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Social Entrepreneurship and Migrants' Inclusion: Insights from the Adriatic-Ionian Region 

Preface  

This volume collects theoretical and empirical contributions regarding the inclusion of migrants 
through social entrepreneurship—covering everything from approaches, policies, and practices to 
antecedents, processes, and outcomes. Grounded in a multi-disciplinary approach, the book aims 
to foster debate and exchange on key issues in social entrepreneurship, including the innovative 
approaches of various initiatives, their potential transferability to other contexts, and the 
participation of beneficiaries in decision-making processes. More specifically, the book strives to 
provide insights into projects and practices in the Adriatic-Ionian region, which includes four EU 
countries (Greece, Italy and Slovenia), EU candidate countries (Albania and Serbia) and one 
potential EU candidate country (Bosnia and Herzegovina). To that end, the book analyzes factors 
that are driving and hindering the development of the social economy, as well as offers a 
comparison with countries not belonging to the Ionic area (Austria and Spain). Given the scarcity 
of national and comparative evidence of migrants' inclusion and entrepreneurship in the Adriatic-
Ionian context, and on social entrepreneurship more broadly, the book should be of interest to a 
wide audience: not only academics and policymakers, but also a non-technical audience interested 
in the social and economic inclusion of migrants. 
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Cap. 1 Introduction 

The twenty-first century has been called the 'century of migration'2 thanks to a notable increase in 
intercontinental movement. Indeed, the last decade has seen escalating numbers of migrants, 
asylum seekers, and refugees3 that have substantially elevated the overall immigrant demographic 
(OECD/EU, 2018; OECD/EU, 2019). This trend could transform societies across the globe: On one 
hand, migration is emblematic of the modern open society and thus a top priority on international 
agendas (Kourtit & Nijkamp, 2011; Massey et al., 1993); on the other, it poses significant social and 
economic concerns. For instance, Greece experienced an influx of more than one million refugees, 
asylum seekers, and migrants in 2015 and early 2016—a number that declined after the closure of 
the Balkan border in March 2016. However, the Eastern Mediterranean route remains active, with 
many individuals entering Europe annually for various reasons, including international protection, 
family reunion, economic opportunities, and education. Frontex4, the European Border and Coast 
Guard Agency, reported that the Western Balkan route was the second-most-used path to Europe 
in 2021, with detections of illegal border crossings more than doubling to a total of 61,735. 
Consequently, the arrival and inclusion of refugees and other migrants in host societies represent 
significant challenges for both EU member states and non-member (transition) states, especially 
those in the Adriatic-Ionian region. 

Refugee integration and resettlement are not only key policy objectives, but also subjects of 
intense public discourse within the EU. In order to successfully integrate refugees, policymakers 
need to consider the various barriers along with the appropriate strategies for overcoming them. 
Recognizing refugees as "individuals with special needs," 5 European governments emphasize the 
importance of close links and multisector alliances between social actors involved in refugee 
issues, such as public institutions, NGOs, and social enterprises. Notably, policymakers have shown  
growing interest in managing increased migration into Europe to address labor market shortages 
and the challenges of an aging population. Consequently, national governments must grant 

                                                           
2 Ian Goldin, Geoffrey Cameron and Meera Balarajan (2011), Exceptional People: How Migration Shaped Our World 
and Will Define Our Future, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press; Stephen Castles, Hein de Haas and Mark J. Miller 
(2014), “The Age of Migration: International Population Movements in the Modern World”, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 
Volume 38, Issue 13. 
3 According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugee (UNHCR) and International organization for 
Migration (IOM), the terms "refugee," "asylum seeker," and "migrant" have distinct legal definitions and implications, 
although they are often used interchangeably. Refugee is a person who has been forced to flee their country because 
of persecution, war, or violence. Refugees have sought and been granted asylum in another country or have been 
recognized as refugees through a formal legal process. An asylum seeker is an individual who has left their own 
country and applied for asylum (protection) in another country, but has not yet received a decision on their 
application. The term "migrant" is a broader category that includes anyone who moves from one place to another, 
often for economic reasons, family reunification, or other reasons not necessarily related to seeking protection from 
persecution. The legal definitions and protections associated with these terms vary internationally. The distinction is 
crucial for understanding the rights and legal status of individuals in different circumstances. Additionally, within the 
category of migrants, there are different subcategories such as economic migrants, seasonal migrants, and others. 
4 Frontex (2022), Western Balkan Route. https://frontex.europa.eu/we-know/migratoryroutes/western-balkan-route/ 
 
