
Guest editorial

Migration, enterprise and society
Over the past two decades, in response to new patterns of global migration, migrant
entrepreneurship and ethnic entrepreneurship literatures have developed as sub-streams of
entrepreneurship studies. Within this existing body of knowledge, there have been important
theoretical developments focusing on concepts such as structure and agency (Giddens, 1991),
the notion of ethnic enclaves and the existence of an ethnic economy (Portes and Jensen, 1992;
Light et al., 1994); Bourdieu’s conceptions of forms of capital and habitus (Bourdieu, 1986,
1990) and mixed-embeddedness (Kloosterman, 2010) that have sought to explain how
migrants have settled in a variety of settings predominantly in the Global North and have
engaged in entrepreneurship as a way to improve their economic conditions. Within this
corpus of literature, there has been an over reliance on focusing on the power of social capital
embedded in ethnic networks that offer ethnic advantages to migrant entrepreneurs.
More recently, these ideas have been challenged (Ram et al., 2017) owing to changes to
contemporary societal processes. Such processes include the further racialization of society,
global migration trends and market ghettoization, the gendered structured nature of
migration and the changing role of regulations. As a result, there is a clear intellectual need to
engage more deeply with complex theoretical constructs in terms of capital, thereby shifting
focus to understanding cultural and symbolic capital, currently under-researched (Rodgers
et al., 2019) understanding different strategies of migrant integration into society through
bricolage and patchworking (Villares-Varela et al., 2018) and calls for an incorporation of
historical perspectives and better understanding of varieties of context, not only from the
geographies that migrants leave behind but also including geographies of the receiving
societies and different patterns of entrepreneurial activity.

The aim of this special issue is to contribute to a growing strand of academic literature,
which recognises the social and cultural contexts in which entrepreneurial endeavours take
place (Bruton et al. 2010; Jennings and Brush, 2013; Welter and Smallbone, 2006). Within this
“social turn” in the study of entrepreneurship ( Johannisson, 1995; Ansari et al., 2012;
McKeever et al., 2014) there is a recognition of the “everyday” nature of many manifestations
of entrepreneurial practices and the fact that the entrepreneurs themselves and the
entrepreneurial processes and practices are not taking place in political, cultural or societal
vacuums. Rather than simply accepting the traditional view of entrepreneurial activities
involving the “super-hero” stereotype of the entrepreneur (Burns, 2001), a growing strand of
critical entrepreneurship (Anderson et al., 2010; De Clercq and Voronov, 2009) calls for the
recognition of the everyday ( Johannisson, 2011) and mundane nature (Rehn and Taalas, 2004)
of varied forms of entrepreneurship. In order to critically examine the dominant discourses of
entrepreneurship, Steyaert (2005) argues for the need to explore diverse and alternative
entrepreneurial individuals, processes and practices beyond the mainstream. Embracing the
desire within the “European tradition” of entrepreneurship (Gartner, 2013; Down, 2013;
McKeever et al., 2014) to look beyond the “mainstream” has led to calls for more academic
interest in the “other” (Gartner, 2013) entrepreneurial individuals and practices living and
taking place on the edges and margins of our societies (Watson, 2013; Imas et al., 2012).

To this end, taking the UK as a contextual example, over the past decade, increasing
numbers of “new”migrants have arrived in the UK ( Jones et al., 2014). This is explained by a
rise in refugees and asylum seekers from war-torn countries (Edwards et al., 2016) and
migration from the new EU member states (Vershinina et al., 2011; Ciupijus, 2011;
Drinkwater et al., 2009; Khattab and Fox, 2016; Barrett and Vershinina, 2017). Despite the
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growth of “new” migrant communities in the UK, within an “age of super-diversity”
(Vertovec, 2007; Ram et al., 2017), such groups have rarely figured in contemporary debates
on self-employment and/or entrepreneurship, other than in a few notable studies (Edwards
et al., 2016; Ram et al., 2008).

