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Foreword
Dear readers,

Startups are more than just young companies—they are an expression of 
confidence in the future, innovative strength, and a desire to shape society. 
They emerge where people are willing to take responsibility, take risks, and 
break new ground. With its diverse university landscape, strong industry 
clusters, and growing startup culture, North Rhine-Westphalia offers a 
particularly attractive environment for this.

The “NRW Startup Report 2025” provides us with a valuable insight into 
the current state of this ecosystem. The results show that the mood among 
founders is predominantly positive. The quality and quantity of networking 
and funding opportunities are particularly appreciated. We are very pleased 
about this and it confirms that our programs are having an impact.

At the same time, we take the comments on existing challenges seriously. 
Many startups would like to see a noticeable reduction in bureaucracy – for 
example, when applying for funding or dealing with administrative processes. 
This feedback is both a mandate and an incentive for us to simplify and 
accelerate the startup process and to make our support services even more 
accessible and efficient.

The high proportion of founders with a migration background in North Rhine-
Westphalia is particularly encouraging: 33 percent of the startup founders 
surveyed are migrant founders. This shows that our startup ecosystem is 
open, diverse, and reflects the diversity of our state. 

However, the study also makes it clear that both migrant founders and  
non-migrant founders often face similar challenges – especially when it 
comes to raising capital and accessing appropriate support services. This 
underscores how important it is to continue developing our measures in an 
inclusive and needs-based manner.

As the state government, we are committed to ensuring that everyone has the 
opportunity to become an entrepreneur—regardless of their origin, gender, or 
social background. After all, a diverse startup ecosystem is not only fairer, but 
also more innovative and resilient.

I would like to express my sincere thanks to everyone who contributed their 
experiences and assessments to this study.

Your voices are indispensable if we want to further develop our ecosystem 
and make it fit for the future. North Rhine-Westphalia thrives on people who 
want to make a difference – with ideas, attitude, and entrepreneurial courage. 
We will continue to work consistently to promote this potential, break down 
barriers, and create conditions that not only foster innovation but also enable 
it to have a lasting impact.

Mona Neubaur
Minister for Economic Affairs, Industry, Climate Action 
and Energy of the State of North Rhine-Westphalia
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The NRW startup ecosystem continues to 
enjoy positive feedback.
The ecosystem rating remains predominantly positive and has improved slightly compared to previous 
years. 66 percent of the startups surveyed rate the ecosystem as “very good” or “good,” praising in 
particular the quality and quantity of networking and funding opportunities. Both migrant founders and 
non-migrant founders share this assessment.

Support services for startups are very 
popular. However, reducing bureaucracy is 
often cited as a desired measure.

80 percent of the startups surveyed use the support services offered by state or federal governments and are happy 
to recommend them to others. However, almost three-quarters rank reducing bureaucracy among the top three most 
important measures, for example, to simplify the application process for funding and reduce administrative costs.

Migrant and non-migrant founders 
face similar challenges.
Both groups seek similar support services, consider raising capital to be their biggest hurdle in 
the growth process, and want to use similar sources of financing.

33 percent of the startup founders 
surveyed are migrant founders.

Migrant founders were either born abroad themselves or have at least one parent who 
immigrated to Germany after 1950. This proportion roughly corresponds to the population 
average of people with a migration background in North Rhine-Westphalia
(35.4 percent, cf. Mikrozensus 2024).

Just under two-thirds of the 
startups surveyed are planning 
(further) financing in the coming 
year.
In most cases, internationalization efforts are focused on expansion within Europe. 
The migrant founders surveyed are more likely to pursue the goal of expanding or 
entering new markets than the non-migrant founders surveyed.

For many founders, North Rhine-
Westphalia is not only their home, but 
also a strategic location for starting a 
business.
While the migrant founders surveyed particularly appreciate the existing infrastructure, networks, 
and quality of life, the non-migrant founders surveyed prioritize access to talent and financing.

6
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Methodology
The NRW Startup Report is an annual study on the startup ecosystem in North Rhine-Westphalia, carried out for the first time in 2023 by the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs, Industry, Climate Action and Energy of the State of North Rhine-Westphalia (MWIKE). The study was compiled and 
conducted by KPMG AG Wirtschaftsprüfungsgesellschaft on behalf of and in close cooperation with MWIKE and is based on a survey. The study 
aims to provide deeper insights into the North Rhine-Westphalian startup ecosystem and to identify potential for the further development of 
startup-friendly framework conditions. For this purpose, the founders were surveyed directly and asked about current trends, opportunities and 
challenges.