5 European Council on Refugees and Exiles (2002) Position on the Integration of refugees in Europe. 
https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/ECRE-Position-on-the-Integration-of-Refugees-inEurope_December-
2002.pdf 



refugees employment rights and access to work permits, along with training and other programs 
that promote their labor participation.  

Migration is a global issue requiring cooperation and common initiatives that account for regional 
disparities. Migrants need to be empowered to leverage their resources and skills in order to 
actively participate in EU and non-EU states. Transnational cooperation facilitates the sharing of 
best practices around social entrepreneurship, which can help address challenges and 
opportunities in refugees' economic inclusion. Self-employment and entrepreneurship play a 
crucial role in achieving labor market inclusion, particularly in the context of Social 
Entrepreneurship (SE), which is gaining increasing attention for its ability to integrate refugees and 
asylum seekers in host societies. 

SE encompasses all entrepreneurial activities aimed at achieving social objectives, regardless of 
organizational form, including both for-profit and non-profit organizations. Social enterprises, 
operating in the broader field of Social Economy, exemplify an "economy that works for people," 
i.e., they work towards the social and economic inclusion of disadvantaged groups. As a form of 
inclusive business, social entrepreneurship has proven vital in addressing the challenges posed by 
the refugee crisis, providing assistance in economic and social inclusion, temporary housing, 
health, psychological support, language, and education. Consequently, social enterprises are 
pivotal players in the process of inclusion. 

While many EU countries have adopted legislation and policies to support social enterprises and 
the Social Economy, there are both definitional and practical obstacles that persist. Public 
institutions still need to design and implement policies that can foster social enterprise 
development, as well as assess their impact and transferability potential. These challenges are 
particularly relevant amid political debates on migration and inclusion dynamics in Europe. 
Therefore, further discussions on these themes are crucial and timely. 

The Adriatic-Ionian macroregion presents an intriguing yet overlooked area for research on 
interconnected phenomena such as migration and inclusion, social entrepreneurship, and 
territorial development. This context is unique insofar as it involves non-EU countries at various 
stages of the EU enlargement process, connected by cooperation programs and initiatives 
intended to foster policy and practice convergence. Despite the recent political relevance of the 
Balkans in migration dynamics, these countries appear less equipped to develop migration and 
inclusion policies, along with the strategies to address potential challenges. The region’s legislation 
and reforms related to social entrepreneurship are also lagging compared to EU countries. 

 

 

 

About this book  

 

After the introduction, in chapter 2, Bianchini, Cittadini and Zoppi offer a comprehensive 

exploration of the Adriatic-Ionian region, with a specific focus on current and potential 

collaborative endeavors. The analysis of socio-demographic trends reveals shared challenges, 

including depopulation and declining fertility rates, which underscore the need for coordinated 



policy responses. However, effective cooperation hinges on political factors, notably the ongoing 

EU enlargement process and the unresolved issues of Balkan reconciliation. Notably, civil society 

organizations play a central role in promoting inter-ethnic dialogue and reconciliation, often 

surpassing official leadership in driving social and political transformation. Addressing these 

political issues is crucial for both regional development and meeting the societal needs of the 

Adriatic-Ionian population.  

