cities; this could result in the exclusion of migrants living in other areas. However, the global 

pandemic introduced flexibility by pushing incubators to implement online education and therefore 

allowing participants to join even from less connected locations.  

Not only the changes in the current migrant entrepreneurial support landscape should come 

from public institutions, but also from organizations and professionals involved in the education and 

training of (prospect) migrant entrepreneurs, including experts, incubation professionals, and local 

and multinational corporations. These latter, in fact, play a pivotal role in contributing to the national 

(and European) entrepreneurial ecosystem by providing resources, competencies, and networking 

opportunities, among others, which are of high value in the content of migrant entrepreneurship. Since 

they are the ultimate responsible for the provision of incubation services and education programmes, 

they need to devote particular resources to the development of inclusive learning and support process, 

defining a common set of indicators to measure the impact and success of the service offered and the 

target level of inclusivity. To do so, incubation professionals should increase the accessibility of 

information for migrant entrepreneurs by diversifying the languages used and the promotion channels 

to reach a broader target group of migrants, and by revising the selection criteria to enter the programs. 

However, the role of migrant-specific entrepreneurial support organizations should be broadly 



 
 

conceived and include support beyond the professional setup, favouring integration and access to 

local networks.  

Overall, this Report highlights the lack of an integrated EU-level infrastructure of 

entrepreneurial support and incubation/acceleartion services able to serve the much-diversified group 

of migrant entrepreneurs with very heterogeneous cultural and institutional backgrounds, business 

knowledge and needs, expectations, and levels of integration in the countries of destination. European 

countries run the risk of leaving much of the potential of migrant entrepreneurship unexpressed, thus 

being unable to deal with the increasing internal and external pressure linked to unstable economic 

and social conditions. Governmental policy at the EU level should be directly targeted at facilitating 

migrant entrepreneurial initiatives with a more cohesive and focused intervention, so that migrant 

entrepreneurship can be transformed into fuel for economic growth and the European entrepreneurial 

ecosystems, while at the same time being an effective and equitable mechanism for social integration. 


