
Who Are Philadelphia’s Immigrant 
Entrepreneurs?
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Overview
From corner grocers and restaurateurs to construction contractors and biotech founders, immigrants make 
up around a third of all Philadelphia entrepreneurs and growing.1 That’s double immigrants’ share of the city’s 
population and higher than the share of foreign-born business owners in many comparison cities and the country 
overall. Who are these entrepreneurs, what kinds of businesses do they run, and how do they finance themselves?

This fact sheet provides a demographic profile of Philadelphia’s self-employed immigrant entrepreneurs, using 
the latest-available survey data from the U.S. Census Bureau on city residents who work for themselves at 
their own unincorporated or incorporated firms, working at least 15 hours a week at a business located within 
or outside the city, including suburban areas. Some may own multiple businesses.2 They may have many 
employees or work alone. The survey, however, counts only individual city residents, not firms or establishments. 
Importantly, it does not include owners or founders of larger companies or most corporations, such as technology 
and life science firms.



Figure 1

Top Kinds of Businesses Owned by Philadelphia Immigrants, 2018-22
Construction, food service, and transportation firms had high shares of immigrant 
proprietors

Notes: Subsectors shown have the highest number of self-employed individuals out of 200 subsectors at the three-digit level 
of the North American Industrial Classification System. Subsectors are ranked by their share of total self-employment in 
Philadelphia. Stop-and-go and beer deli establishments may be categorized as restaurants or convenience stores.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, five-year estimates, obtained from IPUMS USA, http://usa.ipums.org
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Philadelphia’s self-employed immigrant entrepreneurs numbered around 21,000 in 2022. Many lived in Lower 
and Far Northeast Philadelphia, with around a quarter doing business outside the city in the surrounding suburban 
counties or beyond. According to national studies, immigrant-owned businesses, on average, employ fewer people 
than businesses with U.S.-born owners but play an important role in stoking the broader economy.3 For Philadelphia, 
data shows that immigrant entrepreneurs can foster neighborhood amenities and sometimes rejuvenation, provide 
jobs for themselves and others, help bolster the city’s relatively weak small-business ecosystem, and attract and 
support more immigrants, who have been the biggest source of new residents for Philadelphia.4

Business sectors with immigrant owners
Construction firms, restaurants, taxi and trucking companies, and housecleaning services were the most common 
types of businesses owned by Philadelphia’s self-employed immigrants in the 2018-22 period. (See Figure 1.) In 
contrast, the top sectors for U.S.-born entrepreneurs were construction; management, scientific, and technical 
consulting; and independent (freelance) art, writing, and performance services. 
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National studies have found that immigrant entrepreneurs who create jobs tend to hire other immigrants 
they know from their home countries or with whom they share a language.5 Some business sectors also have 
become associated with particular nationalities, either because people brought those specializations with them 
or coalesced around opportunities after arrival. Philadelphia’s specialized groupings of entrepreneurs include 
Brazilians and Guatemalans in construction, Chinese in food establishments, and Dominicans in transportation, 
according to The Pew Charitable Trusts’ analysis of 2018-22 census data.

Education and entrepreneurship
In the 2018-22 period, a majority of all self-employed immigrants in Philadelphia ages 25 and older had a 
high school diploma or less education. For these individuals, there may have been limited choices other 
than entrepreneurship. Indeed, Philadelphia immigrants with college degrees were much less likely to be 
self-employed entrepreneurs than those without college degrees, as measured by the Census Bureau’s self-
employment category, which does not capture owners or founders of large companies.6 In contrast, the majority 
of Philadelphia’s U.S.-born self-employed entrepreneurs had college degrees. (See Figure 2.)

Figure 2

Educational Attainment of Immigrant vs. U.S.-Born Entrepreneurs, 
2018-22
Majority of self-employed immigrants had little formal schooling

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, five-year estimates, obtained from IPUMS USA, http://usa.ipums.org
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Self-employment was also associated with lower English proficiency. Among the city’s self-employed immigrant 
entrepreneurs, 40% reported that they struggled with English, greater than the 25% among immigrant workers 
who were not self-employed business owners. It should be noted that these figures don’t take into account 
people’s level of educational attainment (discussed earlier) or national origin (discussed later), which can also 
affect entrepreneurship rates.

The combination of little formal schooling, limited English proficiency, and in some cases a lack of work 
authorization or outright discrimination usually leaves just one lawful option, which economists call “necessity 
entrepreneurship.” It refers to people who go into business out of necessity to survive financially as distinct from 
those who had a job but decided to take an opportunity to create new products or open their own business—a 
variant called “opportunity entrepreneurship.” Work authorization plays a role because, under U.S. immigration 
and corporate law, setting up a U.S. business is simpler and faster for some noncitizen immigrants than obtaining 
federal permission to get a job and earn wages.7

Measuring the share of Philadelphia immigrants who were either necessity or opportunity entrepreneurs—or a 
combination of the two—was beyond the scope of this report. But the distinction can be crucial for immigrants, 
their families, and Philadelphia itself: Research shows that necessity entrepreneurship is more common among 
immigrants than among U.S.-born residents but less likely to lead to business expansion and hiring.8 Some 
business advocates also say that necessity entrepreneurs are less likely to hand off businesses to their children, 
who may prefer different livelihoods or business ventures.

