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Abstract: Over the past two decades, the relationship between migration and entrepreneurship has gained prominence in
Western economies. The increasing number of businesses led by foreign nationals has reshaped the entrepreneurial
landscape in many countries, including Italy. In Italy, regulatory flexibility, shifting migration patterns, and market demand—
combined with an economy dominated by small enterprises—have fostered a favorable environment for entrepreneurship.
Grounded in micro and small businesses, the Italian economy supports self-employment and small-scale enterprises, making
it particularly welcoming for immigrant entrepreneurship. Micro and small enterprises have historically driven national
economic growth. Within this framework, female immigrant entrepreneurship has become a significant and growing
component, reflecting broader trends in women-led and migrant-owned businesses. Female immigrant entrepreneurship in
Italy today represents a dynamic phenomenon shaped by territorial factors and relational capital. These elements enable
immigrant women to overcome barriers and seize opportunities in the Italian market. The concept of territory includes
resources within local contexts, such as infrastructure, economic frameworks, and institutional support. Immigrant women
often identify market gaps, especially in ethnic products and services, gaining a competitive edge. Relational capital,
comprising networks built through family, community, and professional connections, is equally crucial. These networks
provide access to financing, partnerships, mentorship, and market insights, helping immigrant women navigate socio-
economic challenges. Together, territorial factors and relational capital drive female immigrant entrepreneurship in Italy,
promoting social inclusion and economic diversification. This study examines how these elements support the emergence
and growth of female immigrant businesses.

Keywords: Business Attractiveness, Territory, Immigrant Entrepreneurship, Female Immigrant Entrepreneurship, C.A.O.S.
Model

1. Introduction

Over the past two decades, the relationship between migration and entrepreneurship has gained increasing
significance in Western economies. The rise of businesses initiated by immigrant foreign nationals has reshaped
the entrepreneurial landscape in many countries, including Italy. Factors such as regulatory openness, market
demand, evolving migration flows, and Italy’s small enterprise-oriented economic structure have supported the
growth of self-employment and small ventures (Fellini, Guetto, 2019).

The high rate of entrepreneurship among migrants reflects their predisposition for planning, risk-taking, and
adapting to complex environments—qualities often linked to the migration experience. Many migrants, upon
integrating into the labor market, utilize these competencies to establish businesses, sometimes in sectors
where they initially worked as employees. This pattern mirrors the historical experiences of Italian emigrants
seeking opportunities abroad (Fairlie, Lofstrom, 2015; Fauri, 2015).

Immigrant entrepreneurship encompasses ventures initiated by individuals relocating for work, study, or family
reasons. It drives economic diversification, commercial growth, and job creation in host communities. Migrants,
often more risk-inclined than natives, pursue entrepreneurial opportunities despite challenges such as language,
cultural, and regulatory barriers, alongside limited financial and institutional support (Irastorz, Pefia, 2014;
Barth, Zalkat, 2019).

Local contexts significantly shape immigrant entrepreneurship, emphasizing the influence of cultural and
relational factors tied to the territory. Ethnic identity and social networks strongly impact entrepreneurial
decisions and outcomes. Analyzing immigrant occupational trajectories in Italy reveals their economic
contributions, particularly within small enterprises and self-employment.

Immigrant entrepreneurship is now a structural component of Italy’s economy, marked by demographic
dynamism contrasting with the stagnation of Italian-owned businesses. Relational capital, built through
connections with clients, suppliers, partners, and institutions, plays a vital role, particularly in the early stages of
a business.

This analysis focuses on immigrant entrepreneurship in Italy, emphasizing the territorial and relational
dimensions from a managerial perspective. Social and professional networks are critical for the success of
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foreign-owned micro-enterprises, influencing development and sustainability. Establishing external
relationships complements internal organizational competencies.

Understanding the structure of relational networks reveals recurring needs, such as access to financing and
managerial skill development. Success often depends on the entrepreneur’s ability to leverage intangible
resources. The interpretive C.A.0.S. model provides a framework for examining the evolution of immigrant
female entrepreneurship within Italy’s socio-economic context (Capello, Faggian, 2005).