Conception and focus
The survey shows an extract of a subjective impression of the atmosphere and opinions of the startup ecosystem in North Rhine-Westphalia.  
In April 2025, an online survey was conducted over a period of just under four weeks, in which a total of 164 people answered exploratory questions 
on relevant topics relating to the NRW ecosystem. The target group of the online survey were startups that

• were no older than 10 years

and

• were headquartered in North Rhine-Westphalia (NRW).

This year’s report focuses on the topic of migrant founders. In particular, it takes a closer look at the challenges involved in founding a company, 
financing it, and making use of support measures. For this reason, in addition to the results for all startups, the report also contains differentiated 
evaluations for founders with a migration background. In this report, “migrant founders” are defined as individuals who were either born abroad 
themselves or have at least one parent who immigrated to Germany after 1950 (see p. 21). On this basis, 33 percent of respondents could be 
identified as migrant founders. This proportion corresponds roughly to the population average of people with a migration background in North 
Rhine-Westphalia (35.4 percent, cf. Mikrozensus 2024).

In the third edition of the NRW Startup Report, some data and graphics are benchmarked against the results of previous years’ NRW Startup 
Reports. In the study’s graphics, the “n” stands for the total number of respondents who answered the respective question. In addition, we mark 
the respective subgroups with n* (non-migrant founders) or n** (migrant founders) if a differentiated evaluation was carried out. The people 
surveyed in this study are either founders or senior employees of startups. For reasons of better readability, all participants in the study are 
referred to as founders.

In addition to the founders’ assessments, regular data analysis is also of paramount importance for measuring the development of the NRW 
startup ecosystem. As startups are a special type of enterprise, there are no official statistics to date that provide information on startup activity 
in Germany. MWIKE therefore publishes another NRW Startup Report annually at www.wirtschaft.nrw/nrw-startup-reports. This is based on a 
quantitative survey in which commercial register analyses and other statistical data sources are used. The focus is on the areas of startup intensity, 
geographical and demographic distribution, financing, employment effects and global networking.
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3.1. Ecosystem evaluation
The majority of respondents have a positive perception of the startup 
ecosystem in North Rhine-Westphalia, rating it as “very good” or 
“good.” This result applies to both migrant founders and non-migrant 
founders. In particular, startups emphasize the quality and quantity 
of networking and funding opportunities.

“Many events, many networks,
many hubs.”

Key fact: The NRW startup ecosystem 
continues to enjoy positive feedback.

Despite generally positive assessments, many founders still 
see significant room for improvement—especially in reducing 
bureaucratic hurdles. In their view, support services are often 
perceived as confusing and not particularly tailored to their needs, 
for example in terms of age, industry, or business model. Networking 
with small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs),
investors, and experienced founders is also often described as having 
room for improvement. 

In addition, complex administrative processes make it difficult to 
apply for funding, while a pronounced risk aversion on the part of 
investors inhibits the financing of innovative ideas. The feedback 
highlights the desire for more targeted, practical support measures.

“I think there is a lot of potential for
simplification and improvement. At the
same time, however, there are also many
people who are willing to help.”

Key fact: Reducing bureaucracy is often cited 
as a desirable course of action.

Ecosystem evaluation

The rating of the NRW ecosystem has 
developed positively over the last few 
years. Compared to previous years, the 
rating has risen steadily from 3.55 stars in 
2023 to 3.6 stars in 2024 and 3.7 out of 
5 stars.

6
rate the ecosystem as 

6%
„very good“ or „good“.

 
rate the ecosystem as 

22%
„neutral“.

