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Researching migrant entrepreneurship communities: a reflection through collaborative 

(auto)ethnographies 

  

 

   

Abstract 

 

In this paper we offer a scholarly reflection about the value of ethnographic methods for 

studying migrant entrepreneurship; this reflection is seen specifically through the lens of our 

own migration experiences. Our positionalities and subjectivities, embedded in being migrants 

and researchers, offer this opportunity for in-depth reflection. Specifically, we examine what 

varieties of ethnographic research methods offer, as well as what limitations these methods 

bring if adopted within migrant entrepreneurship research. We argue that specific ethnographic 

practice-based methods have the capacity to reveal the rich social context of migrant 

entrepreneurship, which can supplement the theoretical perspectives. We adopt two 

illustrations to highlight the relevance of ethnographic methodologies to studying migrant 

entrepreneurship. The contribution this study offers is in suggesting new methods that allow 

fresh understanding of the complex narratives of migration dynamics to emerge.  This study 

shows how narratives intertwine with migrants’ stories of entrepreneurship and offers guidance 

for future research.   
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Introduction 

 

 

The field of migrant entrepreneurship is mature. It builds on the work of numerous sociologists 

and anthropologists, whose insight on structure and agency (Giddens, 1984), acculturation 

(Light et al., 1994; Portes and Jensen, 1989), forms of capital (Ram et al., 2008; Vershinina et 

al., 2011; Discua Cruz and Fromm, 2019), with special focus on ethnicity and social capital 

(Barrett and Vershinina, 2017), and the latest theory of mixed embeddedness (Kloosterman, et 

al., 2016; Kloosterman et al., 1999), highlight how migrants engage a set of resources to fit 

their ventures within the institutional, political, and regulatory environment. Whilst the 

empirical work illuminating how migrant entrepreneurial actors from different ethnic groups 

and countries settle in new host environments engages a variety of methodologies, studies very 

rarely reflect upon the role of the researcher within such scholarly works.   

 

This study questions the potential of ethnographic methodologies for studying migrant 

entrepreneurship by recognising the specificity of researcher experiences in developing an 

understanding of migrants’ occupational choices and practices, and, specifically, how 

researchers treat their subjects of research during the ethnographic study, as well as how they 

perceive the complexity of the context shaping migrant entrepreneurship.  Whilst the use of 

various methods in the study of migrant entrepreneurship has advanced substantially, most of 

the methodological approaches adopted rely on quantitatively collected data, which funnels a 

specific set of perspectives and approaches (see Rodríguez-Pose & von Berlepsch, 2020, or 

Wei & Zhu, 2020). In an attempt to generalise from the data, quantitative works may come 

across as disconnected from the reality of migration experience, thereby disregarding the 

complexity of dual contexts of countries of origin and countries of destination entanglements 

for migrant entrepreneurship. In contrast, qualitative studies of migrant entrepreneurship tend 
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to focus on the migration context, showcasing an in-depth understanding of heterogeneous 

ways in which migrants engage in entrepreneurship, but such works get criticised for their lack 

of theoretical generalization.   

 

In this article we focus on the use of ethnography and reflect on its applicability for studying 

migrant entrepreneurship.  Ethnography is a methodology that refers to practices in which 

researchers spend long periods of time immersed within cultural groups in order to study the 

patterns and systems of their everyday life (Parker-Jenkins, 2018, p. 19). Moreover, to 

contribute to the understanding of migrant entrepreneurship through ethnography, in this paper 

we examine the research methods adopted within studies of migrant entrepreneurship and 

present an evaluation of the methods that have the potential to portray migrant entrepreneurship 

journeys in a more authentic manner. As such, this article is also an example of collaborative 

auto-ethnography, as we - as authors and researchers - draw on our own expertise as an 

“interdisciplinary team” (Chang, 2013, 2016). This method allows for reflection on existing 

theories and methods in the latest publications in the field of migrant entrepreneurship.  

