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Refugee 
entrepreneurship 
The United Nation’s High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) defines refugees as “people 
who have fled war, violence, conflict or 
persecution and have crossed an international 
border to find safety in another country”[1]. 
Refugee entrepreneurship refers to the process 
of starting and operating businesses in the host 
country by these individuals. 
 
Although the field of research on refugee 
entrepreneurship is still relatively small, it has 
grown in recent years. In contrast to other 
immigrants, refugees may have smaller social 
networks, fewer opportunities to draw on 
resources from their home country, less time to 
prepare for migration, and, to a lesser extent, 
the education or professional experience 
desired in the host country[2]. As a result, 
research on immigrant entrepreneurship 
(typically called “migrant entrepreneurship”) 
may not be fully applicable to refugee 
entrepreneurs. The focus of research on refugee 
entrepreneurship has evolved from primarily 
exploring the challenges faced by these 
entrepreneurs to a more nuanced 
understanding of the diverse motivations and 
outcomes of refugee entrepreneurship at the 
individual, venture, and societal levels.  
 
To better understand and analyze refugee 
entrepreneurship, research often draws on 
various theories. However, a common theme 
across much of this research is the focus on 
resources. The idea is that an individual’s ability 
to start and run a business is largely determined 
by the resources at their disposal. In the case of 
refugee entrepreneurs, research has specifically 
highlighted the importance of examining the 
individual’s financial capital, human capital (such 
as education), psychological capital (such as 
self-efficacy and hope), social capital (such as 
social networks and relationships), and cultural 

capital (such as fluency in the host country’s 
language) in explaining and predicting refugee 
entrepreneurship. 
 

 
The purpose of this research digest is to educate 
the public about refugee entrepreneurship by 
communicating the current state of research in a 
way that is accessible and easy to understand. 
This research digest on refugee 
entrepreneurship is organized around three 
themes: (1) motives and motivations, (2) 
challenges, and (3) outcomes. Each theme 
includes questions and answers based on 
research published in peer-reviewed journals, 
which are cited at the end of each answer. The 
research is drawn from various empirical 
settings, so caution should be exercised when 
making broad generalizations. Overall, the 
research highlights the potential of refugee 
entrepreneurship to contribute to integration in 
host countries, as well as the need for 
supportive policies to help refugees overcome 
the barriers they face when starting and 
operating businesses. 
 

 
The purpose of this research digest is to 
educate the public about refugee 
entrepreneurship by communicating the 
current state of research in a way that is 
accessible and easy to understand.  
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Motivation and 
motives 

Q: Why do refugee entrepreneurs 
engage in entrepreneurial activity? 

A: Some refugee entrepreneurs may be 
motivated by the desire to generate new ideas 
and pursue opportunities, while others may be 
driven by a lack of other options or a need to 
create a stable income for themselves and their 
families. In some cases, refugee entrepreneurs 
may also be motivated by a desire to give back 
to their communities or to address specific 
issues or challenges that they have experienced 
as refugees. It is important to note that the 
motivations and experiences of refugee 
entrepreneurs may vary significantly, and that 
different refugee entrepreneurs may follow 
different patterns in navigating the opportunity-
production process.[3]  
 

Q: Are refugees more likely to be 
self-employed than native-borns? 

A: Studies show that refugees are indeed 

more likely to become self-employed in 
comparison to native-borns. For example, this  
tendency can be explained by labor market 
discrimination, language barriers, ethnic enclave 
economies, and self-selection.[4] 
 

Q: What motivates refugees to 
create ventures? 

A: These are key motivators for refugees 

starting their own ventures. 

 Entrepreneurship can be a way for 
refugees to escape unemployment and 
potential discrimination in the job 
market. 

 Entrepreneurship allows refugees to 
control their own lives and become who 
they want to be, despite their refugee 
experiences. 

 Entrepreneurship can potentially provide 
higher income than regular employment 
or living on benefits.  

 Entrepreneurship can offer flexibility in 
terms of job arrangement.[5-7] 

 

Q: Is there a gender gap in 
refugee entrepreneurship? 

A: Research indicates that male refugees are 

typically more likely than female refugees to 
start and run a business of their own.[8] 
 

Q: What can facilitate 
entrepreneurship among female 
refugees? 

A: There are several factors that can facilitate 

entrepreneurship among female refugees, 
including access to government support 
programs and resources. This includes access to 
a wide range of government assistance, 
business incubators, and competent 
government agency staff.[8] 
 

Q: What are some main drivers of 
refugee women starting 
businesses? 

A: Female refugees may have two main 

sources of motivation for starting a business. On 
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an individual level, they may be motivated to 
achieve personal goals and better integrate into 
the host country. At the same time, external 
factors such as the desire to provide for their 
children and improve their social status, 
especially in a context where there may be 
limited career options for female refugees, can 
also increase their motivation to start a business. 
[9]  
 

Q: Which industries are best for 
female refugees to enter? 