3.7 out of 5 stars

Fig. 1: Ecosystem evaluation; n=164

Non-migrant founder,     , 31-35 years

Non-migrant founder,     , 31-35 years
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Reasons for choosing the startup location

Migrant founders Non-migrant founders

Fig. 2: Reasons for choosing the startup location; n*=124; n**=40; multiple selections possible

Access to 
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12%
14%
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of talent and 
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11%
13%

Proximity to 
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markets

12% 12%

Support 
services 

and funding 
programs

14%
12%
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and office 

space 

7%

10%

Network and 
cooperation 

opportunities 

15%
13%

Quality of life 
and cost of 

living

12%
11%

Legal and 
bureaucratic 
framework 
conditions

10% 10%

Innovation 
and research 
institutions

8%

4%

Key fact: For many founders, North Rhine-
Westphalia is not only their home, but also a 
strategic location for starting a business.

For most respondents, North Rhine-Westphalia is their home, 
place of residence, or place of study, and thus plays a central role 
in their choice of location for starting a business. In addition, there 
are interesting differences in the location priorities of migrant 
and non-migrant founders. Both groups rate factors such as 
financing, customer proximity, and legal framework conditions 
similarly. However, migrant founders place more value on existing 
infrastructure, networks, and quality of life, while non-migrant
founders place greater emphasis on the availability of talent and
research facilities.
Further exciting insights and in-depth comparisons on the topic 
of migrant founders are compiled in Chapter 5.

“Good networking and plenty of support 
where you need it.”

“There is excellent networking between 
various players. North Rhine-Westphalia 
can only establish itself as an effective 
and internationally visible location 
through a holistic approach.” 

“Good support programs compared to other 
states, large network, many events, startup 
hubs.”

Non-migrant founder,     , 26-30 years

Non-migrant founder,     , 41+ years

Non-migrant founder,     , 20-25 years
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EXIST-Gründungsstipendium

EXIST-Forschungstransfer

Other

Not specified

DWNRW-Hubs Acceleration-Programme

Exzellenz Start-up Center.NRW Inkubationsprogramme

Gründungsstipendium.NRW

Start-up Transfer.NRW

High-Tech.NRW

Fig. 4: Use of selected support services; n=164; multiple selections possible

German Accelerator

5%5%

14%

19%

12%

33%

4%

3%

2%

3%

3.2. Acceptance of support 
programs
As in previous years, it is clear that the state of North Rhine-
Westphalia (NRW) is successfully supporting founders with its 
support measures. Even in economically challenging times, NRW 
offers a stable and motivating environment for startups.

Eighty percent of the startups surveyed make use of the support 
offered by the state or federal government. The startup grant is the 
most frequently used offer, with 33 percent of respondents taking 
advantage of it. A total of 98 percent of those surveyed recommend 
it without reservation. In order to further improve the offer and make 
it even more accessible, grant recipients would like to see a reduction 
in administrative costs.

The offerings of the DWNRW-Hubs and the incubation programs of  
Exzellenz Start-up Centers.NRW are also popular with startups and 
are frequently recommended.

Support services 
utilized

No support  
services utilized

Utilization of support services

Use of selected support services

80%

20%

Fig. 3: Utilization of support services; n=164

“Lots of funding, incubators, accelerators,
startup centers, events, investors, etc.”

Non-migrant founder,     , 31-35 years
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Utilized support programs and recommendation rate

The founders are extremely satisfied with the support services 
available. This satisfaction is reflected in the impressive 
recommendation rates that have been determined for all services. 
Specifically, these rates range from at least 70 percent to over 95 
percent, which is a strong indication that the support provided is both 
high quality and crucial to the success of the startups.

NRW
Startup Report 2025

Fig. 5: Utilized support programs and recommendation rate

Exzellenz Start-up Center.NRW Inkubationsprogramme

78% 

German Accelerator

71%

Gründungsstipendium.NRW

98% 

EXIST-Forschungstransfer 

92%

DWNRW-Hubs Acceleration-Programme

93%

EXIST-Gründungsstipendium

100% 
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3.3. Challenges faced by 
startups
Over 47 percent of respondents cited raising capital and financing 
as their biggest challenges. This was followed, in descending order, 
by bureaucratic processes and approval procedures, international 
growth, and cash flow and liquidity.

Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank 3

1% 6% 3%
Conceptual 
challenges

20% 15% 10%Bureaucratic 
processes & approval 

procedures

Fig. 6: Greatest challenges facing startups; n=164; multiple selections possible 
Note: The sum of the percentages deviates from 100% because additional response options 
could be selected that are not shown in the chart.

