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Missouri: Immigrant Entrepreneurs, Innovation, and
Welcoming Initiatives in the Show Me State
In Missouri, 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 Missouri’s economy.

From 2006 to 2010, there were 11,414 new immigrant business owners [1] in Missouri, and in 2010, 4.6 percent [1] of all
business owners in Missouri were foreign-born.

In 2010, new immigrant business owners had total business revenue [1] of $650 million, which is 5 percent of all business
income in the state.

Missouri is home to many successful companies with at least one founder who was an immigrant or child of an immigrant,
including [2] Emerson Electric, which employs thousands of people and brings in billions in revenue each year. Furthermore,
the CEOs of Monsanto, Sigma Aldrich, and Express Scripts, which are also Missouri-based companies, are immigrants.

In 2010, the foreign-born share of business owners was 8 percent [3] in the St. Louis metropolitan area, where the immigrant
business ownership rate was also higher than the foreign-born share of the total population.

Highly skilled immigrants are vital to Missouri’s innovation industries, which in turn helps lead American innovation and
creates jobs.

Immigrants contribute to Missouri’s economic growth and competitiveness by earning degrees in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields from the state’s research universities. In 2009, almost 43 percent [2] of STEM
graduates from the state’s research-intensive universities were foreign-born, and almost 65 percent of graduates earning
PhDs in engineering in Missouri were not born in the U.S.

In 2011, the U.S. Department of Labor certified 3,422 H-1B high-skilled visa labor certification applications [4] in Missouri,
with an average annual wage of $64,657, which is higher than Missouri’s median household income [5] of $47,202 or per
capita income of $25,371.

An expansion [6] of the high-skilled visa program would create an estimated 6,000 new jobs in Missouri by 2020. By 2045,
this expansion would add [6] around $2.5 billion to Gross State Product and increase personal income by more than $2.3
billion. The following are example [7]s of metropolitan area demand for high-skilled foreign-born workers.

The Kansas City metropolitan area had 1,527 H-1B requests [8] in 2010-2011, with 75.6 percent of visa-holders
working in STEM occupations. Major employers include Cerner Corporation, Sprint Nextel Corporation, Black and
Veatch Corporation, and UST Global Inc.
The St. Louis metropolitan area had 2,263 H-1B requests [8] in 2010-2011, with 74.5 percent of visa-holders working in
STEM occupations. Major employers include Washington University in St. Louis, Monsanto Company, and Saint
Louis University.

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 Missouri, immigrant family-owned small businesses contribute to the vitality of their local
communities. Although initially aimed at other immigrant customers, many businesses quickly see an expansion of their
clientele to include a diverse array of immigrant and native-born customers alike.

In St. Louis, Beriz Nukic, a refugee from Bosnia, opened [9] a coffee roasting company in the Bevo Mill area, along Gravois
Avenue, in 2002 to sell traditional Turkish coffee. He also sold various Bosnia foods such as burek, sirnica, and doner
kebab. Today, his coffee is sold in at least 38 states, and he has two restaurants in the St. Louis area. Nukic started a frozen
foods business in 2010, which sells traditional Bosnian foods in grocery chains in around 30 states.

As Nukic’s story exemplifies, Bosnian refugees [10] resettling in St. Louis during the past couple of decades have
opened a variety of businesses, at times with the help of microloans. Some launched trucking businesses. Others
opened [11] cleaning or car detailing services, bakeries, butcher shops, coffee shops, construction, and heating and
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cooling companies.

Also in St. Louis, Arnoldo Müller-Molina, from Costa Rica, is the founder [12] of simMachines, a pioneer business in the field
of similarity searching, technology used in fingerprint databases or mobile-phone apps that hear snippets of music to
identify a song.

In Missouri, localities have begun recognizing and supporting immigration through “welcoming” and integration
initiatives.

Across Missouri and the broader Midwest, local places recognize the importance of immigrant entrepreneurs in their
communities. According to the Chicago Council of Global Affairs [10], “Public and private-sector groups across the region
have launched business incubators for immigrant entrepreneurs, sponsored networking opportunities with local employers,
and helped skilled immigrants translate their foreign credentials to maximize their economic potential in the United States.”

Specifically, the Council states [10] that “the Midwest cannot hope to keep up with other regions or international
competitors without a vital entrepreneurial sector…Immigrants, risk takers by nature, are unusually successful
entrepreneurs, more than twice as likely as native-born Americans to start their own firms.”

In St. Louis, the St. Louis Mosaic Project, which began in 2013, is an initiative [13] of the World Trade Center Saint Louis to
promote regional prosperity through immigration and innovation.

One of the goals of the initiative is to ensure that St. Louis is the fastest growing U.S. metropolitan areas for
immigration by 2020. As such, the project’s principles [14] include the recognition that “significantly growing out
population of foreign-born residents is an economic imperative” and “special initiatives are needed to welcome and to
integrate newcomer immigrants.”
To meet its goals, the St. Louis Mosaic Project pursues [15] government outreach to engage local, regional, and federal
government leaders to reduce hiring barriers. The group also pursues business outreach such as engaging business
leaders to developing hiring solutions for skilled foreign talent.

In Kansas City, the Hispanic Economic Development Corporation (HEDC), established in 1993, provides [16] bilingual
business development workshops, business consulting, and other initiatives to Hispanic and immigrant entrepreneurs.

According [17] to HEDC Executive Director Bernardo Ramirez, “Our program, which is bilingual and bicultural, builds
support systems for local business owners from inception to mature operation. Just as immigrants to this part of the
United States did in earlier waves of migration, today’s Latino entrepreneurs are not only creating and providing jobs
in their community, but their businesses and the foot traffic they attract are restoring vitality and a sense of
neighborhood to once-desolate downtown areas.”
The organization was a recipient [17] of the 2011 E Pluribus Unum prize, a national award from the Migration Policy
Institute that recognizes exceptional immigrant integration initiatives. In particular, HEDC was honored for “helping to
provide outstanding economic development opportunities to Latino businesses in underdeveloped areas of Kansas
City.” The White House subsequently honored [18] HEDC as a Champion of Change.
The Migration Policy Institute (MPI) describes [17] HEDC as a model that allows “immigrant entrepreneurs to
demonstrate their power to create jobs and revitalize once-distressed urban areas, helping them to navigate start-up
and regulatory processes and then go on to operate successful businesses.” MPI states [17] that such efforts at
integration can spark economic revitalization, “breathing new vitality into an important city in the U.S. heartland.”
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Download the Infographic here. [19]
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