“The last thing these [parents] want is for their child to run their small business,” said David Oh, a former City 
Council member. “They say, ‘Become a doctor, a lawyer, or a corporate executive.’ It is more important for people 
with a history of [facing] discrimination to become a respected and accepted member of society. You will be 
victimized unless you have standing in society.”

Entrepreneurship rate
In addition to education, language, and work status, national origin also plays a role in the share of immigrants 
who decide to become entrepreneurs, as reflected in the entrepreneurship rate. Immigrants from China and the 
Dominican Republic made up the largest foreign-born groups in Philadelphia in the 2018-22 period, but they 
didn’t have the highest entrepreneurship rates. Among the 16 largest nationality groups, immigrants from Brazil 
could claim to be the most entrepreneurial, with nearly 1 in 5 identifying themselves as self-employed business 
owners in 2018-22, the majority in the construction sector. Next on the list were Guatemalans and South 
Koreans. (See Table 1.)

“When I came here, Brazilians used to work for the Portuguese and Americans. Now it’s in reverse: They work for 
themselves and own their own companies—and now they are hiring the Brazilians themselves,” Simone Salgado, 
a Brazilian-born entrepreneur in Philadelphia since 2012 and owner of S. Group Investments, said in a 2023 
interview with Pew.



Notes: This list is limited to nationality groups with at least 4,000 residents in Philadelphia, as counted by the U.S. Census 
Bureau’s American Community Survey; smaller groups not shown may also have high entrepreneurship rates. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, five-year estimates, obtained from IPUMS USA, http://usa.ipums.org
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Table 1

Entrepreneurship Rate of 16 Largest Immigrant Groups, 2018-22
Ranked by rate; several groups were highly entrepreneurial

 
Entrepreneurship rate 
(share of group who 

are self-employed 
immigrants)

Share of all  
self-employed 
Philadelphia  
immigrants

Share of all  
Philadelphia  
immigrants

Brazil 19% 9% 3%

Guatemala 11% 3% 2%

South Korea 11% 3% 2%

Mexico 9% 3% 2%

China 8% 14% 11%

Dominican Republic 8% 13% 10%

Albania 7% 2% 2%

Cambodia 6% 2% 2%

Nigeria 6% 2% 2%

Vietnam 5% 4% 5%

Jamaica 4% 2% 4%

Ukraine 4% 1% 2%

Liberia 2% 1% 2%

Haiti 2% 1% 3%

Philippines 2% 1% 2%

India 2% 2% 5%
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Financing and support of immigrant-owned businesses
The financial health and resources of immigrant-owned businesses in Philadelphia are difficult to discern, 
because hard data on privately held companies is not readily available, especially at the city level. Research 
by the Federal Reserve Bank at the national level in 2023 found that immigrant entrepreneurs, more so than 
U.S.-born entrepreneurs, rely on investments from family and friends to start or sustain their businesses. They 
apply for financing at roughly the same rates as U.S.-born entrepreneurs, but majority immigrant-owned firms 
had higher rates of denial or partial approval.9 Perhaps in reaction to such difficulties, some immigrants pool 
and obtain money through informal, unregulated, private financing associations within their communities and 
language groups, known as lending circles (or rotating savings and credit associations, known as “ROSCAs” to 
economists). Research has found that such financing vehicles have played a central role in business and personal 
finance for various immigrant groups.10

The national figures ring true to one Philadelphia lender, who estimated that half of immigrant entrepreneurs in 
the city rely partly on lending circles: “For them, it is a trusted source of money,” said Kersy Azocar, president 
and CEO of Greenline Access Capital, an immigrant-owned lending institution that works with immigrant 
entrepreneurs. “Many of them are fearful of financial institutions and have experienced financial traumas.”

In Philadelphia, various financing organizations and programs, along with the Office of Immigrant Affairs, are 
dedicated to assisting immigrant entrepreneurs. It was beyond the scope of this report to assess these programs’ 
strategies and the total value of their funding, but their mere presence suggests that civic and business leaders 
are aware of this cohort’s importance for the city’s economic growth and stability.

Read our accompanying reports about foreign-born workers and other installments in this series about 
Philadelphia’s evolving populations and how immigrants are diversifying the city.

https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2024/06/13/philadelphias-immigrants
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For more information, please visit: pewtrusts.org/philaresearch
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Email: elowe@pewtrusts.org 
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