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About the OECD
The OECD is a unique forum where governments work together 
to address the economic, social and environmental challenges 
of globalisation. The OECD is also at the forefront of efforts 
to understand and to help governments respond to new 
developments and concerns, such as corporate governance, 
the information economy and the challenges of an ageing 
population. The Organisation provides a setting where 
governments can compare policy experiences, seek answers 
to common problems, identify good practice and work to co-

ordinate domestic and international policies.

About the European Union
The European Commission’s Directorate-General of 
Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion develops and carries 
out the European Commission’s policies on employment and 
social affairs and training. This includes, for example, support 
for more and better jobs through the European Employment 
Strategy, free movement of workers and coordination of 
social security schemes, and supporting social inclusion by  
supporting efforts to combat poverty and social exclusion, 
reform social protection systems, assess new demographic 
and social developments.

The full book is accessible at
THE MISSING ENTREPRENEURS 2021:

POLICIES FOR INCLUSIVE ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND SELF-EMPLOYMENT

OECD Publishing, Paris, 

https://doi.org/10.1787/71b7a9bb-en
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Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, 

entrepreneurs confronted unparalleled 

challenges while they navigated their 

business through a health crisis and 

economic lockdowns. But these challenges 

were even greater for entrepreneurs from 

under-represented and disadvantaged 

groups in entrepreneurship such as 

women, immigrants, youth and seniors, 

as well as those starting a business from 

unemployment. Many entrepreneurs from 

these groups operate in sectors that were the 

most heavily impacted and some struggled 

to qualify for government support measures. 

Not surprisingly, a disproportionate number 

of these entrepreneurs closed their business 

during the pandemic.

Inclusive entrepreneurship policies can help 

respond to growing inequalities in the post 

COVID-19 economy. These policies aim to 

ensure that anyone can have the opportunity 

to start a sustainable business by removing 

market barriers, addressing information 

asymmetries and providing tailored support 

for specific target populations. Among the key 

targets of inclusive entrepreneurship policies 

and programmes are women, immigrants, 

youth, seniors and the unemployed.

Inclusive entrepreneurship can help drive a strong and 
sustainable recovery 

Who are the “missing” entrepreneurs?

There would be an additional 9 million early-stage entrepreneurs in the EU 

if everyone were as active as 30-49 year old men. Nearly 8 out of 10 “missing” 

entrepreneurs are female, about 1 is under 30 years old and 6 are over 50 years 

old.
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Governments across the European Union and 

OECD countries use tailored and dedicated 

policies and measures to support people from 

these population groups in entrepreneurship. 

However, policy gaps remain and there 

are several areas for improvement. These 

include an uneven quality of support 

schemes, an insufficient focus on business 

development and growth, and few tailored 

entrepreneurship measures for immigrants, 

seniors and people with disabilities. Priority 

actions for governments are to:

• Address barriers to accessing start-up 

finance, including by increasing the 

supply of microfinance.

• Address skills barriers, particularly in the 

areas of financial literacy, digital skills and 

business acumen.

• Increase the use of tailored measures to 

address the diverse need of entrepreneurs, 

varied local conditions and systemic 

biases in entrepreneurship ecosystems 

and institutional conditions. 

There are long-standing gender gaps in entrepreneurship

There is a gender gap throughout the entire 

entrepreneurship pipeline. Women are less 

likely than men to expect to create a business 

and to be working on a start-up. Between 2016 

and 2020, about 3% of women in the EU were 

working on a new business start-up relative 

to about 5% of men. Both of these proportions 

were below the OECD average for this period – 

6% of women and 8% of men. 

Women are also less likely to operate an 

established business or be self-employed. 

In 2020, just under 10% of working women 

in the EU were self-employed relative to 

17% of men. However, there are substantial 

differences across countries due to a number 

of factors such as labour market conditions, 

general attitudes towards entrepreneurship, 

conditions for business creation (e.g. access to 

finance) and more.