Although migration seems to be absent from mainstream academic literature on business
and management, the proponents of the “super diversity” paradigm (Vertovec, 2007) have
argued that at present a number of important populations are either excluded from the
research agenda, or appear rarely; voices which play a critical role in the fabric of
multicultural society. For instance, in the field of business, the core concept associated with
migration – “liabilities of foreignness” (Fang et al., 2013) – sees “difference and distance” as
liabilities, whether they are national, cultural, geographic or semantic. Whilst existing
research is valuable, recently it has been suggested that an emphasis on liabilities and adverse
outcomes associated with such differences may hinder our understanding of the processes
and conditions that help to leverage the value of diversity in a wide range of contexts.
Moreover, the field of entrepreneurship, treats ethnicity in a negative light, and the theory
exploring ethnic minority enterprises seem to highlight the negative effects of environment on
ethnic migrants who set up and run businesses in new geographical locations. Researchers in
entrepreneurship have the opportunity to examine the specific political contexts of excluded
groups (new arrivals: legal, illegal and refugees) and pursue important theoretical and
policy-related questions that cast light on the workings and complexities of modern economies
around the world.

We received 34 submissions and through the rigorous double-blind review process,
18 strong papers have been included in this double special issue on “Migration, Enterprise and
Society” theme. The first special issue “Global Dynamics” includes papers dedicated to
understanding the global dynamics of migrant entrepreneurship, involving themes such as
ethno-national variations of migrant entrepreneurs, the role of diasporic communities in
supporting migrant entrepreneurship, a critique of the role of opportunity structures for
migrants pursuing entrepreneurship. Moreover, we have included papers that develop further
the concept of “breaking out”, have adopted a gendered lens for understanding migrant
journeys into entrepreneurial activity and finally a paper presenting empirical analysis of the
notion of return migration. We now briefly outline these contributions in turn.

The opening paper by Nazareno, Zhou and You presents an overview of the changing
trends and ethno-national variations in order to explain the global dynamics of migrant
entrepreneurship. The authors argue that there is heterogeneity of experiences and the
changes in migration and integration trends as well as ethno-national variation are caused not
only by unequal access to resources for individual entrepreneurs, but this is further
exacerbated by structure in home and host environments and interactions between national,
local and transnational global forces. Such a systematic literature review can provide an
important insight into developments within the migrant entrepreneurship literature.
Following this, we have two papers that focus on what happens to those communities that
have settled in a new host context a long time ago. These papers look at how diaspora
communities are developing ways to support entrepreneurship projects. Whilst Discua Cruz
and Fromm focus on how highly skilled migrant diasporans re-invest into social
entrepreneurial ventures in the local home country context, Ekanem in his paper offers
important insights into how diaspora entrepreneurs within the context of emerging economies
learn from early internationalisation ventures by pursuing “born-global” strategies rather
than traditional, more staged forms of internationalisation. Three further papers explore the
traditional migrant entrepreneurship concept of opportunity structure. First, Hagos, Izak
and Scott, taking a social constructivist perspective, present evidence that the opportunity
structure not only comprises of the objective institutionalised barriers but also is
constrained by the more subjective performance measures of new migrants’ enterprises.
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Second, Kazlou and Klinthall explore how shifts in the liberal regime for labour immigration to
Sweden have impacted upon the self-selection of migrants into entrepreneurship in Sweden.
Finally, Evansluong, Ramirez Pasillas and Bergström examine how the opportunity creation
process leads to the integration of migrant entrepreneurs from different backgrounds into the
new host environment. Of particular interest, is how the authors theorise the migrant
acculturation process, focusing on three specific stages of breaking ice, breaking in and
breaking out.

Moving on, the next two papers examine how specific markers of identity are implicated in
the journeys of migrant entrepreneurs. Yeröz offers an intersectional analysis of migrant
women’s cultural capital development not only through the lenses of gender and ethnicity but
also considering the importance of social class. Hamid, O’Kane and Everett examine how ethnic
migrant entrepreneurs utilise identity work to build legitimacy in host societies by balancing
conformity and distinctiveness. Finally, Pauli and Osowska explore the experiences of return
migrant entrepreneurs, paying particular attention to how the experiences of migration have
enriched the entrepreneurial capitals available for these migrants upon returning to home
countries and how entrepreneurial ideas have been formulated during the migration journeys.