 

In this article we tackle an important question, which we have been grappling with ourselves 

as researchers: does a researcher have to be a migrant themself in order to design research 

studies on migrant entrepreneurship? If a researcher is a migrant, does it help them to uncover 

what it means to be a migrant entrepreneur, and in doing so to retain their voice in the story? 

Whilst there are two opposing polemic views on the above-named matter, for some of us 

subjectivity may be a problem, whilst for others it may not. We might even argue that by being 

familiar with the research context we may be able to see what we expect to see, and therefore 

produce subjective outcomes. Moreover, at the same time we may argue that total engagement 

and immersion in a research context may offer the opportunity to be very close to the research 

subjects, and potentially more objective in re-telling our experiences. The research question in 

this study also resonates with some of the traditional debates about who has a better view of 

the world: for instance, can a non-entrepreneur (academic) write about entrepreneurship, if they 

do not have experience of starting and running a business themselves? Can a psychiatrist, who 

is sane, understand patients with schizophrenia?  

 

In answering this question through our own collaborative auto-ethnographic project, we are 

able to offer a great deal of insight on the importance of reflexivity in the research process, 

whilst questioning our own positionality as academics and recognising our own biases and 

subjectivities that we bring as interested parties to the field of migrant entrepreneurship. In 

essence, in this article we argue that whilst lived experience as a migrant can provide 

researchers with an advantage in interpreting data to theorise about the migrant 

entrepreneurship phenomenon, a researcher’s ethnographic account represents only one of the 

multiple possible interpretations. Therefore, the contribution of this paper is in offering a 

reflection about the value of ethnography for developing migrant entrepreneurship scholarship, 

and how within this methodology the scholars’ understanding of the need for specific 

sensitivities and reflexivities may result in enriched findings and understandings of migrant 

entrepreneurship phenomena. As such, this paper will be of interest to academics who seek 

new approaches to understand complex dynamics related to entrepreneurial migrants.   
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Theoretical Background 

 

Migrant entrepreneurship 

 

Emerged over a number of decades, the literature on migrant entrepreneurship is undergoing a 

revival and merits scholarly attention due to globalization, ever-increasing migration flows, 

and the recent demographic crisis caused by political turmoil in a number of regions of the 

world on one side, the recent health crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, and the push of 

neoliberal discourses that place responsibility for survival through work and business start-ups 

upon displaced individuals in many economies affected by flows of migration and developed 

countries’ priorities on finding ways to cope with the new ways of working under pandemic 

conditions. 

  

Recent works on migrant entrepreneurship (see Vershinina and Rodgers, 2019, for a review) 

have started to look beyond the well-established studies of migrant entrepreneurship in the 

developed countries settings of the Global North and started to recognize the need to better 

understand the migrant entrepreneurship experiences that are happening beyond this narrow 

remit and locality. A number of topics have emerged as particularly pertinent to reflecting the 

realities of new waves of migration driven by the inability of individuals to survive in war-torn 

countries’ contexts, who flee their countries in search of safety and improvements of 

livelihoods for themselves and their families. Whilst these topics are really important and 

reflect contemporary challenges of migration and integration, what can be observed is that the 

methods adopted for studying these populations seem to replicate what has been done in the 

early studies of economic migration (Light et al., 1994; Light, 2004; Portes and Jensen, 1989), 

from developing countries into developed economies. Such works, whilst still being relevant 

in identifying and signposting the motivations for migration and business start-ups of 

individuals with varied levels of resources that migrants can mobilize, foreground the Western 

contexts as a host environment with their specific structural conditions, which are mainly seen 

as discriminatory, and therefore migrants are portrayed in these works as individuals with very 

little agency (Giddens, 1986).  

