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ABSTRACT  

This research project examined how self-employment, instead of leading to social and occupational 

mobility for migrant entrepreneurs, as previously theorised, can trap them in low-value, low-pay 

sectors. The project focused on the gendered experiences of work, highlighting the implications for 

men and women in precarious self-employment (low-paid/low-valued). Despite the advantages 

associated with becoming an entrepreneur (escaping racialised discrimination), becoming an 

entrepreneur can lead to experiencing ‘in-work’ poverty. While in-work poverty has been studied in 

terms of paid employment, there is little research on this area linked to business activity and less on 

migrant entrepreneurship. Drawing on qualitative interviews, the project findings show that 

precarious migrant entrepreneurs cushion the vulnerability of their businesses by reorganising 

household dynamics to subsidise the low turnover. In addition, our data show that women tend to 

gain bargaining power in their intrahousehold dynamics as long as they are able to fulfil their role in 

the household and in their business activities. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

This research project examined how self-employment, instead of leading to social and occupational 

mobility for migrant entrepreneurs, as previously theorised, can trap them in low-value, low-pay 

sectors. The project focused on the gendered experiences of work, highlighting the implications for 

men and women in precarious self-employment (low-paid/low-valued) and the support available to 

them. These aspects have been largely overlooked in management studies, migrant entrepreneurship, 

and industrial sociology.  

Migrant entrepreneurship has emerged as an alternative source of employment to overcome 

racialised discrimination in the labour market and achieve self-realisation and positive integration in 

the countries of settlement. Immigrant entrepreneurship scholarship has explored how becoming an 

entrepreneur is the alternative to unemployment, escaping precarious paid employment, fulfilling 

professional aspirations, and controlling daily work life. Despite all these advantages associated with 

becoming an entrepreneur, previous research has shown that migrant entrepreneurs make paltry 

returns on their businesses. This may lead to experiencing ‘in-work’ poverty as entrepreneurs. While 

in-work poverty has been studied in terms of paid employment, there is little research on this area 

linked to business activity and less on migrant entrepreneurship. Drawing on qualitative interviews, 

the project findings show that precarious migrant entrepreneurs cushion the vulnerability of their 

businesses by reorganising household dynamics to subsidise the low turnover. In addition, our data 

show that women tend to gain bargaining power in their intrahousehold dynamics as long as they are 

able to fulfil their role in the household and in their business activities. Our findings contribute to 

broader discussions on in-work poverty, marginalised workers, migrant entrepreneurship, and gender 

inequalities.  

Funded by the Institute of Small Business and Entrepreneurship (ISBE) and the School of Social, 

Economic, and Political Sciences at the University of Southampton, the project sheds light on the 
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constraints of entrepreneurship that may lead to the deterioration of the quality of employment and 

gender equality for migrant business owners. This research can benefit policymakers and practitioners 

in business support for vulnerable groups by offering valuable insights for policy initiatives to support 

business creation and growth for migrants. 

 

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT  

SITUATING THE FIELD OF PRECARITY AND MIGRANT ENTREPRENEURSHIP  

This research engages with the impact of migrant entrepreneurship for men, women, and their 

children in the ethnic economy, which is generally characterised by informality and deregulation. 

Migrant entrepreneurship has emerged as an alternative source of employment to overcome 

racialised discrimination in the labour market and achieve self-realisation and positive integration in 

the countries of settlement. However, this form of labour incorporation tends to be placed in sectors 

of the market that entail harsh working conditions and cut-throat competition. Research on precarious 

work (Standing, 2011) has highlighted expanding forms of insecure work and non-standard 

employment relations. Migrants are crucial to these processes by providing a renewed pool of labour 

force (Piore, 1979) that helps employers accommodate the demand and supply of workers. The work 

of migrants has been extensively researched concerning the labour niches they are employed in, the 

impact of legal status, and the overall precarity of their employment (MacKenzie and Forde, 2009; 

Anderson, 2010; Alberti, 2014). Immigrant entrepreneurship scholarship has explored how becoming 

an entrepreneur is the alternative to unemployment, escaping precarious paid employment (Ram et 

al. 2008; Ram et al. 2014), fulfilling professional aspirations and controlling daily work-life (Abada, Hou 

and Hou and Lu, 2014). 