2. Context Analysis and Literature Review

2.1 Immigrant Businesses in Italy

The analysis of foreign entrepreneurship in Italy highlights its growing significance within the national economy.
Over time, this phenomenon has become well-established, characterized primarily by micro-enterprises but also
including partnerships and corporations. In 2020, one in ten businesses was managed by foreign nationals,
totaling over 630,000 enterprises, with three-quarters classified as sole proprietorships (Unioncamere, 2021).

By 2022, foreign-owned businesses surpassed 650,000, accounting for over 10% of all businesses in Italy, which
total slightly over six million (Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali, 2024). While Italian-managed
businesses declined by 2.3% from 2018 to 2022, foreign-managed businesses grew by 7.6%, adding 45,617 new
enterprises and offsetting the loss of 126,000 Italian-owned businesses.

Most non-EU foreign-owned businesses (76.2%) are sole proprietorships. In 2022, there were 50,669 new
registrations and 29,581 closures, yielding a net increase of 21,088 businesses. The majority (80%) of these
businesses employ between 0 and 1 worker, confirming their predominance in the micro-enterprise category.

Sectorally, non-EU business owners are concentrated in wholesale and retail trade (39.9%), construction
(23.1%), manufacturing (7.8%), accommodation and food services (6.3%), and business support services (6.2%).
In sectors like construction and trade, foreign-owned businesses form a significant share of the national total.

The most represented communities—Moroccans, Chinese, Albanians, and Bangladeshis—account for nearly half
of all foreign-owned businesses. Certain groups dominate specific sectors, such as Romanians and Albanians in
construction and Moroccans and Bangladeshis in retail trade. Geographically, Lombardy has the highest number
of foreign-managed enterprises, with notable concentrations in Tuscany, Liguria, Lazio, and Emilia-Romagna. In
municipalities like Prato, Sesto Fiorentino, and Castel Volturno, foreign-owned businesses exceed 50% of the
total, often led by specific ethnic communities.

Foreign entrepreneurship is a dynamic and structural component of Italy's economy, with characteristics tied to
sector, size, and nationality. Relational capital, including social networks and community support, is critical to
their success (Paoloni et al., 2024). This phenomenon has transformed the entrepreneurial landscape in Italy
and the EU, with long-term relevance anticipated (Dana, 2007).

Migration, defined by the UN as relocation for at least 12 months, has intensified in the globalized era, making
immigrant entrepreneurship a key field of study (De Haas et al., 2007; Ambrosini, 2005). Since the 1990s, Italy
has transitioned from a labor-exporting to a labor-receiving country, with migrants becoming an integral part of
society (Colucci, 2018).

The 1970s marked a turning point, with reduced emigration and increased economic growth, alongside the rise
of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). These SMEs became a pillar of Italian economic development,
evolving from traditional merchant-entrepreneur models into industrial opportunities (Becattini, 1975; Colli,
2002; Brusco, 2016; Amatori, Colli, 2012; Conti, Modiano, 2012).

The 1980s saw significant industrial restructuring, improving efficiency and profitability for medium and large
enterprises. However, in the following decade, these companies slowed down, focusing on less competitive
sectors (Onida, 2014). SMEs faced growing global competition, particularly from countries with lower production
costs. In this context, the Italian labor market increasingly relied on immigrant labor, which contributed
significantly as workers, consumers, and entrepreneurs, with their presence in the Italian entrepreneurial
landscape rising notably since the 2000s (Brancati, 2018).

This scenario highlights why foreign entrepreneurship attracts attention across various disciplines, including
ethnic studies, sociology, and business studies, spanning from complex enterprises to sole proprietorships (Light
et al., 1993; Bonacich, 1987; Rath, Kloosterman, 2000; Aureli, 2005). Research on immigrant entrepreneurship

67
The Proceedings of the 8th International Conference on Gender Research, ICGR 2025



Federico de Andreis and Paola Paoloni

examines subjective factors, such as individual entrepreneurial traits, and environmental factors, including
regulations, infrastructure, and socio-economic conditions (McClelland, 1961; Brockhaus, 1982; Waldinger et
al., 1985; Bruno, Tyebjee, 1982; Clydesale, 2008).

Economic-institutional factors, such as regional policies and market opportunities, are crucial for attracting
foreign entrepreneurs (Clydesale, 2008). Additionally, socio-economic factors like strong immigrant
communities foster "spontaneous incubators," providing support through internal networks that drive
entrepreneurial growth (Greene, Butler, 1996; Aureli, 2005).