 

Over the last 10 years, there have been significant changes in the way that migrant communities 

have been theorized (Vershinina et al., 2011; Elo et al., 2018; Ram et al., 2008; Rodgers et al., 

2019; Vershinina and Rodgers, 2019; Vershinina and Rodgers, 2020). Various theoretical 

approaches have led to different debates and new conceptual understandings. A growing body 

of scholars has made progress in understanding how migrant communities can be studied 

through processual and contextualized views (Vershinina and Rodgers, 2020; Discua Cruz & 

Fromm, 2019). Such advances have encouraged a view of migrant communities as dynamic 

and evolving, recognizing the importance of migrant individuals, their voices, their 

heterogeneous stories, and their embedded agency. Grounding research around migrant 

communities has revealed how practices are produced and reproduced, and have encouraged 

the emergence and adoption of more in-depth, qualitative, biographical methodological 

approaches (Vershinina and Rodgers, 2020; Elo et al., 2019), which go beyond individual 

experiences and examine migrant entrepreneurship journeys through the lens of household 

context, as well as beyond co-ethnic communities, re-focusing the attention on the co-migrant 

communities (Rodgers et al., 2019; Vershinina et al., 2019; Vershinina and Rodgers, 2020). 

These studies highlight the need for the adoption of immersive methods that have the capacity 

to bring forth new insights about the livelihoods and experiences of migration and 

entrepreneurship by migrants, which have previously been inaccessible, hidden, or untapped. 
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Yet while the topics of migration and entrepreneurship can be engaged through diverse 

methods, we should never assume that a particular method of research, whether quantitative or 

qualitative, is better than the other when studying migrant entrepreneurship. The relevance of 

a particular method depends primarily on the research question and the use of appropriate 

research design methods (Bryman, 2004). Both qualitative and quantitative studies can 

contribute strongly to migrant entrepreneurship research (Vershinina and Rodionova, 2011). 

On one hand, studies addressing “how” and “why” questions are relevant when untangling the 

complexities of underlying processes of migrant communities that influence entrepreneurial 

activity (Barrett and Vershinina, 2017). On the other hand, survey data and statistical methods 

allow answering the “what” type of questions (Bryman, 2004) in migrant studies (Rodríguez-

Pose & von Berlepsch, 2020). Both approaches can help study diverse research paths within 

the migrant entrepreneurship field.  

 

In this study we focus on the opportunities and limitations of ethnography. While some works 

highlight the relevance of ethnography as both a methodological approach to - and an analytic 

perspective on - social research, others suggest that it might seem to lack standardized forms, 

both with respect to field research and analysis/narration (Van Maanen, 1990, 2006, 2011). 

Prior studies have suggested that ethnography relies on the intertwined features of a method 

(e.g., the method of participant-observation) and a methodology (e.g., making sense of how 

others make sense of the world) (Brewer, 1994; Geertz, 2000:56–58): The methodological goal 

of focusing on sense-making practices demands some kind of data collection technique that 

accounts for the involvement of the researcher in, and with, the subject of study (Jackson, 

2006). By observing and assessing the methods adopted in migrant entrepreneurship we can 

reveal a key drawback, as the field has developed by relying on survey-based data, which 

funnels a specific set of perspectives and theoretical approaches through testable hypotheses, 

which are generalised. But, in doing so, these studies produce more unifying accounts of 

migration and entrepreneurship, thereby making the livelihoods of individuals, whose diverse 

experiences are being investigated, absent from the research, and thereby eliminating the 

centrality of context. These methodological approaches are limited in connecting personal 

experience with a more nuanced understanding of the underlying and relevant processes 

(Vershinina and Rodgers, 2020; Discua Cruz and Fromm, 2019) that migrants experience as 

they learn to overcome the liabilities of foreignness and engage in entrepreneurship as the only 

possible economic option for them. The same set of methodologies has been adopted in studies 

of migrant communities, where the need for more critical methodologies and greater reflexivity 

in research design and practice is starting to be recognized (Discua Cruz and Cerrato, 2019). 

In recent studies, scholars call for empirical studies in migrant entrepreneurship that consider 

drawing more widely on accounts of migrants’ experiences in the micro-practice of the 

everyday, and to adopt a broad critical intent (Fromm et al., 2020; Discua Cruz and Fromm, 

2019). Such a methodological focus offers researchers an opportunity to explore new 

investigatory techniques that challenge dominant theoretical understandings and produce more 

relevant insights, reflective of the heterogeneity of migrant populations and the more 

contemporary challenges that they encounter and overcome.  