In chapter 3, the same authors explore the evolving governmental responses to migration in the 

Adriatic-Ionian region, which gained heightened political significance due to mass migration along 

the Balkan Route in the 2010s.  The study, drawing on research from the Interreg-Adrion project 

REInSER, employs a combination of literature review, document analysis, and interviews with key 

stakeholders. Beyond humanitarian and security concerns, there are pressing questions regarding 

the reception and integration of asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants. Cooperation with the EU 

in migration management has become crucial in light of these perceived challenges. The chapter 

also aims to identify trends, points of convergence, and gaps among countries, while considering 

potential future collaborations based on the experiences of neighboring nations. 

Afterward, the book deals with social enterprises and their role in the integration of migrants and 

refugees. In chapter 4, Savoia and Bandini explore the legal recognition and structural conditions 

for social entrepreneurship growth in the Adriatic-Ionian countries, emphasizing its significance in 

promoting sustainable development. The study investigates the evolution of entrepreneurial 

ecosystems across Adriatic-Ionian countries from 2006 to 2019, revealing notable improvements 

in entrepreneurial ecosystems in Slovenia and Italy, even as Balkan countries have remained 

relatively stable. The primary challenge in the region lies in addressing unstable institutions and 

risky environments. The research identifies areas for improvement, especially with policy 

frameworks, and offers insights for creating a more favorable environment for entrepreneurship 

and economic growth. These findings hold implications for advancing Sustainable Development 

Goals within the macro-region. Subsequently, in chapter 5, Grassi, Bolzani and Bandini illustrate 

the implementation of Social Entrepreneurship as a tool for migrants’ integration. By definition, 

Social Entrepreneurship uses business logics to improve the condition of excluded or marginalized 

populations. However, the academic literature on this topic is still scant and fragmented. Thus, the 

authors performed a systematic literature review in order to provide clarity on the different 

dimensions of this particular topic. 

Section 2 includes case studies and empirical evidence about the policies and practices of social 

entrepreneurship as they relate to migrants from the Adriatic-Ionian area.  

In chapter 6, Mujanovic, Slavko and Markovic highlight the essential need for a comprehensive 

socio-economic plan to facilitate the inclusion of refugees in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Their article 

underscores the challenges faced by state authorities in enabling refugees to integrate into society 

and thereby access social benefits and employment opportunities. The research, conducted within 

a refugee camp, reveals a notable contrast between refugees' immediate survival-driven desire to 

remain in Bosnia and Herzegovina and their long-term aspiration for improved integration within 

EU countries. This chapter emphasizes the critical importance of addressing these disparities in 

refugee perspectives and aspirations. 

In chapter 7, Cittadini studies both the advantages and challenges of using social entrepreneurship 

to facilitate the integration of refugees and asylum seekers. The chapter addresses the dual nature 



of social enterprises in aiding economic integration while potentially reinforcing existing social 

exclusion patterns. The discussion encompasses the role of racial privilege and critiques of social 

entrepreneurship initiatives. The study also underscores the broader socio-psychological benefits 

for individuals involved in social enterprises. Focusing on Serbia, a country grappling with both the 

transition to a capitalist economy and a significant influx of migrants, the article examines the 

nascent phenomenon of social entrepreneurship dedicated to refugee and asylum-seeker 

integration. Through fieldwork and interviews conducted in late 2022 and early 2023, the study 

analyzes the experiences of a specific social enterprise, Women on the Way, which provides job 

opportunities for refugee women in the tailoring sector. This research contributes to the broader 

discourse on social entrepreneurship's potential in refugee integration, offering insights that are 

specific to the complex migratory context of Serbia.  