Women are much less likely than men to be involved in entrepreneurship… 

…and they tend to operate different types of businesses than men

Businesses operated by women entrepreneurs 

often differ from those operated by men in 

several respects. For example, self-employed 

women in the EU are more likely to work in 

personal and household services than self-

employed men, and work on average three 

fewer hours per week. Moreover, only one-

quarter of self-employed women in the EU 

had employees in 2020 relative to one-third of 

self-employed men.

These differences are explained by many 

factors, including differences in motivations 

and ambitions in entrepreneurship. Surveys 

suggest that women are more likely to move 

into entrepreneurship for the flexibility that 

it can provide in managing work and family 

responsibilities. Overall, women also appear 

to have lower levels of entrepreneurial 

ambitions since fewer women entrepreneurs 

are operating growth-oriented businesses. 

Women entrepreneurs are 60% as likely to 

expect that their start-up will create more 

than 19 jobs over the next five years.

Women also face greater barriers faced in 

entrepreneurship, notably in the areas of 

skills and finance. Women are about 75% 

as likely as men to self-report having the 

skills needed to start a business and women 

entrepreneurs are 75% as likely as men to 

report using bank financing.
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Tailored policies and programmes to 

support women entrepreneurs are widely 

used across EU Member States and OECD 

countries. Common interventions include 

entrepreneurship training, coaching and 

mentoring, grants and microfinance. Relative 

to other inclusive entrepreneurship target 

groups, support for women entrepreneurs 

is more comprehensive and generally of 

higher quality. However, governments could 

improve support for women entrepreneurs 

by using more tailored support for women 

entrepreneurs to address the wide range 

of motivations and ambitions, as well as 

differences in local context.

Governments can strengthen policy 

frameworks that underpin programmes so 

that support systems become more cohesive 

and efficient. It is also critical to improve the 

measurement of women’s entrepreneurship 

and the impacts of policy, which can improve 

the quality of programmes and strengthen 

knowledge sharing.

More tailored support for women entrepreneurs is needed

Women are less likely than men to be working on a new start-up
Ratio of men to women involved in business creation, 2016-20

Note: Nascent entrepreneurship rate is the proportion of the population that is actively involved in setting up a business they will own or co-own; this 

business has not paid salaries, wages or any other payments to the owners for more than three months. All EU Member States participated in the GEM 

survey between 2016 and 2020 except for Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Lithuania, Malta and Romania. Furthermore, the following countries did not 

participate in the survey in every year over this period (years of participation are indicated): Austria (2016, 2018, 2020), Bulgaria (2016-18), Estonia (2016-17), 

Finland (2016), France (2016-18), Hungary (2016), Ireland (2016-19), Latvia (2016-17, 2019-20) and Portugal (2016, 2019). Similarly, the following OECD coun-

tries did not participate in the GEM survey between 2016 and 2020: Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Iceland, Lithuania and New Zealand. The following 

countries did not participate in the survey in every year (years of participation are indicated): Australia (2016-17, 2019), Austria (2016, 2018, 2020), Estonia 

(2016-17), Finland (2016), France (2016-18), Hungary (2016), Ireland (2016-19), Japan (2017-19), Latvia (2016-17, 2018-19), Mexico (2016-17, 2019), Norway 

(2019-20), Portugal (2016, 2019) and Turkey (2016, 2018).

Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (2021), Special tabulations of the adult population survey for the OECD.
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Many young adults show interest in 

becoming entrepreneurs. Surveys suggest 

that nearly 45% of university students 

intend to start a business within five years 

of graduation, yet only 5% of youth aged 

18 to 30 are actively working on a start-up. 

Moreover, self-employment rates for youth 

remain low - only 7% of working youth (20-29 

years old) in the EU were self-employed in 

2020 and only 16% had employees. This is 

about half of the share of all self-employed 

who were employers.

Youth face a number of important barriers 

to business creation. Important barriers 

include a lack of entrepreneurship skills 

and little collateral and income that can 

be used to access finance. Moreover, young 

people typically have little work experience 

that could be applied to entrepreneurship 

and have smaller professional networks that 

could be leveraged to access ideas, knowledge 

and resources.

Age gaps in entrepreneurs are also a growing challenge 
for governments

Youth have high level of interest in entrepreneurship but few are creating 
businesses

Governments need to increase tailored support for youth entrepreneurs, especially 
with growing youth unemployment

More needs to be done to support youth in 

realising their entrepreneurial potential. 

