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MASSACHUSETTS: 
Immigrant Entrepreneurs, Innovation, and Welcoming Initiatives in the Bay State 

 
In Massachusetts, there is no doubt that immigrant entrepreneurs and innovators play an 
important role. Immigrant entrepreneurs bring in additional revenue, create jobs, and contribute 
significantly to the state’s economy. Highly skilled immigrants are vital to the state’s innovation 
industries, and to the metropolitan areas within the state, helping to boost local economies. 
Furthermore, local government, business, and non-profit leaders recognize the importance of 
immigrants in their communities and support immigration through local “welcoming” and 
integration initiatives.  
 
Immigrant entrepreneurs contribute significantly to Massachusetts’ economy.  
 
 From 2006 to 2010, there were 50,778 new immigrant business owners in 

Massachusetts,1 and in 2010, 17.5 percent of all business owners in Massachusetts were 
foreign-born.2  
 

 In 2010, new immigrant business owners3 had a total net business income of $2.8 billion, 
which is 14 percent of all net business income in the state.4  
 

 Massachusetts is home to many successful companies with at least one founder who was 
an immigrant or child of an immigrant, including 5 of the state’s eleven Fortune 500 
companies.5 Those five companies, which include Staples, TJX, Thermo Fisher 
Scientific, Boston Scientific, and Biogen Idec, employ over 280,000 people and bring in 
$73 billion in revenue each year.  
 

 In 2010, the foreign-born share of business owners was 15 percent in the Boston 
metropolitan area alone.6  
 

Highly skilled immigrants are vital to Massachusetts’ innovation industry, which in turn 
helps lead American innovation and creates jobs. 

 
 Immigrants contribute to Massachusetts’ economic growth and competitiveness by 

earning degrees in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields 
from the state’s research universities. In 2009, almost 40 percent of STEM graduates 
from the state’s research-intensive universities were foreign-born, and almost half of 
graduates earning PhDs in engineering in Massachusetts were not born in the U.S.7 
 

  

http://www.renewoureconomy.org/sites/all/themes/pnae/openforbusiness.pdf
http://www.renewoureconomy.org/sites/all/themes/pnae/openforbusiness.pdf
http://www.renewoureconomy.org/sites/all/themes/pnae/openforbusiness.pdf
http://www.maptheimpact.org/state/massachusetts/
http://www.fiscalpolicy.org/immigrant-small-business-owners-FPI-20120614.pdf
http://www.maptheimpact.org/state/massachusetts/
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 Immigrants in Massachusetts also contribute to the state’s innovation economy by 
earning patents on new research, products, and ideas. More than two-thirds of patents at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) had at least one foreign inventor, and 
MIT was the third highest patent producing university in the U.S. in 2011.8  
 

o These patents often lead to licensing through existing companies or creation of 
new companies, leading to revenue and job creation.9 In 2010, MIT brought in 
over $69 million in revenue from its patents. Additionally, MIT’s foreign-born 
alumni have started 2,340 companies based in the U.S., which employ over 
100,000 people.10  

 
 In 2011, the U.S. Department of Labor certified 13,126 H-1B labor certification 

applications in Massachusetts, with an average annual wage of $74,277,11 which is higher 
than Massachusetts median household income of $65,981 or per capita income of 
$35,051.12 
 

 An expansion of the high-skilled visa program would create an estimated 14,100 new 
jobs in Massachusetts by 2020.13 By 2045, this expansion would add around $5 billion to 
Gross State Product and increase personal income by more than $4.7 billion.14 The 
following are examples of metropolitan area demand for high-skilled foreign-born 
workers. 
 

o The Boston-Cambridge-Quincy metropolitan area had 11,541 H-1B high-skilled 
visa requests in 2010-2011, with 70.7 percent of H-1B visa-holders working in 
STEM occupations.15 Major employers with a need for H-1B high-skilled 
workers include Harvard University, General Hospital Corporation, the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and EMC Corporation.  

 
o The Springfield metropolitan area had 313 H-1B visa requests in 2010-2011, with 

44.4 percent of visa-holders working in STEM occupations.16 Major employers 
include Baystate Medical Center and the University of Massachusetts-Amherst.  

 
o The Worcester metropolitan area had 1,217 H-1B visa requests in 2010-2011, 

with 71.3 percent of visa-holders working in STEM occupations.17 Major 
employers include the University of Massachusetts Medical School, 
eClinicalWorks LLC, AVCO Consulting Inc., and EMC Corporation.  

 
While the numbers are compelling, they don’t tell the whole story.  
 
 Immigrant entrepreneurs not only contribute to large innovative companies, but to small 

business formation in local communities. In cities across Massachusetts, immigrant 
family-owned small businesses contribute to the vitality of their local communities.  

 
o Specifically, “entrepreneurship is one of the most significant ways in which 

immigrants have positively impacted the United States and Massachusetts in 
particular. Immigrant entrepreneurs have contributed to economic gain, job 

http://www.maptheimpact.org/state/massachusetts/
http://www.maptheimpact.org/state/massachusetts/
http://www.foreignlaborcert.doleta.gov/pdf/2011AR_FINAL.pdf
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/25000.html
http://www.remi.com/immigration-report
http://www.remi.com/immigration-report
http://www.brookings.edu/research/reports/2012/07/18-h1b-visas-labor-immigration#profile
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2012/7/18%20h1b%20visas%20labor%20immigration/18%20h1b%20visas%20labor%20immigration.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2012/7/18%20h1b%20visas%20labor%20immigration/18%20h1b%20visas%20labor%20immigration.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2012/7/18%20h1b%20visas%20labor%20immigration/18%20h1b%20visas%20labor%20immigration.pdf
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creation, rise in intellectual capital, neighborhood revitalization and cultural 
enrichment.”18  