Despite all these advantages associated with becoming an entrepreneur, research has shown that 

migrant entrepreneurs make paltry returns on their businesses (Villares-Varela et al., 2018), which 

may lead to experiencing ‘in-work’ poverty as entrepreneurs. Whilst in-work poverty has been studied 

in terms of paid employment (Goerne, 2011), there is little research on this area linked to business 

activity and less on migrant entrepreneurship.  

According to supranational organisations such as the OECD and the EU, suitable quality employment 

is defined as having some of the following characteristics: an appropriate level of earnings, security, 

learning opportunities, health and safety, autonomy, no time pressure, opportunities for work-life 

balance, social protection, and gender balance (only on the EU list) (EU 2017, OECD 2015). Many of 

these characteristics are missing from the employment outcomes for migrant entrepreneurs. Scholars 

have explored the experiences of migrant workers in the ethnic economy, illustrating how insecure 

and unstable their employment is, and the role of policies in processes of exclusion. McDowell et al. 

(2009) highlight how 'the current transformations of the economy associated with the rise of low-

wage employment and non-traditional forms of employment contracts, especially in the expanding 
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service economy, has placed both British and migrant workers in a range of precarious working 

relationships' (2009, 19). 

This work in the margins is understood here as particularly unpredictable and insecure for migrant 

workers due to the intersections with visa regulations and gendered/racialised exclusions from secure 

employment. This emerging division of labour creates precarious spaces for migrant workers in 

vulnerable situations. For example, Bloch (2013) looked at the experiences of undocumented migrants 

inside and outside the ethnic enclave, highlighting that job-seeking in situations of irregularity is more 

likely to happen through kinship networks in the migrant economy that enable trust in a vulnerable 

situation. 

Precarity and informality go hand in hand, as exchanges in the market or terms of work and 

employment relations can result in less protection, lower income, and longer working hours. It is 

essential to consider the work done on the topic of the informal economy and migrant 

entrepreneurship to understand these shared characteristics and identify areas for further research 

in these underexplored fields. Leading experts on globalisation, like Sassen (1997), have highlighted 

that informality is a feature of advanced capitalism, not a leftover from pre-modernity and that the 

informal economy is necessary for capitalism to function. In the realm of the informal economy, 

mainstream entrepreneurship and management studies have yet to focus on this area. However, 

contributions from scholars such as Williams (2014), Jones, Ram and Edwards (2006) and Refai and 

McElwee (2022) made a difference in the field. Concerning bargaining dynamics, Ram et al. (2017) 

have used workplace sociology combined with mixed embeddedness to illustrate how spaces in the 

market for migrant businesses are established and how the conditions of informality are configured 

in work and employment relations. Being a migrant entrepreneur means being at a chronic 

disadvantage in the market, which may lead to reinforcing informal arrangements to survive. Although 

different forms of informality in the ethnic economy and the significance of family obligations in these 

arrangements are highlighted, the links between the household and the firm as part of these informal 

arrangements are still insufficiently explored, which we aim to address in this research project. 

 

FAMILY AND FIRM DYNAMICS: EMBEDDEDNESS, CONFLICT AND COOPERATION  

International and national organisations promote migrant entrepreneurship to address 

unemployment among migrants and promote social integration (UNHCR-IOM, 2018; Home Office, 

2019). Whilst entrepreneurship emerges in the policy discourse as the cure-all for migrant 

entrepreneurs and the countries where they settle (Ram et al., 2017), little is known about the specific 

implications of entrepreneurship for different family members. Outcomes can be mediated by 

gendered arrangements and intergenerational aspirations, benefiting certain members of the family 

over others. These processes can have a profound effect on the quality of life and working conditions 

of migrant families. Studying the family-business relationship provides a comprehensive 

understanding of the effects of both productive and reproductive work for migrant families, which 

have been overlooked in previous studies. 
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Given that immigrant entrepreneurship tends to be placed in areas of the market where profitability 

is based on the extensive use of the labour force as the basis for competition, recourse to family 

support is vital for the survival of these firms (Ram et al., 2001; Villares-Varela et al., 2017).  Despite 

the acknowledgement of the importance of this support, the organisation of work (productive and 

reproductive) in families and households has been under-researched for migrant entrepreneurs.  