14

5% 7%
Internal organization/

processes

3% 10% 10%
Lack of transparency 
in funding programs

5% 5% 4%
Profitability

12% 3% 5%

Tax hurdles

7% 4% 6%
Legal  

requirements

10% 11% 11%

Cash flow/liquidity

23% 13% 11%
Raising capital & 

financing

13% 16% 10%
(International)  

Growth

Greatest challenges facing startups

“My experience with the startup 
ecosystem in North Rhine-Westphalia 
has been entirely positive thus far. 
Startups receive comprehensive 
support in achieving their goals —
in particular through access to 
relevant contacts, mentors, and 
targeted assistance in overcoming key 
challenges.”

Migrant founder,     , 41+ years
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4.1.  Market distribution
For the startups surveyed, the German sales market is the most 
important and largest. The markets in which the startups surveyed 
from North Rhine-Westphalia generate the most revenue are listed 
in descending order: Europe, North America, Asia, Africa, Australia, 
Oceania, and South America. Around ten percent of the startups did 
not provide any information on market distribution.
The startups surveyed generate most of their revenue in the B2B 
sector. This is due to North Rhine-Westphalia’s position as a business 
location, which is characterized by a strong SME sector and many 
established industrial companies.

North America

Rest of the EU

NRW neighboring 
countries

Asia

Germany

Africa, Australia 
and Oceania, 

South America

7% 11% 5%

16%

46%

5%

Sales markets worldwide

Fig. 8: Sales markets worldwide; n=164 
Note: The sum of the percentages deviates from 100% because additional response options could be selected that are not shown in the chart.

Areas with highest revenue

B2B B2GB2C

76%

57% 57%

17%

24%

31%

4%

12% 13%

20242023 2025

Fig. 7: Areas with highest revenue; n=164; multiple selections possible 
Note: The sum of the percentages deviates from 100% because additional 
response options could be selected that are not shown in the chart.
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4.2. Planned 
internationalization
The internationalization trends among the startups surveyed have
continued to decline slightly. Only just under 68 percent are 
planning (further) internationalization in the coming twelve months 
(2023: 80 percent; 2024: 70 percent). In most cases (40 percent), 
internationalization efforts are focused on expansion within Europe. 
For 32 percent of startups, no information is available on plans for 
internationalization.

Planned internationalization in the next 12 months

17

Fig. 9: Planned internationalization in the next 12 months; n=164; multiple selections possible

Yes, within Australia/
Oceania

3%

No planned 
internationalization

32%

Yes, within Africa

2%

Yes, in Asia

10%

Yes, within North 
America

11%

Yes, within the rest of 
the EU

32%

Yes, within South 
America

2%

Yes, within Belgium 
and the Netherlands

8%

Key fact: Nearly two-thirds of the 
startups surveyed are planning (further) 
internationalization in the coming year.
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4.3. Planned capital raising
At 59 percent, more than half of the startups surveyed plan to raise less than €500,000 in capital over the next twelve months or are not 
currently seeking any financing at all. Over the last three years, there has been a steady increase in the number of startups that do not 
wish to raise any (further) capital. Compared to the NRW Startup Report 2023, this figure has doubled and risen by another six percent 
compared to last year.

In the early stages, government subsidies and personal savings are the preferred sources of financing. In later stages, however, business angels 
and strategic investors become increasingly important.

Planned capital raising in the next 12 months

2023

2024

2025

No

16%

35%

12%

30%

10% 10%
9%

33%32%

26% 27% 28%

5%

2% 2%

7% 6%

10%

Less than  
€500,000

€500,000 to under  
€2 million

€2 million to less  
than €10 million

€10 million  
or more

Not specified

Preferred sources of financing by  
startup phase

State funding

Business angel

Venture capital 

Strategic investors

Family and friends

Bank loans

Internal financing 
(operating cash flow)

Personal savings

Fig. 10: Planned capital raising in the next 12 months; n=164

Fig. 11: Preferred sources of financing by startup phase; n = 164 
The steady stage and later stage are not shown due to small case numbers. 
Note: The sum of the percentages deviates from 100% because additional 
response options could be selected that are not shown in the chart.