Theories on immigrant entrepreneurship emphasize ethnic specificity and cultural factors, highlighting how
ethnicity shapes market specialization and reduces risks through trust-based networks (Lieberson, 1980;
Barberis, 2011). However, the culturalist approach has limitations, including its inability to fully address market
dynamics and supply-demand interactions (Engelen, 2001).

The structural approach complements this by focusing on economic and institutional factors like market
conditions, access to capital, and barriers to entry. It underscores the importance of host-country conditions in
shaping entrepreneurial success (Scoville, 1960). Yet, it struggles to integrate cultural and relational dimensions.

The mixed embeddedness model bridges this gap by combining cultural, relational, and structural elements,
offering a comprehensive understanding of immigrant entrepreneurship. It examines how public policies,
migration regulations, and community resources interact to shape entrepreneurial strategies, providing a
holistic framework for analyzing this evolving phenomenon (Solano, Barberis, 2018).

Within the framework of mixed embeddedness, the analysis does not focus solely on the characteristics of the
ethnic group or the opportunities offered by the territorial context but also considers the crucial role of public
policies and immigration regulations. Elements such as migration flow laws, residence permits, and policies
promoting political and cultural integration become integral to understanding the phenomenon. This model
assumes that structural and cultural factors do not operate independently but mutually influence each other,
shaping the strategies adopted by immigrant entrepreneurs. These strategies are, therefore, the result of a
complex interaction between the resources inherent to the ethnic group and the opportunities offered by the
territory (Waldinger et al., 1990).

In light of this integrative perspective, the dynamics of immigrant entrepreneurship can be summarized into
three major areas of influence:

e cultural and relational aspects, which define both the characteristics of immigrant entrepreneurs and
those of their community of origin. These factors determine the degree of interaction and integration
with the local environment and influence the success of entrepreneurial initiatives;

e characteristics of the target market, including structural specificities, economic conditions, and
opportunities available in various sectors;

e public policies and migration flow regulations, which directly impact immigrants' ability to start and
develop entrepreneurial activities (Rath, Kloosterman, 2000).

The mixed embeddedness approach allows for overcoming partial views, fostering a more nuanced
understanding of immigrant entrepreneurship. Integrating cultural, structural, and political dimensions not only
provides deeper insights into the strategies adopted by entrepreneurs but also highlights how these strategies
are closely tied to the interaction between immigrant communities and the host environment. This approach is
particularly effective in describing a constantly evolving phenomenon where culture, economy, and public
policies are inextricably intertwined.

The conditions influencing immigrant entrepreneurship can be structural or cultural. Among these is the
availability and proximity of relational capital. An immigrant entrepreneur cannot simply be regarded as a
foreign citizen entirely influenced by their ethnic roots, nor as an entrepreneur solely driven by profit motives.
Instead, they should be viewed as an individual who integrates both elements within a context where even
intangible factors can guide their entrepreneurial choices (de Andreis, Rusciani, 2023; Paoloni et al., 2024).

An innovative aspect of theories linked to the mixed embeddedness approach lies in the inclusion of individual
factors that influence an immigrant entrepreneur's decision to continue their activity in the host country. These
factors include characteristics and skills that extend beyond the cultural dimension and contribute to shaping
entrepreneurial capacity. Among them are the level of education, age, previous entrepreneurial experience,
migration experience, and the degree of integration into the host country's social and economic context. These
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elements enhance the understanding of entrepreneurial dynamics, demonstrating how the combination of
personal and structural factors shapes immigrants' entrepreneurial trajectories.

After analyzing the numerical dimension of foreign-owned businesses in the country, it is useful to introduce a
classification of entrepreneurial types as outlined in the literature. These businesses can be categorized into five
main types: ethnic, intermediary, exotic, open, and refuge enterprises (Ambrosini, 2005).

Ethnic businesses develop within established immigrant communities, characterized by specific demands for
products and services from their country of origin, which are often difficult to find in the local market. These
businesses typically focus on the sale of traditional food products, catering to the cultural and consumption
needs of their community.

Intermediary businesses, on the other hand, provide goods and services that go beyond strictly ethnic
boundaries. Examples include legal services, consulting, or medical assistance, which require a trusted mediation
between immigrant clients and professionals from their home country. This relational connection facilitates
access to and understanding of such services within the community.