Family dynamics and firm dynamics are intertwined, as illustrated in the seminal work by Sanders and 

Nee (1996) and by Ram et al.’s (2001) work on the use of patchwork strategies between the household 

and business economies from family members. The patchwork of sources of formal and informal 

income come together for the survival of both the firm and the family, which is particularly relevant 

for those businesses working in precarious conditions that supplement other forms of companies in 

advanced capitalist societies (Villares-Varela et al., 2018).  

Although there is an increasing number of studies looking at migrant women entrepreneurs (Ozasir 

Kacar and Essers 2019, 2023; Vershinina et al. 2019; Romero and Valdez 2016; Al-Dajani 2022), there 

is no gender-based approach to the role of men and women in the ethnic economy. Similarly, the 

influence of enterprise on intergenerational dynamics is limited to a few outdated studies on the 

hospitality sector for Chinese families (Song, 1997). When examining scholarship accounting for the 

role of immigrant women in family businesses, it is expected that these strategies will be analysed as 

either the exploitation of women by their husbands, brothers, or fathers or the conceptualisation of 

the business as a space of empowerment. We suggest that theories of immigrant entrepreneurship 

should explore perspectives that take into account the complexities of negotiations within 

households. Theoretical perspectives, such as those developed by economist Amartya Sen (1987) on 

gender and 'cooperative conflicts', could be useful in understanding the complexities of household 

business dynamics. Sen's approach, which overcomes the limitations of an overly harmonious 

understanding of household dynamics, has been embraced by feminist economists as a way to 

illustrate the complexities of bargaining dynamics in the household in the context of development and 

beyond (Basu and Kanbur, 2008). The neoclassical utility maximisation model assumes a harmonious 

household where every family member cooperates towards a common goal or the figure of a 

‘benevolent dictator’ who makes decisions and allocates resources towards the success of the 

household unit. This model did not question patriarchal relations and how the strategies of profit-

maximising can put women’s survival and well-being in jeopardy. While the neoclassical model 

emphasised harmony, conflict-based theories anchored in Marxian and feminist models stressed 

gender division of labour and inequalities within the household as the basis of capitalism. Given that 

men occupy better rewarded and valued positions in paid employment, the care work is significantly 

devalued, weakening the power of women. The model sustains that the bargaining power within 

households in capitalism depends on income and capacity to mobilise resources.  

Unsatisfied with the limitations of both approaches, scholars embraced Amartya Sen’s theory in the 

realm of a bargaining approach, as it incorporated cooperation and conflict in the same model. This 

model departs from his capabilities approach (Sen, 2007) by analysing well-being and agency and how 

family strongly influences our perceptions of individual welfare and who deserves it.  
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This theoretical approach can be particularly useful to analyse the links between firm and family for 

two main reasons: (1) it deconstructs the concept of ‘productive’ activities, giving a prominent role to 

those ‘within the household’ activities that are necessary for the ‘productive’ activities to happen. Sen 

(1987) argues, ' The so-called 'productive' activities may be parasitic on other work being done, e.g. 

housework and food preparation, the looking after of children, bringing food to the field where 

cultivators are working. (…) The household's prosperity depends on the totality of various activities - 

getting money incomes, purchasing or directly producing (in the case of, say, peasants) food materials 

and other goods, producing eatable food out of food materials, and so on. But in addition to aggregate 

prosperity, even the divisions between sexes in general, and specifically those within the household, 

may also be deeply influenced by the pattern of gender division of work’ (Sen 1987: 11). In respect of 

immigrant entrepreneurship, this perspective would broaden the analysis of household-business 

dynamics and would help us to use the household-business as the unit of analysis and overcome the 

production/reproduction divide. (2) The use of the concept of ‘cooperative conflicts’ (Sen, 1989) 

allows us to analyse how domestic units work and argues that households can be harmonious and 

divergent simultaneously, where situations of cooperation and conflict happen at the same time: 

‘Family relations similarly involve a combination of congruence and conflict. Obvious benefits accrue 

to all parties as a result of family arrangements, but the nature of the division of work and goods 

determines specific distributions and disadvantages and particular patterns of inequalities. It is 

important not to lose sight of either of these functions that families fill, since a model of pure conflict 

or pure congruence would undoubtedly miss something of substance in family relations (Sen 1989:61).  