(Pre-)Seed/ 
Seed stage

24% 12% 11% 9%

5%

20% 7% 4%

Startup  
stage

23% 12% 5% 8% 9%20% 7% 6%

Growth  
stage

21% 11% 6% 7% 6%20% 5% 13%

“Financing is not bold enough. Many 
investors focus on conservative projects 
and avoid riskier ventures – this means that 
bold seed and growth investments
are lacking, especially in innovative areas.”

Migrant founder,     , 36-40 years
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Greetings
Dear readers!

Starting a business is rarely just an idea, a business model, or a market.  
Starting a business is also a reflection of your own biography, your 
environment, and the opportunities that arise from it – or don’t arise.

My own entrepreneurial story does not begin with my first pitch deck, but 
many years earlier: in a classroom in Germany, where I sat as a child from 
Lebanon – without any knowledge of German, but with a strong determination 
to make my own way. I learned early on that education is the key – and that 
sometimes you have to fight for it. The experiences I had during that time 
continue to shape me today: as a woman in business, as CEO in a technology-
driven market, as co-founder of an energy company in North Rhine-
Westphalia. 

With Unigy, we are reshaping energy trading – digitally, efficiently, and 
automatically. We use AI to forecast the generation of renewable energies and 
trade the identified deviations on the electricity exchange. Our customers are 
predominantly municipal utilities and local suppliers.

Our business model requires explanation, is complex, and does not fit into 
conventional categories. This does not make access to capital any easier – on 
the contrary: if you do not offer a “classic” SaaS logic or a consumer-oriented 
product and have a female CEO, financing can become a full-time job and a 
bottleneck in scaling. 

This makes it all the more important that this Startup Report focuses on 
migrant founders. After all, entrepreneurial potential can be found everywhere 
– but equal opportunities cannot. In North Rhine-Westphalia, we are seeing a 
diverse startup ecosystem that benefits greatly from migration, 
internationality, and different life paths. Diverse teams are giving rise to 
innovations that open up truly new perspectives on markets and customers.

But that alone is not enough. Anyone who starts a business encounters an 
ecosystem – but what happens after the initial growth phase?  

What about those companies that have outgrown the traditional startup 
support framework but are not yet established medium-sized businesses? 
There is a lack of structural bridges here – not only in terms of access to 
capital, but also in terms of long-term support and networking. 

Even at the beginning of the entrepreneurial journey, many talents remain 
untapped: highly qualified young people – with and without a migration 
background – often cannot find a suitable entry point after completing their 
studies because they lack either experience or formal qualifications. We must 
address these structural gaps openly – and, above all, solve them in practice.

Migrant founders are creating enormous economic potential – for North 
Rhine-Westphalia and far beyond. As a region of immigration, North Rhine-
Westphalia has long been a diverse society in which entrepreneurs with 
international backgrounds are becoming the norm. This is not a special 
case, but the new standard. Today’s migrant founders often bring additional 
market knowledge, multilingualism, different customer approaches, and 
international networks to the table – all of which are decisive strengths in 
global competition. If we recognize, promote, and sustainably integrate 
this potential, diversity will become a driver of innovation and North Rhine-
Westphalia will become one of the most competitive startup locations in 
Europe.

Starting a business means shaping the future. It is a conscious decision 
to take responsibility and turn ideas into reality – despite the risks and 
obstacles. I hope that we in North Rhine-Westphalia will continue to improve 
the conditions for this: through more accessible financing, more visible role 
models, less bureaucracy, and more trust in unusual career paths. Above all, 
however, through an education system that recognizes potential – and does 
not rush to categorize people.

Hind  
Seiferth
CEO and Co-founder of  
Unigy GmbH in Essen

NRW
Startup Report 2025
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This chapter analyzes founders with a migration background who are 
based in North Rhine-Westphalia with their startups and examines 
their specific needs within the startup ecosystem.

The term “migrant founders” encompasses a range of people who are 
shaped by their migration history. This report includes the following 
groups of people:

• Immigrants: individuals who migrated to Germany after 1950

• Descendants: individuals who were born and raised in Germany
and whose parents both migrated to Germany after 1950

• One parent migration history: individuals who have one parent who
was born abroad and thus have a mixed cultural background

Key fact: 33 percent of the startup founders 
surveyed are migrant founders.