 
 In addition to starting restaurants, groceries, retail, and other service businesses in towns 

and cities across Massachusetts, immigrants also start businesses in mid- to high-growth 
industries, such as transportation, food-related industries, and building services.19  
 

o “Immigrant entrepreneurs look for niches in underserved markets. For example, 
vans and other alternatives to mass transit serve unmet transportation needs in 
urban areas.”20 Charles Mwangi, from Kenya, owns and operates Comfort Care 
Resource Group, a transport service specializing in medical, non-emergency 
transport, in Woburn.21  
 

o “Food intended to be a taste of home for compatriots in local restaurants and 
grocery stores becomes popular and influences the eating habits of other 
Americans”22 Several years ago, Klara Sotonova, from Czech Republic, started 
Klara’s Gourmet Cookies in Lee. Today, she and her husband distribute the 
cookies to 120 specialty and high-end grocery stores in several northeast states.23 

 
In Massachusetts, localities have begun recognizing and supporting immigration through 
local “welcoming” and integration initiatives. 
 
 The Immigrant Learning Center (ILC), founded in 1992 in Malden,24 has a mission 

that includes helping immigrants become “successful workers, parents and community 
members.” The organization also “educates the public that immigrants are assets to 
America.”25  

 
o Through its Public Education Institute, the Immigrant Learning Center “uses a 

research-based approach to inform Americans about the economic and social 
contributions of immigrants. In this way, it informs public policy and promotes 
thoughtful dialogue about the key roles played by immigrants.”26  

 
o The Public Education Institute places a particular emphasis on immigrant 

entrepreneurship,27 which is evident in its research reports, immigrant 
entrepreneur hall of fame, immigrant entrepreneur interview series, and other 
public outreach initiatives.28  

  
 The Mayor’s Office of New Bostonians, established in 1998, seeks to “strengthen the 

ability of diverse cultural and linguistic communities to play an active role in the 
economic, civic, social and cultural life in the city of Boston.”29  

 
o The Office’s objectives include improving newcomer access to city government, 

its services, and community resources; acting as a “catalyst for change” to 
facilitate collaboration and understanding among immigrant communities and 
other stakeholders; identifying and addressing key issues facing newcomer 
communities; and recognizing and promoting the contributions of immigrants and 

http://immigrationimpact.com/2013/06/06/immigrant-entrepreneurs-grow-industries-and-create-jobs/
http://www.ilctr.org/promoting-immigrants/immigration-research/immigrant-entrepreneurs-growing-industries/
http://www.ilctr.org/about/history/
http://www.ilctr.org/about/mission/
http://www.ilctr.org/promoting-immigrants/
http://www.ilctr.org/promoting-immigrants/immigrant-entrepreneurship/
http://www.ilctr.org/promoting-immigrants/immigrant-entrepreneurship/
http://www.ilctr.org/promoting-immigrants/immigrant-entrepreneur-hof/
http://www.ilctr.org/promoting-immigrants/immigrant-entrepreneurship/video-interviews/
http://www.ilctr.org/promoting-immigrants/news-events-and-updates/
http://www.cityofboston.gov/newbostonians/about/
http://www.cityofboston.gov/newbostonians/about/
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newcomers.30  
 
 Welcoming Massachusetts, a Welcoming America affiliate,31 has a mission to “open 

hearts and minds towards a positive integration of immigrants and refugees into the social 
fabric of their receiving communities.” 32 

 
o Welcoming Massachusetts works to implement its mission through education, 

social and cultural activities engaging immigrants and non-immigrant audiences, 
helping to build a sensible understanding of the immigrant community to ensure 
that both long-term residents and newcomers feel at home in Massachusetts.33  

 
o Specific local welcoming initiatives affiliated with Welcoming Massachusetts 

include efforts in Berkshire, Fitchburg, Framingham, and Milford. In Framingham 
specifically, neighbors, community leaders (such as Framingham Downtown 
Renaissance), business owners, and people of all backgrounds promote the 
importance of “unifying diversity to create a welcoming environment for all.”34  

 
 The New Americans Integration Institute, which the Massachusetts Immigrant and 

Refugee Advocacy Coalition launched in 2011, focuses on “helping newcomers claim 
their place in the economic, social and civic fabric of American life.”35  

 
o The Institute focuses on research and projects that encourage immigrant 

integration as a two-way process, “one that strengthens the systems and tools that 
allow immigrants in the U.S. to participate fully in their families, jobs and 
communities, and that in turn benefits all Americans by providing immigrants 
with the opportunity to contribute to their fullest capacity to those communities 
and to the strength of the nation as a whole.”36  
 

 In 2013, for the third year in a row, and stemming from the work about immigrant 
entrepreneurship from organizations such as the Immigrant Learning Center37 and the 
New Americans Integration Institute,38 Governor Deval Patrick declared October 15 to 
November 15 to be Massachusetts Immigrant Entrepreneurship Month.39  
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