The concept of cooperative conflicts helps us resolve the compliance with gender systems for women 

in family businesses: ‘The choice among cooperative solutions, may be distinctively unfavourable to a 

group – women, for example-, (…), without any perceived sense of “exploitation”, given the nature of 

perceptions of self-interest and conceptions of what is legitimate and what is not (Sen 1989: 68). 

Hence, unpacking the household-business dynamics through the lens of cooperative conflicts would 

facilitate a nuanced analysis of the division of work and the negotiations of roles and tasks within the 

business.  

RESEARCH DESIGN  

The project collected data through qualitative interviews conducted in England with 15 migrant 

entrepreneurs as part of an exploratory project. Given the lack of sampling frame on migrant 

businesses, particularly those in a situation of precarity, the sampling strategy was ‘purposeful’ 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). We looked at small businesses primarily located in the service sector.  

Respondents came from a wide range of countries of origin, primarily women and were mainly 

between 30 and 50 years old (see summary table, Table 1). The businesses were concentrated in a 

narrow range of sectors, such as low-end retail, catering, and personal services. 

Participants were approached via informal contacts and organisations that support migrant 

entrepreneurs that both researchers have been working within the last few years. All participants 
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were provided with the opportunity to become familiarised with the study details and research 

objectives explained in the relevant participant information sheet, following the University of 

Southampton research ethics protocols.  

Because we interviewed entrepreneurs with small businesses in low-turnover sectors, we did not want 

to burden their livelihoods financially; therefore, we allocated a small amount of compensation for 

their time, which equates to the National Living Wage approximately for the two hours of interview 

(£30), following the financial procedures set up by the university to process this compensation.  

The interviews lasted between 60 and 120 minutes and followed a biographical approach (Kontos 

2003). The interview guide touched upon a wide range of topics, including migration history, 

educational and occupational trajectories, motivations to open the business, challenges and 

opportunities, family involvement, care responsibilities, quality of employment, perceptions of 

success, intrahousehold dynamics, and aspirations for the future.  

The data gathered was analysed using iterative processes between the co-authors, with thematic 

analysis focusing on tensions and the reworking and negotiation of expectations in family involvement 

in the business, resource allocation, and decision-making. We also looked at the perception of 

outcomes related to the quality of employment and the intersection with access to social protection 

and formal welfare support.  

 

FINDINGS 

Our respondents exhibit many indicators of unstable employment conditions, including low turnover, 

long work hours, and limited social protection. This has significant implications for how they manage 

to access public assistance (if available), build other forms of social protection (such as long-term 

investments in housing and pension), and rely on support from family members. Our analysis 

examines these processes and how individuals develop coping strategies for financial and social 

challenges and limited job opportunities. While complex and intertwined, our findings reveal the 

vulnerability of businesses, the connections to welfare and social protection, and the dynamics of 

cooperation and conflict within family-owned businesses. We briefly summarise here some of these 

findings. 

 

WORKING ON THE MARGINS, LOW RETURN AND VULNERABILITY TO CHANGES  

Echoing results from previous research on the paltry returns migrant businesses generally make 

(Jones, Ram and Villares-Varela, 2018), most of our research participants make less than the 

equivalent of the minimum wage in their businesses. Amongst our sample, particularly among women 

entrepreneurs, their micro-businesses generate less than £250 a month (PP06, PP09, PP10, PP11, 

PP12, PP14). For many, this low income requires them to rely on other sources of finance, such as 
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public funds (as detailed in the following section) or other sources of income from paid employment 

or other family members. Bricolage (Villares-Varela, Ram and Jones 2018) emerges here as a strategy 

for the firm's survival that highly depends on different activities or income. The generalised low return 

leads to evaluating their businesses as struggling or with potential in the long run but not at the time 

of the interview.  