Public policy can address many of the 

market and institutional failures in youth 

entrepreneurship by increasing awareness 

about the potential of entrepreneurship, 

embedding entrepreneurship teaching at 

all levels of education, offering training and 

coaching outside of education, improving 

access to finance and supporting the 

development of entrepreneurship networks 

for young people. 

Youth unemployment has increased 

rapidly during the COVID-19 pandemic 

and entrepreneurship policy can be part 

of the policy response. In the EU, youth 

unemployment increased from 15% in 

January 2020 to 19% in August 2020. Similarly, 

among OECD countries, youth unemployment 

increased from 12% in January 2020 to 18% in 

May 2020. Youth entrepreneurship schemes 

were boosted following the financial crisis 

in 2008-09 and governments across the EU 

and OECD membership further strengthened 

investments in entrepreneurship schemes 

for youth in 2020-21. Within the EU, Member 

States can access greater amounts of 

financial support for youth entrepreneurship 

schemes through renewed investments in the 

Youth Employment Initiative.



7

P
o

licy hig
hlig

hts

The share of self-employed youth who employ others is falling

Source: Eurostat (2021), Labour Force Survey.

The share of self-employed 
youth who employ 
others has declined since 
2004. About 16% of self-
employed youth (20-29 
years old) in the EU had 
at least one employee in 
2020, which has about half 
of the share of the total 
self-employed population 
(18-64 years old). Both of 
these proportions have 
declined since 2004, but 
the decline has been greater among self-employed youth. This decline is likely explained by the changing nature 
of self-employment, including an increase in part-time self-employment which is nearly always undertaken by 
those without employees.
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Seniors create at least as many businesses as youth entrepreneurs

Seniors are active in self-employment and the 

proportion of working seniors who are self-

employed increases with age. In 2020, seniors 

(50-64 years old) were more likely to be self-

employed than the overall adult population 

(15-64 years old) in the EU (18% vs. 14% for 

adults). The share of working seniors who are 

self-employed increases with age – 39% for 

65-69 years old and 52% for 70-74 years old 

(in 2020).

Self-employed seniors are slightly more likely 

to have employees than the overall average. 

In the EU, one-third of self-employed seniors 

had at least one employee in 2020, relative 

to 29% of all self-employed people. The 

proportion is even greater in some countries 

such as Germany, where about half of self-

employed seniors had employees. It will be 

important for policy makers to look for ways 

to sustain these businesses and jobs as these 

senior entrepreneurs look to retire.

However, seniors are less active in creating 

new businesses. In the EU, only 2% of seniors 

(50-64 years old) were engaged in starting a 

business over the 2016-20 period relative to 

4% of the overall population (18-64 years old). 

The OECD average for seniors for the same 

period was 5%. Despite the low proportion of 

older people involved in business creation, 

people over the age of 50 create at least as 

many businesses as youth (18-30 years old) 

since there are more people over 50 years old 

than under 30 years old.

Health issues, the opportunity cost of 

time and the shorter timeline to grow a 

sustainable business are greater barriers 

for seniors than younger entrepreneurs. 

Neither a “fear of failure” nor a perceived 

lack of entrepreneurship skills appear to be 

disproportionate barriers to business creation 

for seniors.
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Entrepreneurship can play a role in active ageing policy. There is a growing population 

of healthy older people with the skills, financial resources and time available to 

contribute to economic activity through extending their working lives, including through 

entrepreneurship. Research shows that entrepreneurship can improve the health and 

well-being of seniors relative to inactivity. Policy makers can do more to leverage this 

pool of potential entrepreneurs by increasing awareness 

about business creation and self-employment, 

providing training to fill knowledge and skills gaps, and 

ensuring that tax and social security systems do not 

contain disincentives to entrepreneurship for older 

people, including investment in other businesses.