Exotic businesses are distinguished by their ability to offer traditional products and services from their country
of origin to a diverse audience, including both fellow nationals and individuals from other backgrounds. A typical
example is ethnic restaurants, which attract customers interested in exploring different cultures.

Among the most prevalent categories are open businesses, which operate in highly competitive, labor-intensive
sectors such as construction, transportation, hospitality, and cleaning services. These businesses are
characterized by flexible internal organization and the ability to draw on subordinate labor from the same
ethnicity as the owner. These factors enable them to compete effectively with non-foreign-owned businesses.

Lastly, refuge businesses represent informal activities that are often difficult to identify by their products or
target market. These businesses typically emerge due to the challenges immigrants face in accessing the formal
market, hindered by regulations perceived as overly rigid relative to operational realities. A common example is
unlicensed street vending, which meets economic survival needs in marginalized contexts.

This categorization highlights the diversity and complexity of foreign-owned business forms, shedding light on
the strategies employed to address the specific social and economic demands of the contexts in which they
operate.

2.2 Immigrant Female-owned Businesses

The analysis of immigrant female entrepreneurship in Italy highlights its evolution and integration into the socio-
economic fabric. Studies emphasize that immigrant women’s entrepreneurial journeys are shaped not only by
structural and territorial factors but also by personal skills, resources, motivations, and relational networks
(Ndoro, Kanyangale, 2018). This narrative aligns with the broader phenomenon of foreign entrepreneurship,
predominantly occurring in micro and small businesses, though some take the form of partnerships or
corporations.

Female entrepreneurship, globally on the rise, signals a shift from male-dominated ventures to approaches
integrating professional and personal dimensions, driven by networking and reduced barriers (Paoloni, 2011;
Ferrera, Kyriazi, 2024; Wilson et al., 2007). While immigrant female entrepreneurship shares characteristics with
general entrepreneurship, it also presents unique challenges tied to intersectionality—where identities as
women and immigrants converge (de Andreis, Rusciani, 2023; Essers et al., 2010).

The literature explores various dimensions: entrepreneurial identity across contexts (Grohs et al., 2017;
Kuhlmann, 2021), enabling factors and constraints for women entrepreneurs (Yunis et al., 2018; Sandhu et al.,
2021), and relational approaches emphasizing nuanced classifications (Valeri, Paoloni, 2016; Paoloni et al.,
2024).

The shift toward the tertiary sector in the 1970s marked a turning point for women’s economic self-sufficiency,
accelerating their participation in entrepreneurship (Ramadani et al., 2015). Although still a minority, female
entrepreneurs have expanded their presence significantly (Itani et al., 2011). Businesses led by immigrant
women, marked by demographic dynamism, reflect this trend. From 2018 to 2023, foreign-owned businesses
grew by 45,617, while Italian-owned businesses declined by 126,013, resulting in a net reduction of 80,396
enterprises. Immigrant women now account for over half of Italy’s immigrant population, which exceeds five
million, with most coming from Romania, Albania, Morocco, Ukraine, and China.
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As of 2022, women entrepreneurs made up 28.1% of all Italian and immigrant entrepreneurs. The largest
numbers of female entrepreneurs were from China (35,304) and Romania (23,430). Proportionally, Russian
(70.5%), Polish (60.7%), and Ukrainian (58.8%) entrepreneurs led the rankings for female-owned businesses
within their national groups.

3. Research Methodology

The study is based on Yin’s (2009) case study method, using interviews to explore the phenomenon of immigrant
female entrepreneurship. The interviews capture perceptions, motivations, and subjective experiences that
guantitative data cannot reveal.

A multi-case approach was chosen to analyze the phenomenon, identifying similarities and differences between
the cases (Stake, 1995; Baxter, Jack, 2008). This methodology is particularly useful for predicting contrasting or
similar outcomes across different studies, allowing for the validation of results (Eisenhardt, 1991). The
qualitative approach enables a deeper exploration of the research questions and supports theoretical
development.

The focus of the investigation is immigrant female entrepreneurship in Italy, described as a journey of growth,
interaction, and integration, reflecting the increasing diversity of Italian society. As highlighted in the literature,
the contribution of migration to development depends not only on favorable structural conditions but also on
the skills, resources, motivations, relationships, and personal stories of migrant entrepreneurs (Ndoro et al.,
2018).