The reasons behind the low return are varied, for many women having only partial dedication to the 

activity, such as those who have catering businesses that only work for particular occasions or 

customers or those in the beauty sector with reduced hours. So, part-time entrepreneurship also 

seems a popular option amongst our research participants, contributing to the precarity of the 

outcomes. An underlying cause that, although not mentioned by many of the interviewees, is that 

their businesses are also concentrated in already saturated market sectors, making it difficult to find 

any competitive advantage that would make the business grow and consolidate a sustainable income 

level.  

However, other non-tangible benefits outweigh the disadvantages of running a small firm, such as 

freedom, utilising skills not recognised in paid employment, and the capacity to balance caring 

responsibilities and work. This is a recurrent theme among our interviewees who emphasise how 

important it is to be able to have the freedom to be available for their families. 

In addition, being entrepreneurial is an intrinsic part of their parenting, affirming that being a good 

role model for their children is one of the most satisfactory outcomes of their businesses. For example, 

PP11 said she did not like to be at home on welfare support and not develop herself, and neither her 

nor her husband wanted their children to grow up thinking this was the way to live, or thinking their 

parents are lazy. She said before her husband was ill, they had plans to work hard and buy a house. 

Her husband is now supportive of the business. PP15 explains how she is very proud of how her 

children see her waking up every day to run the business whilst being there for them as a mother, 

which is conveyed by many of our interviewees. 

Opening up a business, although making limited returns, also helps with realising its potential in the 

labour market by utilising skills that need to be recognised in the UK. The experiences of some of our 

research participants also show how their skills and credentials from their country of origin are not 

employed in the UK in paid employment, which makes them perceive a downward social mobility 

trajectory with migration—opening a business cushions the loss of status from the country of origin. 

Many of these women are trying to do something similar in small, informal, home-based catering 

businesses. This demonstrates the significance of role modelling/copying - thus possibly lack of 

innovation- and reflects the similarity of their constrained situations. Many are carers for their 

husbands (and children) and need to do flexible work that fits around this; thus, being home-based 

can be preferable.  

An essential aspect of the vulnerability of the businesses that many participants flag relates to how to 

confront unexpected challenges. For example, most participants had limited financial and social 

resources to assist through periods of crisis in their businesses, linked to external macro conditions, 
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such as the impact of the COVID pandemic, or personal circumstances, such as workplace accidents 

or needing to take care for family members who are ill.  

In some sectors, self-employment requires working alongside others, such as our sample's 

hairdressers or beauty therapists. These participants, whilst self-employed, might rent a chair in a 

salon and still must comply with the owner's demands. Some of these dynamics in the organisation of 

their work mean they lose control over their work (hours, timings), how they work (protocols, 

relationship with customers) and balancing care with work (no access to personal calls during working 

hours, for example).   

 

WELFARE, SOCIAL PROTECTION AND PRECARIOUS SELF-EMPLOYMENT  

Research participants need help accessing sick or parental leave with benefits like those in paid 

employment. Investing in long-term social protection, such as a pension plan or a thought-through 

strategy for retirement, is also rare. Here, precarious entrepreneurship puts migrant business owners 

in a very vulnerable situation in the long term when accessing other benefits that they would be able 

to acquire in paid employment.  

Managing welfare support and working is a real challenge for most participants. This restricts the 

hours they can work and the income they generate (PP09, PP10, PP11, PP14), puts pressure on them 

to find full-time employment in the short term rather than focus on business development for the 

longer term (PP12), or adds to family pressures with managing childcare (PP07). Welfare support is 

insufficient to survive, so additional money is crucial.   Balancing the number of hours worked so as 

not to lose welfare support through Universal Credit or Carers’ Allowance involves balancing the need 

to bring sufficient income to the household and not losing the state support they are entitled to and 

require. The vulnerabilities of the sectors where they work make these decisions even tougher for 

migrant entrepreneurs. However, micro-scale entrepreneurship provides a critical form of additional 

income for those unable to work full-time but struggling to survive on welfare with increasing living 

costs. 

