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Nearly five million people in France live in deprived urban 
communities designated as Sensitive Urban Zones (ZUS) 
by a government law passed in 1996. Many of these 
communities feature high levels of unemployment, crime 
and drug use. In some ZUS, youth unemployment can 
reach 40%. Many are considered to be police ‘no-go’ areas.

Entrepreneurship can be a powerful tool in these 
communities, to empower young people and give them 
opportunities that they would otherwise struggle to secure.

Youth Business International and its member in France, 
Planet Finance’s Entreprendre en Banlieue, undertook a 
workshop to understand the context-specific challenges 

faced by young people in these communities when trying 
to start a business, and gather recommendations on how 
to better support these under-served young entrepreneurs.

The workshop was based on the Contexts Framework, 
a tool developed by YBI, War Child UK and Restless 
Development, which aims to better understand how 
challenges faced by young entrepreneurs vary across 
different contexts and to facilitate knowledge-sharing.

The research revealed that young entrepreneurs in ZUS 
communities face markedly different issues from young 
entrepreneurs in the rest of France, and require different 
kinds of support.

Introduction

Key findings

Recommendations
Importance of local staff: Because levels of 
development in the ZUS differ so significantly to the 
situation at a national level, EEB strongly believes 
in the importance of recruiting local staff for each 
branch. This ensures practical understanding of the 
levels of deprivation and realities experienced by the 
target beneficiaries, and means beneficiaries feel 
more comfortable interacting with the staff.

Economic development 
While France is classified by the Framework as an 
innovation driven economy1, more than 40% of 
inhabitants of sensitive urban zones live below the 
official poverty line and, at roughly 40%, unemployment 
in the ZUS is double the national average. 

1. The Framework draws on the system used in the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitive Report, which classif ies economies as factor-, 
efficiency- and innovation- driven – see http://www.weforum.org/issues/global-competitiveness

Start-up challenges
Note: This is indicative-only and based on the views expressed by young entrepreneurs who participated in the workshop.

Access to finance Navigation of 
administration

Sourcing raw 
materials

Stock 
management

Knowing the 
market

Locating  
a venue

Selecting 
products and 

services

http://www.weforum.org/issues/global-competitiveness
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Lack of infrastructure  
and mobility 
Whilst transport and connectivity is generally good in France, 
transport links between ZUS communities and economic 
centres are limited and those that do exist are expensive, and 
many young entrepreneurs lack internet access at home. 
This highlights the extent to which young entrepreneurs 
in the ZUS are marginalised. Lack of mobility can inhibit 
young entrepreneurs from accessing more profitable 
markets in economic centres and limit growth potential. 

Recommendations
Geographic analysis of deprivation is important 
to underpin branch location and operating decisions. 
It is crucial to understand the cultural and historical 
factors behind the social and economic issues faced, 
as well as understanding the way urban planning and 
government policies have contributed to, or could 
improve the situation.

Proximity is vital. Branches providing services for 
young entrepreneurs must be located within the 
targeted neighbourhood(s) or must be very accessible 
for target beneficiaries. The EEB programme 
operates through a number of local neighbourhood 
associations, called ADAMs (Association for detection 
and mentoring of candidates micro entrepreneurs). 
This model depends on economies of scale and is 
only possible in urban areas. With sparse populations 
in rural areas, the accessibility and number of 
branches would not be economically viable: EEB has 
a target cost of €4,000 per business created, and 
each local EEB branch targets the creation of 30-40 
new businesses per year. 

Recommendations
Raise awareness of the incentives for becoming 
‘part of the system’: When working with long-term 
unemployed and highly marginalised beneficiaries, EEB 
believes it is crucial to raise awareness of the benefits 
of collaborating with – and contributing to – the State 
through business formalisation and pension funds, etc. 
This will be a central factor for longer-term success and 
business growth. 

Collaborating at secondary school-level: 
EEB believes that it is important to prepare 
future generations of entrepreneurs. To this end, 
organisations must collaborate with secondary 
schools to promote awareness of the opportunities 
presented by entrepreneurship. 

Entrepreneurship culture 
Many young entrepreneurs in deprived urban 
communities are highly risk averse, citing fear of failure 
and uncertainty of access to finance as key barriers  
to entrepreneurship. 

Yet at the same time, self-employment is often 
the only opportunity for income generation, other 
than reliance on State benefits. Entrepreneurs from 
these communities are predominantly “necessity-
driven”, rather than “opportunity-driven”. This differs 
significantly from the Contexts Framework, which finds 
that in innovation driven economies such as France, 
the majority of entrepreneurs are “opportunity-driven”. 

Bureaucratic challenges
The main issue encountered by young entrepreneurs 
in starting a business lies in navigation of complex 
administrative procedures, particularly due to the current 
uncertainty around legislation for small business owners.

The new government has introduced 84 new tax 
measures since coming to power in 2012, and the 
‘auto-entrepreneur’ status, offering incentives for small 
businesses, could potentially be abolished. This has 
compounded the challenges provided by an overly 
complex administrative system and curtailed investment.