The study emphasizes the importance of social capital, understood as the overall value of relational resources
within a business. This includes internal and external networks that promote cooperation, information sharing,
and mutual trust, contributing to organizational success (Festa et al., 2019; Civitillo et al., 2019). It also
encompasses forms of financing based on in-kind returns rather than capital dividends (Festa et al., 2022).

Information was collected through direct interviews with ten female entrepreneurs between January and May
2024. The interviews were based on an open-ended, flexible, and adaptable questionnaire tailored to the
characteristics of the interviewees. They were conducted orally to overcome potential language barriers,
leveraging non-verbal communication as well.

The objective was to determine whether relational capital established in the destination territory could facilitate
foreign women in starting entrepreneurial activities. According to recent approaches to entrepreneurship, such
as the knowledge-based perspective, possessing unique and rare knowledge is the primary resource for creating
business value (Paoloni, Dumay, 2015; Nonaka, Takeuchi, 1995; Najera-Sanchez, 2023).

The questionnaire was structured according to the C.A.0.S. model (Paoloni, 2021), which analyzes the following
distinctive aspects of micro and small female-led enterprises:

C: Personal characteristics of the entrepreneur.

A: The environment in which the business operates.

O: Organizational aspects and management style.

S: The start-up process and motivations for creating the business.

The C.A.0.S. model is the result of recent research on female-led businesses and highlights the distinctive factors
characterizing female enterprises compared to male-led ones (Paoloni, 2021).

4. Discussion of the Results

The responses from the entrepreneurs highlight the main factors influencing immigrant women-owned micro
and small businesses in Italy, focusing on four key areas: personal characteristics of the entrepreneur (C), the
business environment (A), management style (O), and motivations for starting the business (S). These areas were
explored through interviews, revealing their perceptions, motivations, and experiences.

Personal characteristics (C): The entrepreneurs manage small, individually owned businesses. They range in age
from 39 to 60, with different levels of education and previous work experience in their home countries. All of
them transitioned from being employees to entrepreneurs, supported by informal relationships.
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Their motivations include personal fulfillment and using their skills, often driven by challenges or limited career
options. They see self-employment as a way to gain independence and achieve their goals.

Business environment (A): Their relationships are mainly commercial, involving clients, suppliers, and
consultants. These connections are both formal (with professionals and institutions) and informal (with friends
and family), and both are critical for business success.

Before starting, they conducted market research to assess economic potential and continue exploring
opportunities for growth and diversification.

Management style (O): Despite running small businesses, they use a participatory management approach,
avoiding rigid or authoritarian styles. Their priority is to provide high-quality services that meet customer needs,
supported by relationships with stakeholders.

They actively monitor business performance and collect customer feedback to ensure success.

Motivations for starting the business (S): None of the entrepreneurs come from entrepreneurial family
backgrounds. They started their businesses independently, often inspired by their past work experience in Italy
or family members.

The main challenges they face include difficulty accessing credit and achieving financial stability. Informal
networks are essential during the start-up phase, offering financial and practical support.

The study shows that relationships, both formal and informal, are essential for the success of immigrant women
entrepreneurs, especially at the start. Personal and professional connections help them identify opportunities
and influence their motivation and strategies.

The analysis focused on four aspects of immigrant women-owned businesses: personal characteristics (C), the
business environment (A), management style (O), and motivations (S). The results show that relational capital,
or the networks they build in their new location, is crucial for their business success. It helps them manage their
businesses effectively and reduces the risk of failure during the start-up phase.

Their relationships are mostly commercial, including formal ties with consultants and institutions and informal
ones with friends and family. Informal networks are particularly important during the early stages, providing
financial and practical support.

Using the C.A.0.S. model, the study found both similarities and differences among the entrepreneurs. It confirms
that immigrant female entrepreneurship in Italy is not unusual but an established part of the economy. The
strategic use of relational capital is a key resource for overcoming challenges like limited funding and business
management issues.

The success of these businesses depends on the entrepreneurs’ ability to build and maintain support networks
in their new communities, drawing on their experiences and overcoming social and economic challenges. Strong
relationships and networks are essential for addressing the unique difficulties of small businesses, particularly
in the start-up phase.