PERSONAL AND FAMILY RESOURCES TO CUSHION LOW RETURN - BARGAINING 

DYNAMICS IN FAMILIES 

All the women still carry domestic responsibilities (childcare, household chores, etc.) whether they 

are working or not—the ‘double burden’—and even if their husbands are at home and unable to work. 

The same pattern in this division of labour applies to the male participants, too (except PP05, who is 

single). 

Generally, businesses are not a family affair. Spouses might offer support in a very minimal way, but 

rather, it is more in terms of balancing the business/family life (and more so when the man is the 

entrepreneur). As an initial thought, this might be due, in part, to many of the businesses being so 

small scale that there is not much need for additional labour from family members.  It may also be  

due to many of these micro-businesses in our sample being led by women, and operating in 
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traditionally ‘feminised’ sectors where perhaps the men have little to offer or have little interest. 

Additionally, a fair proportion of their husbands were unwell and limited in what they could do. Here, 

we see how many of these businesses are in sectors that are generally ‘devalued’ or perceived as 

having low return/low value, which does not help with the bargaining power that women might have 

in their household power relations.  

However, running a business in saturated markets with low returns requires extensive dedication, 

such as working long hours and having multiple roles within the business. Limitations to hiring workers 

or outsourcing some tasks mean they carry the brunt of the day-to-day business activities, and there 

is limited room for maximising outcomes through expertise. For example, one of our interviewees 

conveys how she should hire someone to market their business. Still, because of limited resources, 

she did the marketing on top of all the other hats she wore in the business. The same applies to 

cleaning or an extra hand in the kitchen.  

These limitations lead to utilising family labour in different ways, either in the business or in the home, 

to substitute the role of women. Given that immigrant entrepreneurship tends to be placed in areas 

of the market where profitability is based on the extensive use of the labour force as the basis for 

competition, recourse to family support is vital for the survival of these firms, which tends to be 

mediated by gender arrangements. Women tend to sacrifice their dedication to the business with less 

time to put into it,  or even open it to support care activities while generating income. Whilst theories 

of bargaining power would suggest that generating income would increase women's bargaining 

power, here we see that it might do so as long as the reproductive work is covered, but not necessarily 

if this is left at the hands of others or not sufficiently catered for. For example, PP7 explains that the 

business has overall reduced conflict in the relationship. However, she suggests the future is still 

unknown and the business is giving her the confidence to imagine how she could be independent in 

the future.  

In previous research, we also explored how business ownership for migrant women can 

simultaneously contest and comply with cultural expectations of motherhood that, although 

potentially devalued in advanced capitalist societies, are still important for the acquisition of 

legitimacy in the role of women in the household (Garcia and Villares-Varela 2023). This paper shows 

that cooperation can occur against the backdrop of conflict, as in Sen's model. If being away from 

home to open up their own ventures can lead to abandoning the household expectations, fulfilling 

both will earn women extra badges that will help them have more bargaining power. Similarly, men 

who manage to sustain the household with earnings from the business are supported by their wives 

in tasks such as accountancy, cleaning or marketing for the industry. The role of children is also vital 

to some companies, such as those in hospitality, which might lead to further tensions in the light of 

precarious outcomes, with parents either requesting their family support or wanting to have them 

focus on other career paths that might support the household further through bricolage. PP13 

explains that although she misses not having her daughter around to help in the business, she also 

wants her to do well at university and make the most of her opportunities there. Regardless of this 
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outcome, we still see cooperation as part of the family’s strategy for survival while intergenerational 

mobility is aspired to.  

 

DISCUSSION  

This report examines the challenges encountered by migrant entrepreneurs, particularly women, and 

how gender expectations and power dynamics influence their businesses. The study is based on 

qualitative biographical interviews, which reveal that limited financial returns are a significant 

obstacle for these businesses. Despite the economic challenges, starting a business offers non-

financial benefits such as using skills and education and serving as positive role models for children. 