5.1. Challenges and wishes

The migrant founders surveyed face similar challenges to  
non-migrant founders. There are slight differences in terms of tax 
hurdles (31 percent vs. 16 percent) and the lack of transparency in 
support programs, which affect migrant founders more (30 percent 
vs. 19 percent). In contrast, non-migrant founders experience 
similar or even greater burdens when it comes to bureaucratic 
processes and raising capital. When it comes to international growth, 
significantly more non-migrant founders (43 percent) than migrant
founders (32 percent) report difficulties, which may indicate different 
conditions for expansion.

Rank 1

Rank 1

Rank 2

Rank 2

Rank 3

Rank 3

Fig. 12: Challenges facing migrant founders; n**=40; multiple selections 
possible  
Note: The sum of the percentages deviates from 100% because additional 
response options could be selected that are not shown in the chart.

Fig. 13: Challenges facing non-migrant founders; n*=120; multiple selections 
possible  
Note: The sum of the percentages deviates from 100% because additional 
response options could be selected that are not shown in the chart.

(International) 
Growth

8% 13% 11%
(International)

Growth

16% 18% 9%

Cash flow/ 
liquidity

13% 16% 6%

Cash flow/
liquidity

9% 9% 13%

Lack of 
transparency in 

support programs

5% 11% 14%

Lack of 
transparency in 

support programs

3% 9% 7%

Capital 
procurement & 

financing

28% 11% 8%

Capital 
procurement & 

financing

22% 13% 13%

Bureaucratic  
processes  &  

approval procedures

15% 16% 6%

Bureaucratic  
processes 

& approval 
procedures

20% 15% 11%
Tax hurdles

20% 3% 8%

Tax hurdles

10% 3% 3%

Key fact: Migrant and non-migrant founders 
face comparable challenges.

Legal 
requirements

5% 11% 8%

Legal 
requirements

8% 2% 5%

Challenges facing non-migrant foundersChallenges facing migrant founders

“This strong ecosystem supports our 
innovative strength, accelerates our 
development, and facilitates access to 
markets and capital.”

Migrant founder,     , 41+ years
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5.2. Financing
The evaluations show that the migrant founders and non-migrant 
founders surveyed do not differ greatly in their financing and growth 
plans overall. The biggest difference in planned financing rounds is 
in the range of €500,000 to €2 million, which 60 percent of migrant 
founders are aiming for – significantly more than the 36 percent of 
non-migrant founders. On the other hand, non-migrant founders 
are more likely to plan for larger sums above €2 million. In terms of 
growth plans for the next twelve months, both groups show almost 
identical values.

Both migrant founders (24 percent) and non-migrant founders (22 
percent) make use of government subsidies at almost the same rate. 
It is striking that crowdfunding and venture debt are used exclusively 
by non-migrant founders. This indicates different approaches to 
certain forms of financing. 

In terms of access to financing, the assessments of both groups are 
very similar overall: around 49 percent rate access to government 
funding as “moderate” and around one-third as “difficult.” The 
average rating also dominates for business angels. It is noteworthy 
that 11 percent of the non-migrant founders surveyed rate access 
to business angels as easy, while this is not the case for any of the 
migrant founders surveyed. When it comes to venture capital, both 
groups predominantly rate access as difficult or even impossible 
– 50 percent each see it as unattainable. The results thus show 
comparable obstacles overall, but also specific differences in access 
to personal and alternative financing networks.

Planned capital raising

Growth plans  
(over the next 12 months)

Migrant 
founders

Migrant 
founders

Non-
migrant 
founders

Non-
migrant 
founders

Fig. 15: Planned capital raising; n*=61; n**=20

Less than 
€500,000

Yes

36%

24%

15%

25%

30%

50%
51%

0%
3%

10%

25%

46%

60%

25%

€500,000 to  
under €2 million

Maybe

€2 million to  
under €10 million

No

€10 million or  
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Fig. 14: Growth plans (over the next 12 months); n* = 119; n**=40



NRW
Startup Report 2025

Sources of financing

Migrant founders Non-migrant founders Fig. 16: Sources of financing; n*=119; n**=40
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Support on the path to founding a startup

Fig. 17: Support on the path to founding a startup; n*=119; n**=40; 
multiple selections possible
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5.3. Use of support services 

Both the migrant founders and non-migrant founders surveyed 
use similar support measures to realize their startup projects. The 
Gründungsstipendium.NRW is by far the most frequently used 
measure and is utilized by both groups to almost the same extent. 