5. Findings and Conclusions

One of the most significant findings of the study is the crucial role of relational capital in the destination territory
of immigrant women entrepreneurs. Relational capital refers to the network of personal and professional
relationships that the entrepreneur can build and activate. Through these networks, immigrant women
entrepreneurs obtain the necessary support to start and grow their businesses, especially during the critical
start-up phase.

The interviews clearly demonstrate the central importance of relational capital in the establishment and
development of immigrant women-owned businesses in Italy. Relational capital serves as a strategic and
multifunctional resource, helping to address the typical barriers faced by start-ups and successfully navigate a
complex economic and social environment. A clear distinction emerged between informal and formal
relationships: while informal relationships, such as ties with family and friends, are crucial in the early stages for
financial and motivational support, formal relationships, such as those with consultants, suppliers, and
institutions, become vital for ensuring business sustainability and growth in the medium to long term.

A key finding from the analysis is the complexity and multidimensional nature of the motivations driving
immigrant women toward entrepreneurship. Far from being merely a response to immediate economic needs,
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self-employment often represents a path to self-realization and a means to overcome structural obstacles and
labor market discrimination. Many of the interviewed entrepreneurs transformed skills acquired in previous
jobs, both in their home countries and in Italy, into strong foundations for their businesses. However, these
entrepreneurial trajectories are often hindered by structural barriers, including limited access to formal
financing. In many cases, the entrepreneurs relied on personal savings or informal loans, highlighting the critical
role of relational networks, particularly in their informal form, for securing initial capital.

The relevance of relational capital extends beyond the start-up phase. Over the long term, it continues to play a
fundamental role in business development by facilitating professional collaborations, access to new market
opportunities, and the economic and social integration of entrepreneurs into the local context. The relational
networks operating in the business's territory act as catalysts for innovation and resilience, enabling
entrepreneurs to address organizational, financial, and operational challenges more effectively.

The application of the C.A.0.S. model provided a structured analytical framework to examine the dynamics of
immigrant female entrepreneurship. The primary insight from this model is the interconnectedness of its
dimensions, which mutually influence one another through relational capital. Relational capital acts as a bridge
linking the entrepreneur’s personal background with the macroeconomic context and the business’s
organizational structure, supporting the transition from an entrepreneurial idea to its concrete and sustainable
realization.

Immigrant female entrepreneurship significantly contributes to Italy’s economic, social, and cultural fabric.
Economically, these businesses enrich the market with new ideas and innovations, create jobs, and strengthen
key sectors such as hospitality, personal services, and trade. Socially, they serve as a vehicle for economic
independence for immigrant women, promoting social integration and reducing inequalities related to gender
and migration status. Culturally, these businesses make a significant contribution to the diversity and plurality
of the entrepreneurial landscape, challenging stereotypes and fostering greater inclusivity.

The analysis further highlighted that relational capital, while intangible, is a strategic resource with a tangible
impact on business performance. It not only helps overcome practical obstacles but also acts as a catalyst for
other forms of capital, such as financial, human, and emotional capital. The relational networks of the
entrepreneurs interviewed played a crucial role not only in providing initial support but also in opening up long-
term development opportunities.

The practical implications of this research are numerous. From a policy perspective, there is a clear need to
develop targeted programs that facilitate access to credit for immigrant women entrepreneurs, such as
microcredit or subsidized financing schemes. Promoting professional networks that connect entrepreneurs with
mentors, consultants, and investors is also essential, providing them with practical and strategic support. In
terms of training, specific courses are needed to equip entrepreneurs with management, legal, and financial
skills, addressing knowledge gaps and enhancing their ability to navigate Italy’s economic environment.

Immigrant female entrepreneurship is not only a well-established reality but also a dynamic phenomenon that
enriches Italy’s economy and society. Relational capital emerges as an indispensable element for the success of
these businesses, demonstrating that building strong networks and leveraging personal skills can transform
challenges into opportunities. Investing in support for these entrepreneurs means fostering an inclusive and
sustainable development model that connects diversity, innovation, and economic progress. Finally, the study
invites a broader reflection on the political, economic, and social implications of immigrant entrepreneurship,
highlighting its role as a crucial resource for the country’s future.
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