The second part of the special issue, “Beyond the West” is dedicated to recognition of the
importance of other contexts, politically and geographically, beyond the remits of the
developed Global North. For the last few decades, research on migrant entrepreneurship has
focused on understanding the motivations and engagement in entrepreneurship by a variety
of ethnic groups, which have left developing countries and sought to settle within developed
world contexts. Examples of prominent studies include Ram et al. (2008)’s study of Somalis
in Leicester, Koreans in Los Angeles (Nee and Sanders, 2001) and Vietnamese in London
(Bagwell, 2018). Such studies focused on how migrants developed businesses, which tended
to be set up within ethnic enclaves and focused on the exchange of cultural goods. Within
such studies, there was an exaggeration of ethnicity as a marker of identity that enabled
these groups to coalesce around the ethnic locality. However, in recent developments,
studies have started to move beyond focussing on solely the “co-ethnic” experiences and
instead focus on the “co-migrant” experiences based on shared migrant journeys rather than
ethnic similarities (Rodgers et al., 2019).

The opening paper in the second part of the special issue is Verver, Passenier and
Roessing’s paper focusing on Belize and Cambodia. In both of these countries, the authors
importantly outline the historic entrepreneurial trajectories of migrant entrepreneurship.
Contrasting sharply to traditional studies on migrant entrepreneurs in the Global North, the
authors showcase how migrant entrepreneurs comprise of business elites rather than solely
individuals seeking out existences on the margins of society. Furthermore, the authors posit
that the business activities of migrant entrepreneurs in these specific contexts are not
confined to ethnic community boundaries.

Following this, we have included two papers on informal entrepreneurship. The first paper
by Bisignano and El-Anis explores the different legal statuses of informal migrant entrepreneurs
and how these markers impact upon the mixed-embeddedness of these migrants in social and
economic contexts. Second, Afreh, Rodgers, Vershinina and Williams explore the multifaceted
nature of context and its influence on motivations, decisions and actions of migrant youth
entrepreneurships, underlining non-economic rationales for engaging in informal
entrepreneurship in Ghana. Transnational entrepreneurship activity has been the focus of
investigation by Santamaria-Alvarez, Sarmiento-González and Arango-Vieira who examine the
case of Columbia and how transnational migrant entrepreneurs play an important role in
overcoming difficulties within Columbia’s economic and social transformation.

The remaining five papers devote themselves to one of the most critical issues of
contemporary migration, namely the displacement of refugees from a variety of war-torn
countries. These studies adopted different methodologies and offer insights into strategies
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and tactics adopted by refugee entrepreneurs to create entrepreneurial ventures, whilst
being displaced. Crucially, the papers highlight how individuals, whilst on the margins of
society, are still able to negotiate and reclaim their agency through a variety of ways.
Heilbrunn focuses her attention on African refugees in Israel, who are engaging in
“bricoleuring” by building an entrepreneurial marketplace on the edges of the state-run
detention centre, thereby explicitly showcasing how individuals can enact entrepreneurship
under extreme conditions. Meister and Mauer outline the findings of a five-month study in
which refugee entrepreneurs have participated in an incubation programme, offered by the
German state, arguing that incubators with a social purpose have the capacity to transcend
the barriers that migrant entrepreneurs often experience in host societies. Cheung, Kwong,
Manzoor, Rashid and Kim provide another notable contribution which outlines how
internally displaced individuals in Pakistan, Afghanistan and Syria, despite the lack of
resources, create and develop social enterprises to serve the other displaced population in
the war and conflict zones. Mawson and Kasem’s paper explores how Syrian refugees in the
UK, taking part in the UK government’s Syrian Vulnerable Person Resettlement
Programme, develop individual entrepreneurial potential and how their difficult journeys to
the UK impact upon their strong intentions to engage in entrepreneurship. Finally,
Alexandre, Salloum and Alalam focus on the intentions of Syrian refugees to engage in
entrepreneurship in Lebanon, despite the constraints imposed upon them by strict
regulations from the Lebanese state. The authors describe how the individuals rely on social
bonds and collective culture as mechanisms to overcome the odds.

Overall, we hope that this special issue will engender fruitful discussions around
contemporary issues of migration and entrepreneurship within the journal readership and
beyond. One interesting contribution from the studies outlined in this special issue is the
underlying importance of familial relationships in supporting entrepreneurial ventures and
the emerging role of community within and across migrant groups with shared migration
experience, beyond the narrow remits of the ethnic enclave, both used as a means to support
fellow migrants, who are equally disadvantaged. The current literature often overlooks such
emerging phenomena. We believe that the papers included in this special issue provide a
guiding light and new directions and theorisations for further understanding of migrant
entrepreneurship in a variety of different contexts around the globe.

Natalia Vershinina
Department of Entrepreneurship and Local Economy,

University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK, and
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School of Business, University of Leicester, Leicester, UK
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