Both migrant founders and non-migrant founders have clear ideas 
about what support they need on their startup journey. For both 
groups, the current priority is to reduce bureaucratic hurdles. This 
aspect is of central importance for 28 percent of both migrant 
founders and non-migrant founders.

However, there is a clear difference in the need for structured online 
offerings with information materials. This desire is expressed by 10 
percent of the migrant founders surveyed, while only 6 percent of the 
non-migrant founders surveyed prioritize this point. This suggests 
that migrant founders rely more heavily on centralized, digitally 
accessible sources of information, while non-migrant founders may 
prefer other forms of support.

Migrant founders Non-migrant founders

Pilot projects with 
public institutions 23%

20%
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“There are many offers available that you 
can choose from freely. It could sometimes 
be simpler, but the variety is good.”

Non-migrant founder,     , 31-35 years
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More visibility/
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share

18%

18%
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25%
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22%
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22%

Expansion/ 
development of 
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13%

5.4. Corporate culture and 
diversity
Overall, migrant founders and non-migrant founders pursue 
similar startup goals. Both groups prioritize higher sales and 
increased profitability, as well as innovation and expanded product 
development.

Differences are particularly evident when it comes to expansion 
into new markets: for the migrant founders surveyed, expansion is 
twice as important (13 percent) as it is for the non-migrant founders 
surveyed. Another difference is that non-migrant founders place 
slightly more emphasis on social and environmental impact as well 
as profitability. For example, 29 percent of them strive for a higher 
profit margin, compared to 25 percent of migrant founders. The 
results thus point to different strategic priorities and perceptions 
of opportunity among the two groups, particularly with regard to 
international growth.

Regardless of their migration background, the primary place of 
work for almost all founders surveyed is clearly in Germany. Among 
migrant founders, this figure is 95 percent, and among non-migrant 
founders, it is 94 percent.

Top startup goals

Primary place of work

Fig. 18: Top startup goals; n*=117; n**=40;  
multiple selections possible

Fig. 19: Primary place of work; n*=118; n**=118
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Fig. 20: Share of sales abroad; n*=120; n**=40 Fig. 21: Time to international market entry; n*=52; n**=16

Share of sales abroad Time to international market entry

Migrant foundersMigrant founders Non-migrant foundersNon-migrant founders

5.5. Internationality and 
success
The study shows that just under half of the migrant founders 
surveyed do not generate any revenue abroad, while this figure is 
more than half among the non-migrant founders surveyed. Foreign 
sales of over 50 percent are significantly more common among the 
migrant founders surveyed (around 13 percent) than among the non-
migrant founders surveyed. This suggests that migrant founders are 
more internationally oriented. 

Migrant founders often tap into international markets more quickly. 
Around half of them are already active internationally in their first 
year of business, compared to only around a third of non-migrant 
founders. In contrast, around 21 percent of non-migrant founders 
surveyed only begin their international expansion after two to five 
years, compared to only around six percent of migrant founders.

German and English dominate as the main languages in the working 
environment. The migrant founders surveyed also use other  
languages such as French, Turkish, or Spanish more frequently as 
a language used in a work context (13 percent vs. 6 percent). This 
linguistic diversity reflects an intercultural orientation that can 
facilitate access to international markets and promote collaboration 
in multicultural teams.
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6.1. Composition of participants
In order to classify the results of the survey, this chapter summarizes 
basic information, attitudes, and characteristics  
of the groups of people surveyed.

As in the previous year, more men than women took part in the 
survey this year. The proportion of female participants in this year’s 
sample has declined significantly. While the proportion of women was 
still 29 percent in 2023 and 33 percent in 2024, it is only around 20 
percent in the current report.

In terms of age groups and educational qualifications, the survey 
shows a diverse composition of participants. The most strongly 
represented were those over 40, followed by those aged 26 to 30 
with 20 percent and those aged 31 to 40 with around 16 percent.  
The under 20 years age group was not represented.