In chapter 8, Gombač delves into the potential to leverage social entrepreneurship for 
emancipatory outcomes—namely, empowering asylum seekers in Slovenia through participatory 
methodologies. Grounded in a series of workshops convened at the Asylum residence on 
Kotnikova Street in Ljubljana during 2021, the study explores an array of practices, interventions, 
and techniques that arose in collaboration between diverse stakeholders and asylum seekers. 
Informed by antecedent research and experiences at the Slovenian Migration Institute ZRC SAZU, 
the study highlights an imperative to nurture the entrepreneurial aspirations of asylum seekers 
and refugees, particularly in Slovenia and in light of the post-2015-16 "crisis of the EU border 
regime". Through its methodology, the research offers information that would have been difficult 
or impossible to obtain otherwise. While all participants found the workshops useful, they also 
encountered constant methodological, theoretical and content discords that led to a complex 
process and slow progress. 
In chapter 9, Perković, Lenarčič and Zadel focus on the under-explored subject of refugee 

employment within the context of social entrepreneurship in Slovenia. While prior studies have 

indirectly touched upon refugees’ employment vulnerability, none have specifically delved into 

their role within social enterprises. The chapter offers a comprehensive examination of Slovenia's 

socio-economic landscape, including the legal, systemic, practical, cultural, and economic factors 

that influence refugee employment within this sector. Notably, the paper underscores that 

refugee employment in social enterprises transcends mere economic gains; it serve a pivotal role 

in the integration of refugees into host societies. This engagement helps counteract stigmas 

surrounding their contributions and challenges preconceptions that refugees do not enrich their 

host communities. 

Next, in chapter 10, Sejdini and Shyti study the economic integration of refugees and migrants 

through social entrepreneurship, with a specific focus on Albania. First, the chapter examines the 

relevant policy and legislation, including Albania the legal definitions and forms of social 

enterprises and their characteristics, legal structures, and the sizes of these enterprises. 

Moreover, it delves into the predominant sectors these firms operate in, their key stakeholders, 

the support they receive from public institutions and private entities, as well as their sources of 

financial backing. Furthermore, the article explores both exemplary approaches and forthcoming 

challenges specific to Albania in these areas, with a special emphasis on the impact of migration. 

The central objective of this chapter is to assess the motivating factors and hurdles of social 

entrepreneurship, and from there recommend strategies to aid migrants’ integration into host 

societies. The chapter presents insights that may guide the formulation of public policies that 

would facilitate economic integration and broaden access for refugees and migrants alike.  



In chapter 11, Mantzos and Kameas explore the emergence of economic practices founded on 

reciprocity during times of crisis, as observed by Papadaki and Kalogeraki (2018: 39). In Greece 

(the focus of this research), the social economy has gained traction in the last decade, thanks in 

part to the debt crises that began in 2009. This surge encompasses grassroots movements in civic 

associations and institutional shifts aligning with the European trend towards social economy. This 

chapter provides an overview of the social and institutional changes that culminated in a 

significant expansion of the social economy in Greece over the past decade. Nevertheless, this 

contribution indicates that the so-called third sector has not yet established a firm foothold in 

Greece's broader financial and entrepreneurial landscape. It remains at an ideological perimeter, 

endeavoring to chart an independent course. This assertion is exemplified by a detailed 

examination of a local association of social enterprises in northwest Greece. Through this case 

study, the chapter aims to illuminate both the ideological foundations and practical challenges 

confronting the Social and Solidarity Economy, particularly in the Greek periphery, and its 

relationship with more conventional entrepreneurial and economic activities. 

In chapter 12, Martinelli, Serpente and Bolzani discuss the role of social incubators for migrant 

entrepreneurship. TBD  

Lastly, in chapter 13, Zafosnik and Zavratnik study and compare the integration of refugees into 

the labor markets of Slovenia, Spain and Austria. The research underscores the significance of 

well-defined integration policies, particularly for the most vulnerable migrant group—refugees. 

Employing a comparative approach, the study draws on semi-structured interviews with 25 

refugees who have successfully integrated into these countries’ labor markets since 2015. The 

findings reveal that countries with greater migration experience face fewer integration barriers. 

Early integration emerges as a pivotal factor, expediting labor market entry and enhancing overall 

integration. The chapter emphasizes that gaining employment and financial independence 

significantly contribute to refugees' self-sufficiency within their host societies. 
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