A: Female refugees may find it easier to 

establish businesses in industries traditionally 
dominated by women. This can lead to more 
acceptance by society and the development of a 
valuable network of other refugee women 
entrepreneurs.[10] 
 

Q: What impact do 
microenterprise support programs 
have in refugee entrepreneurs’ 
determination to start a business? 

A: Support programs for refugee 

entrepreneurs can provide valuable information 
and connections, but they do not seem to have a 
significant impact on a refugee’s decision to 
start their own business. Research suggests that 
when refugees are determined to start their own 
business, they will likely do so with or without 
support from organizations.[11] 
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Challenges 

Q: What kinds of challenges do 
refugee entrepreneurs commonly 
face? 

A:  

Individual challenges 
 Trauma from fleeing their home 

countries.  
 Experiences of racism, discrimination, 

and other forms of exclusion in the host 
country.   

 Lack of recent and relevant experience 
and/or education needed to start and 
run a profitable business.  
 

Financial challenges 
 Lack of financial capital for starting a 

business. 
 Socio-cultural barriers such as difficulties 

understanding and learning the local 
language, and navigating cultural 
differences between their home and host 
countries. This can make it difficult for 
them to understand the local market and 
its needs and desires.  

 
Administrative challenges 
 Refugees may also struggle to find and 

understand information about laws and 
regulations, healthcare, education, 
employment, insurance, business 
support programs, and other important 
topics.[12-17] 
 

 

Q: What hinders specifically 
female refugees’ 
entrepreneurship? 

A: Female refugees may face additional 

challenges in addition to those faced by all 
refugees. For example, research shows that 
entering industries that are not traditionally or 
stereotypically associated with women can be 
particularly challenging.[10] 
 

Q: What can the host-country do 
to help refugees overcome 
challenges? 

A:  

Individual help 
 Introducing and raising awareness about 

support programs and initiatives that are 
aimed at helping refugees. 
 

Financial help 
 Providing information about how 

refugees can obtain funding to start their 
own business and launch initiatives 
through public and private funding 
sources. 
 

Socio-cultural help 
 Creating conditions that facilitate the 

integration of refugees into society, 
including helping them understand the 
local culture, learn the language, and feel 
equal and included in the community. 
 

Administrative help 
 Providing easy-to-understand 

information about administrative 
agencies and processes, and supporting 
refugees with applications.[15] 



  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHALLENGES   5 

 

Q +  A 
  

RESEARCH DIGEST ON REFUGEE ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

Q: Can business incubators help 
with overcoming challenges that 
refugees face? 

A: Business incubators can help refugees 

overcome some of the challenges they face by 
improving their integration into the host country 
and increasing their chances of success. 
Research suggests that incubators are most 
effective when they provide access to 
knowledge, resources, and provide proactive 
introduction to local networks.[18] 
 

Q: Can crowdfunding help 
refugees with accessing financial 
resources for their business? 

A: If male refugees emphasize their refugee 

status in their financing request, they are likely to 
have a similar chance of success as non-
refugees. However, if female refugees highlight 
their refugee status, it may decrease their 
chances of success in obtaining financing.[19]  
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Outcomes 

Q: How do refugee 
entrepreneurs’ ventures perform 
over time? 

A: Generally, refugee entrepreneurs who are 

able to adapt to market demands, plan for the 
future, and secure financial capital tend to be 
successful. On the other hand, those who face 
challenges such as limited access to capital and 
a lack of support networks often struggle to 
keep their businesses running.[20] 
 

Q: What role 
(facilitation/hindering) does 
refugee entrepreneurship play in 
the integration process? 

A: Entrepreneurship can provide refugees 

with valuable experience in navigating new 
cultural and business environments. For 
example, they may need to learn the local 
language, interact with customers, and hire 
employees. However, it can also be challenging 
for refugees to fully integrate into their new 
surroundings, as they may be more likely to 
socialize with people from their own culture and 
language group.[21, 22] 
 

Q: Why is mutual trust between 
native and refugee entrepreneurs 
important for the local community? 

A: Mutual trust can greatly benefit both 

refugees and the local community. It can 

provide locals and refugees with access to new 
opportunities and help the local community 
understand and connect with refugees. This can 
result in mutual enrichment. Additionally, 
building trust can decrease resentment towards 
refugees within society.[23] 
 

Q: How can entrepreneurship 
impact the well-being of refugees? 

A: Entrepreneurship can provide refugees 

with feelings of comfort and empowerment, 
which can enhance their overall well-being. In 
addition, anticipating entrepreneurial success 
can lead refugees to feel optimistic about the 
future and have a sense of purpose in their host 
country. This can also strengthen a feeling that 
one will be able to integrate into society and 
make a positive contribution.[24] 
 

Q: What specific benefits can 
women refugees gain from 
entrepreneurship?  

A: Research suggests that entrepreneurship 

can help reduce the stigma experienced by 
refugee women. It can be a way for them to 
redefine their identity and improve their well-
being. Notwithstanding the positive side, 
refugee women still suffer from difficulties in 
accessing resources necessary for their 
businesses due to gender stereotypes and their 
refugee background.[25] 
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