Fig. 22: Age at the time of the survey (in years); n=164

Fig. 23: Education level; n=164

28
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Almost 93 percent of respondents are (co-)founders, while the 
remaining participants stated that they are managing directors or 
hold a senior position in the startup. A detailed look at the founding 
experiences shows that the proportion of multiple founders was 
highest in this year’s study at 41 percent. The average age for first-
time founders is between 20 and 35 years old.

of respondents are  
(co-)founders

Münster 8%

Aachen 9%

Paderborn 4%

Düsseldorf 10%

Bonn 5%

Wuppertal 4%

Bielefeld 2%

Rhein-Kreis 
Neuss

3%

Bochum 3%

Duisburg 2%

Cologne 15%

93%

Fig. 25: Serial entrepreneurs; n=164

Fig. 24: Role in startup; n=164

Fig. 27: Location of startups; n=164; 
Note: The sum of the percentages deviates from 100% because additional 
response options could be selected that are not shown in the chart.

Role in startup Location of startups

2023

34% 2024

30%

2025

41%

7%41+ years

23%26–30 years

Not specified 2%

36–40 years 6%

31–35 years 21%

20–25 years 29%

12%Under 20  
years

Fig. 26: Age when first business was founded (in years); n=66

The majority of participants have a university degree, with a master’s 
degree being the most common. Over a third of the degrees were 
obtained outside North Rhine-Westphalia. STEM subjects dominate 
the fields of study, accounting for more than half of all degrees, both 
among migrant and non-migrant founders.

The most frequently cited location for the startups surveyed is 
Cologne (15 percent). This is followed by the cities of Düsseldorf, 
Aachen, Münster, and Bonn. The majority (47 percent) of the 
startups surveyed are in the startup phase (completion of a market-
ready offering, initial sales, and/or users). Compared to the previous 
year, more startups in the (pre-)seed phase and startup phase and 
fewer in the growth phase took part in the survey.

Age when first business was founded 
(in years)

Serial entrepreneurs
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Fig. 28: Startup phase; n=164

Despite the diversity of business models pursued, there is a clear trend toward IT and technology-based startups. This development 
underscores the increasingly important role of technology as a key driver of innovation and growth in the startup scene.

The survey results show that the majority of participants work in small  
startup teams with one or two co-founders.

Gender of co-founders: 

•	 129 male

•	 32 female

•	 1 diverse

•	 2 not specified
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Fig. 30: Number of co-founders; n=164
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Fig. 29: Business model; n=164
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6.2. Voices from the NRW startup ecosystem 
Respondents were given the opportunity to express their opinions and wishes, which are presented below as voices from the startup 
ecosystem.

“This strong ecosystem supports our
innovative strength, accelerates our
development, and facilitates access to 
markets and capital.”

“Lots of funding, incubators, accelerators,
startup centers, events, investors, etc.”

“There is excellent networking between the 
various players. North Rhine-Westphalia 
can only establish itself as an effective 
and internationally visible location as a 
whole. This was particularly noticeable, for 
example, at the NRW Hub Battle,
where many hubs worked together.” 

“My experience with the startup  
ecosystem in North Rhine-Westphalia 
has been entirely positive thus far. 
Startups receive comprehensive support 
in achieving their goals—in particular 
through access to relevant contacts and 
mentors, as well as targeted assistance in 
overcoming key challenges.”

“Many events, many networks, many hubs.”

Non-migrant founder,     , 31-35 years 

“There are many offers available that you 
can choose from freely. It could sometimes 
be simpler, but the variety is good.”

Non-migrant founder,     , 31-35 years

“Good networking and plenty of support 
where you need it.”

“I think there is a lot of potential for
simplification and improvement. At the
same time, however, there are also many
people who are willing to help.”

Non-migrant founder,     , 31-35 years

Non-migrant founder,     , 31-35 years

“Good support programs compared to other
states, large network, many events, startup 
hubs.”

Non-migrant founder,     , 26-30 years

Non-migrant founder,     , 41+ years

Non-migrant founder,     , 20-25 years

Migrant founder,     , 41+ years

Migrant founder,     , 41+ years

“Financing is not bold enough. Many 
investors focus on conservative 
projects and avoid riskier ventures—
this means that bold seed and growth 
investments are lacking, especially in 
innovative areas.”

Migrant Founder,     , 36-40 years
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