However, women often have to balance their entrepreneurial aspirations with traditional gender roles 

in the household, and gaining family support for their business endeavours can be a priority. 

Many women still bear the brunt of reproductive work, which is crucial for family life. Involving men 

as business partners or participants in business activities can provide recognition for women's work 

and strengthen their bargaining power as migrant business owners. The strategies employed in 

precarious entrepreneurship highlight the lack of social protection compared to traditional 

employment opportunities. For instance, the meagre profits may hinder long-term financial security, 

such as retirement savings or acquiring property in the UK or their home countries. Parental leave and 

its associated benefits are also limited for most interviewees, further undermining their bargaining 

power in the business sphere. 

It is essential to recognise the precarious nature of migrant entrepreneurship, especially when 

advocating it as a solution for the socio-economic integration of migrants and refugees. The impact of 

entrepreneurship varies significantly between men and women, and these differences should be 

considered in integration efforts. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND CHALLENGES ENCOUNTERED 
 

Limitations: the project has limitations related to the research design, the reach of the project and the 

nature of the population recruited. First, the exploratory nature of the project meant that we recruited 

participants who owned small businesses, so the nature of precarity suffered from a selection bias. 

With more extensive resources and a longer timeline, we would have approached a diverse range of 

entrepreneurs and then tried to systematically classify the different types of ‘precarity’ and quality of 

employment, ideally also combining with secondary data on self-employment and quality of 

employment using the Labour Force Survey.  Hence, our results need to be considered as specific 

strategies for small, precarious businesses. Second, recruitment was limited to the south of England 

and to the networks of both researchers, who have strong connections with migrant support 

organisations, which might also condition the interviewees' profiles to those already embedded in 
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support networks. Finally, some entrepreneurs are particularly vulnerable when it comes to their 

financial situation, limited language skills, and social networks of support, which made the research 

process particularly challenging when it comes to recruitment and gathering rich data.  

Challenges: because of the nature of the research participants, allocating a budget for research 

incentives to compensate for the time they gave to the project immensely helped with recruitment. 

However, it was challenging to gather participants who would identify as having small businesses at 

very early stages that might need further support. Fulfilling the financial regulations for research 

incentives for research participants generated an extra amount of paperwork for research participants 

to engage with, which was also a deterrent to participation or to claim compensation in some cases.  

Underspend: several factors affected the underspent concerning the estimated budget. The initial 

budget had allocated £300 for travel expenses linked to fieldwork. However, we did not need to use 

this funding since many interviewees were comfortable with online interviewing or were local to 

where the researchers lived. Because of the extra paperwork required to pay research incentives to 

fulfil the financial procedures of the University, some interviewees decided not to claim back the £30 

incentive. In addition, Public Policy Southampton's work timeline and the project budget deadline 

meant that they did not professionally edit the policy brief (£400 approx.), which will be covered by 

an alternative funding source in the coming weeks.  

 

FURTHER RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES   

Further funding:  

- Some of the discussions emerging from the literature review and the pilot project formed 

the basis of two submissions: one to the Leverhulme fund, an unsuccessful bid, and one to 

the British Academy (mid-career fellowship), which is still under consideration.  

- Both authors are considering scaling up the project to a British Academy Small Grant 

fellowship by incorporating a quantitative component.  

 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

The project findings suggest different avenues to support migrant and refugee entrepreneurs that can 

be useful for practitioners providing business support, migrant support organisations and 

policymakers:  

Entrepreneurship as one of many career paths. Recognising individual differences and occupational 

journeys is critical for optimal business support. Aligning the career aspirations and paths of migrants 

will allow organisations to provide support that is geared towards the best outcomes, which might not 

necessarily be becoming an entrepreneur. Understanding an individual's previous work and 

educational history, career aspirations, and responsibilities within the household relating to income-

generating work and domestic and caring roles would help organisations to take a more 
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comprehensive approach to support. Being familiar with the specific barriers to working for migrants 

will also make an important difference in channelling beneficiaries to different support aspects. This 

includes being aware that individual migrants start with varying levels of English skills and awareness 

of technical business vocabulary and concepts, as well as an understanding of how business operates 

in the UK (regulations, markets, business culture, etc.) – which impacts the type and level of support 

they require. 