Recommendations
Provide strong guidance on navigation of 
administrative procedures and requirements: 
This is a central part of EEB’s methodology, as 
lack of understanding of administrative procedures 
and requirements is such a major barrier to 
entrepreneurship in France.

Recommendations
Encourage ‘mother-friendly’ businesses:  
EEB believes that development of home and flexible 
working business models is key to mitigating this issue. 

Gender imbalance
Few young women in deprived urban communities start 
up or have aspirations to start up in business. Most 
ZUS communities have a high percentage of Muslim 
inhabitants, whose traditional views around gender roles 
can present barriers for aspiring female entrepreneurs.

This is evident by the fact that a majority of EEB’s 
beneficiaries (66 – 70%) are men, while a recent study 
undertaken by EEB showed that there is a significant 
dip in prevalence of business ownership among women 
of childbearing age (~28-40 years old in France).
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About the research
The Contexts Framework2 includes 3 modules and sub-
dimensions as demonstrated in Figure A. The framework 
was developed through three phases of research, 
consultation and testing, and workshop participants were 
encouraged to select the dimensions that most strongly 
influence the impact they can have in their local context.

Between January and March 2014, Youth Business 
International conducted workshops with young 
entrepreneurs and staff at Entreprendre en Banlieue. The 
workshops took place with teams at both the head office 
in Paris and in one regional office, located in Saint-Quentin, 
northern France. The young entrepreneur workshop was 
held in the style of a Focus Group Discussion with eight 
young entrepreneurs. Findings were triangulated through  
a questionnaire, administered via telephone. 

The research utilised YBI’s Context Framework, developed in 
partnership; with War Child UK and Restless Development. 
The Contexts Framework is a tool designed to help key 
stakeholders in the youth entrepreneurship sector to:

• Understand how programme delivery needs to be 
adapted to operating contexts to maximise impact 

• Share good practice and lessons learned more 
systematically across different operating contexts 

• Allocate resources to support youth 
entrepreneurship most effectively in  
different contexts

2. Read more information about the Contexts Framework at http://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/8565.pdf and 
http://www.youthbusiness.org/ybi-and-consortium-partners-launch-field-research-to-boost-understanding-of-context-on-youth-entrepreneurship-success/

Where I work

• Conflict level
• Economic development and deprivation
• Degree of urbanisation
• Institutional context
• Cultural perceptions of entrepreneurship
• Discrimination
• Human Capital
• Infrastructure
• Situation of youth
• Climate/Environmental issues

Who I work with

• Entrepreneur motivation
• Stage of enterprise development
• Ethnicity
• Age Group
• Gender

How I work

• Scale (number of staff, offices, area of operation, 
numbers served)

• Organisational capacity (inc. strengths  
and weakness)

Figure A

http://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/8565.pdf
http://www.youthbusiness.org/ybi-and-consortium-partners-launch-field-research-to-boost-understanding-of-context-on-youth-entrepreneurship-success/
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PlaNet Finance is an international 
organisation whose mission 
is to fight poverty by helping 

impoverished people develop independent revenue-generating 
activities to sustainably improve their living conditions. 

In 2006, PlaNet Finance France3 created the Entreprendre 
en Banlieue (EEB) programme to support the creation of 
micro-enterprises in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, to help 
unemployed people overcome barriers to starting a business. 

The programme was born out of an urgent need to address 
the issue of geographically concentrated poverty and 
exclusion in France. The riots in October/November 2005 
in Paris suburbs and other French cities – sparked by 
factors including high levels of unemployment amongst 
disadvantaged young people – accelerated EEB’s launch.

About PlaNet Finance  
and Entreprendre en Banlieue

EEB operates through a Network of associations 
dedicated to coaching and mentoring of  
micro-entrepreneurs – it focuses on:

• Pro-active identification  
of micro-entrepreneurs

• Pre-creation support  
(fill the skills gap, training)

• Support during creation  
(administrative issues)

• Post-creation support  
(business advice)

60% of EEB beneficiaries are under the age of 354, 
and the majority (66-70%) are men.

Organisational scale:

• EEB works only in urban zones of more than  
20,000 inhabitants. 

• 1,743 young entrepreneurs were supported5  
by the EEB network in 2013.

• 337 young entrepreneurs were trained by  
EEB in 2013.

• EEB has 17 local offices in 10 urban centres  
across France.

• 50 full-time staff work in the EEB network.

Organisational capacity:

Key strengths include quality services, organisational 
flexibility and strong external contacts. 

Constraints include public funding cuts, funds to attract 
more and retain existing skilled staff, and the challenges of 
formalised systems and processes.

3. http://www.planetfinance.org/
4. While the focus of the Youth Business International network is to support under-served young entrepreneurs aged 18 – 35, some YBI members – such 

as EEB – support entrepreneurs across a broader age range. 
5. For YBI, “support” includes a holistic package of services, to help young entrepreneurs start or grow their businesses sustainably, such as entrepreneur 

training, mentoring and/or access to f inance.

Organisational scale and capacity 

http://www.planetfinance.org/