Overall, senior entrepreneurship policies and 

programmes are under-developed in the EU. Despite the 

large numbers of senior entrepreneurs, relative to other 

inclusive entrepreneurship target groups, there are few 

tailored entrepreneurship programmes for seniors. Most 

schemes in the EU are small-scale and are operated by 

local governments or non-government organisations.

entrepreneurship schemes through renewed 

investments in the Youth Employment Initiative.

Governments can do more to support entrepreneurship as a pathway to 
extending working lives

Self-employment for seniors increases 
with age

20.1% 60-64
years old

37.4% 65-69
years old

52.1% 70-75
years old

16.4% 55-59
years old

16.0% 50-54
years old
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In 2020, about 415 000 self-employed 

people in the EU had been unemployed 

in 2019. While the majority of the 

unemployed enter the labour market 

through employment, the potential of 

entrepreneurship should not be neglected 

for those who are motivated to start a 

business and have access to adequate 

resources.

Those who have been unemployed for 

only a short duration are the most likely 

to report that they would like to become 

self-employed. More than 3% of those who 

have been unemployed for less than three 

months indicated they are interested in 

self-employment compared to less than 

2% of those who have been unemployed 

for more than 24 months in 2020. 

Interest in returning to work via self-

employment was lower among women 

than men, and appears to increase slightly 

with age. Less than 2% of unemployed 

women in 2020 were trying to return to 

work via self-employment relative to 

about 3% of men. Unemployed seniors 

(50-64 years old) were the most likely age 

group to seek to return to work via self-

employment in the EU in 2020 (3%), while 

unemployed youth (20-29 years old) were 

the least likely (2%). 

Entrepreneurship offers some people a potential route out of 
unemployment

The likelihood of exiting unemployment via self-employment increases with age
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Many countries launched new business 

creation schemes – or extended existing 

ones – to provide incentives and support 

to the unemployed as a policy response 

to the COVID-19 crisis. About one-fifth of 

countries surveyed in a joint OECD-European 

Commission questionnaire on labour market 

policy responses to COVID-19 reported 

that start-up incentive programmes for the 

unemployed and other disadvantaged groups 

were expanded in 2020.

Policy makers should seek to stimulate 

ambitions for self-employment among a 

greater share of the unemployed. Evidence 

from several countries including Finland, 

France and Germany suggests that schemes 

to support the unemployed in business 

creation can lead to sustainable business 

creation and evidence from some countries 

such as the Czech Republic and Germany 

shows that start-up support can be more 

cost-effective than other types of active 

labour market measures.

It is also important for policy makers to 

offer pathways to business creation for the 

unemployed quickly since interest in business 

creation is highest for those who have been 

unemployed for short periods of time. 

Governments have long-standing business creation schemes for the unemployed and 
many of these schemes were expanded in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic
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Support for existing immigrant business 

owners has an important role in improving 

business quality, but the scale of support has 

not grown with the increase in immigrant 

entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship training, 

coaching and access to finance schemes 

need to be scaled-up. More can also be done 

to engage the relevant communities in the 

design and delivery of support initiatives to 

ensure that they are relevant and attractive 

to potential participants.

Governments can also do more to attract 

skilled immigrant entrepreneurs who have 

greater potential for transferring innovation 

and creating jobs. Various measures are used 

by governments, including start-up visas, 

incubator and accelerator programmes, and 

financial incentives. However, many of these 

schemes are quite new and do not support 

a large number of entrepreneurs. When 

using such measures, governments should 

seek to build strong connections between 

the immigrant entrepreneurs and local 

entrepreneurship ecosystems.

Immigrant entrepreneurship is increasing in scale

The share of immigrants among the self-

employed in the EU doubled between 2006 

and 2020, yet they remain under-represented. 

In 2020, 12% of immigrants in the EU were 

self-employed relative to 14% of non-

immigrants. Immigrant entrepreneurs are a 

diverse group of business owners. Businesses 

operate across all sectors and range from 

small solo self-employed activities to large 

multinational corporations. 

Nearly 32% of self-employed immigrants 

from outside of the EU employed at least 

one employee in 2020, which was slightly 

above the share of non-immigrant self-

employed people that employ others (30%). 

Immigrant entrepreneurs face greater 

disincentives and challenges to business 

creation than non-immigrant entrepreneurs. 