Advocacy to transform structural barriers into good-quality employment: Many barriers to accessing 

good-quality employment or having the conditions to start a successful enterprise are structural 

barriers (discrimination, difficulties in standardising degrees from the country of origin, no recourse 

to public funds, etc.). Organisations should work on fostering social inclusion for migrants and build 

with policy-makers an inclusive enterprise policy agenda that is sensitive to racialised discrimination 

and gender disadvantages.  

Informing about the impact of long-term social protection: Becoming an entrepreneur can be very 

advantageous for migrants since it helps them overcome many challenges that might be a barrier to 

their social and economic integration, and they can even employ others. However, this strategy needs 

to be paired with a long-term social protection strategy based on resources in place for sick leave, 

parental leave, and retirement. Organisations should inform beneficiaries how to make this 

occupational strategy sustainable in the long run, the impact of starting a business on other forms of 

state support they might receive, and how to manage this.    

Sensitivity to care responsibilities: Accessing support is also affected by gender dynamics and 

expectations, and support organisations should be aware of scheduled hours for appointments, as 

well as the length of training. Amongst our research participants, women frequently conveyed that 

they could access training and appointments when these would fall during school hours and when 

they were flexible to work around their care responsibilities. In addition, setting up mentoring groups 

with other women where entrepreneurs with more experience can support aspiring or starting 

entrepreneurs can make a difference to their soft skills and expectations.  

 

KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE OPPORTUNITIES  

The project outputs have been shared with key organisations in the field of migrant work and 

entrepreneurship such as, in the form of informal conversations and sharing the policy brief:  

- Migrant Workers Rights Centre  

- Aspire UK 

- Ashley Integrates 

The Centre of Research in Ethnic Minority Entrepreneurship (CREME) at Aston Business School hosted 

a presentation of the project findings with practitioners supporting migrants in a wide range of roles.  
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An online roundtable with practitioners on migrants and precarious work will be held on December 

5th, 2024.  

 

OUTCOMES  
 

The project has generated the following outcomes:  

- Conference paper, presented at the British Sociological Association Conference 2024, 3-5 

April 2025.  

- Guest lecturer at the Centre for Research in Ethnic Minority Entrepreneurship as part of 

their 20th-anniversary talks, 24th of September 2024, Aston Business School (Birmingham).  

- Forthcoming: conference paper presented at the ISBE Conference, Sheffield, 5-6 November 

2024.  

- Submission of conference paper to journal (Work, Employment and Society), timeline 

January 2025.  

- Policy brief where the policy recommendations are summarised- see enclosed to this report.  
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APPENDIX 

 

Table 1. Participant summary 

Participant 
ID 

Gender of 
partipant 

Type of enterprise When enterprise 
established  

Country of origin Age 
range 

PP01 female falafel shop 2017 Syria (Kurdish) 40-50 

PP02 male self-employed security 2020 Gambia 40-50 

PP03 female hairdresser 2025 Japan 40-50 

PP04 female community organisation focussing on 
empowering women 

2020  Trinidad 50-55 

PP05 male software company  infrastructure 
engineer' 

2021  Turkey 40-50 

PP06 female small catering business from home 
(informal) 

2024 Pakistan 40-50 

PP07 male gardener 2021  Syria 40-50 

PP08 female husband has a kebab van 2009 Turkey (Kurdish) 40-50 

PP09 female small catering business from home 
(informal) 

2021 Jordan (Palestinian) 30-40 

PP10 female small catering business from home 
(informal)  

Not really 
established - very 
informal 

Iraq 50-60 

PP11 female small mobile hairdressing (goes to 
people's houses) 

2021 Iran 40-50 

PP12 female small catering business (informal) 2022 Bangladesh 30-40 

PP13 female hairdresser salon at home, and café 
with husband 

2003 hairdresser, 
2022 café 

Tunisia 40-50 

PP14 female small catering business (informal)  2019 Iraq 40-50 

PP15  female Beauty salon 2016 Brazil 40-50 

 