The barriers to business creation are often 

similar to those that all entrepreneurs face, 

including challenges accessing finance, low 

levels of entrepreneurship skills and small 

entrepreneurship networks. However, a lack 

of language skills compounds all of these 

challenges.

Governments need to increase the scale of support for immigrant entrepreneurs

Many immigrant entrepreneurs create businesses that employ others
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Microfinance is an important tool for addressing finance gaps for 
inclusive entrepreneurship 

Microfinance provides access to start-up 

capital to people that cannot access the 

mainstream financial system.  It is typically 

offered by microfinance institutions (MFIs) 

that are dedicated to serving specific target 

client groups, but it can also be offered by 

financial institutions, governments and other 

actors.

The development of microfinance has been 

rapid. Worldwide, more than 130 million 

people have used microfinance for both 

business and personal reasons and the total 

loan portfolio will reach approximately EUR 

124 billion in 2021. In the European Union, 

the sector has experienced significant growth 

in the last decade and the results show 

that microfinance has promoted financial 

inclusion of the poor, supported their 

entrepreneurial ambitions and generated 

employment.

Estimates suggest that there is currently a 

microfinance gap of about EUR 14 billion 

per year in the EU (excluding informal 

businesses) and the COVID-19 pandemic 

threatens to increase this gap. Many MFIs 

reported operational challenges during the 

pandemic, including difficulties disbursing 

funds since the containment measures (e.g. 

lockdowns, curfews) caused a dramatic 

reduction in beneficiaries’ income, difficulties 

collecting reimbursements since clients were 

generating much less revenue, and difficulties 

meeting with clients to provide business 

development services and monitor their 

activities.

There continues to be significant unmet demand for microfinance

Who are MFI target clients?

Note: Data were tabulated from the European Microfinance Network Survey 2018-19, which covered 156 MFIs. It is possible for 

MFIs to have more than one target client group.

Source: Corsi, M. (2021), European Microfinance Survey 2018-19.
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Governments can help address unmet demand and support MFIs to better meet the 
needs of the market

Governments need to inject more 

liquidity into the microfinance market, 

especially in the EU to address the 

current liquidity crisis. This can be 

accomplished by directly increasing the 

supply of microfinance and boosting 

incentives for MFIs (e.g. greater 

guarantees, interest rate subsidies).

In addition, governments can offer 

greater technical support to MFIs to 

boost the quality of “soft” support that 

accompanies the loans and improve the 

alignment of products and services with 

the needs of entrepreneurs from under-

represented and disadvantaged groups.

Governments can use economic 

recovery packages to address long-term 

issues faced by MFIs such as the slow 

adoption of digital tools. While MFIs 

should not seek to be fully digital since 

their business model relies on intensive 

interaction with clients, there is room 

to better use digital tools to reach and 

serve clients.

Microfinance can also play a role in 

supporting the green transition. This 

includes supporting entrepreneurs in 

becoming greener through targeted 

funds and greater incentives to MFIs 

for funding green projects (e.g. greater 

guarantees, interest rate subsidies).



13

P
o

licy hig
hlig

hts

This booklet reproduces highlights from The Missing 

Entrepreneurs 2021 report, the sixth edition in the series 

of Missing Entrepreneurs reports. The 2021 edition 

presents updated indicators on entrepreneurship activities 

and barriers by target group and contains two thematic 

policy chapters designing effective microfinance schemes 

for inclusive entrepreneurship and leveraging immigrant 

entrepreneurship for job creation and growth. These 

thematic chapters discuss current policy issues and 

present the range of policy actions current used in EU 

and OECD countries. The chapters also offer policy advice 

to national, regional and local policy makers. Finally, the 

report contains country profiles that highlight recent 

trends in entrepreneurship by women, youth, seniors and 

immigrants, key policy issues and recent policy actions in 

each of the 27 EU Members States.



Find out more about the report at:
https://oe.cd/4cd

Find out more about OECD work on 
Local Economic and Employment Development

www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/

Find out more about European Commission work by DG Employment, 
Social Affairs and Inclusion

https://ec.europa.eu/social/