 

Ethnography and its importance 

 

Ethnography as a methodology is being adopted across a wide range of topics in business and 

management studies, strategy as practice and, which is particularly important for 

entrepreneurship, as practice studies (Chalmers and Shaw, 2017; Gartner, et al., 2016). Recent 

studies suggest that entrepreneurship research calls for further in-depth insight into the 

everyday (Welter et al., 2017), mundane aspects of entrepreneurship (van Burg et al., 2020). 
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Such mundanity does not exclude migrant entrepreneurs in the way they go about starting 

ventures in the places where they reside or move between (Evansluong & Ramírez-Pasillas, 

2018). The outcome of entrepreneurial processes for migrants points towards focusing on a 

better understanding of the motivation of individuals; for instance: necessity as opposed to 

opportunity-based entrepreneurship, (Dencker et al., 2019), teams (Ben-Hafaïedh & Cooney, 

2017), and families (James et al., 2020). As scholars call to advance our understanding of 

entrepreneurship by migrants around the world (Elo et al., 2018; Guerrero and Wanjiru, 2019), 

there is an opportunity to focus on the approach and rationale of future studies. Van Burg et al. 

(2020) argue that qualitative research is especially well positioned to extend our understanding 

about the aspects that are hard to measure, like sensemaking, entrepreneurial identity, 

perseverance, family embeddedness, and the day-to-day small variations in entrepreneurial 

behaviour. Moreover, as suggested by van Burg and colleagues, attending to mundane 

entrepreneurial practices also goes beyond ontological individualism that would focus on what 

migrant entrepreneurs do, and rather draws attention to relational, embodied, mediated, and 

organized aspects of these practices (Thompson et al., 2020), situating the individual migrant 

entrepreneur within her or his entrepreneurial context. Such an approach would call for further 

attention to be given to collective research approaches of migrants to entrepreneurial 

opportunities. 

 

Van Burg et al. (2020) advocate that ethnographic methodologies are well-suited to study such 

everyday entrepreneurial activity. They argue that these approaches allow researchers to 

immerse themselves in a research site for a substantial period of time, where the minutiae of 

entrepreneurial life can be captured. Such approaches are relevant, as they overcome the 

challenges of interviews or diaries, as well as reliance on retrospective accounts or surveys.  

Ethnographic methods in general are relevant in the study of migrant entrepreneurship, as the 

experience and long exposure of the ethnographer to the field of study (together with the 

researcher’s reflexive positionality) can serve diverse purposes. Ethnographic studies have 

gained widespread acceptance in diverse fields of study, and such studies have highlighted 

various approaches that allow researchers to combine techniques to approach a subject of study 

(e.g., Levitt, 2001; Visconti, 2010). Thus, it is important to consider the opportunities and 

limitations of ethnographic methods, as well as the relevance of insight that these methods 

produce as inquiry lenses in the field of migrant entrepreneurship.   

 

Scholars agree that the advantages of ethnographic approaches relate to their ability to make 

visible the “real” sociality of a setting (Wolcott, 1999). As such, the value of ethnography lies 

in the richness of the contextual approach (Cappellaro, 2017). As a mode of research, 

ethnography is concerned with producing the detailed descriptions of the “everyday” activities 

of actors within specific contexts. It relies upon the collection of materials based on the first-

hand experience of researchers immersed in a setting and their active ability to listen to diverse 

social actors (Forsey, 2010). It allows presenting a portrait of a setting through the direct 

involvement of the researcher and how this can be understood by those involved in that setting. 

Hammersley (2015) suggests that the task of ethnographers is to document the culture, 

perspectives, and practices of the people in settings and understand the way that such groups 

of people see the world. However, the use of ethnography is not without some problems. Earlier 

works by Brewer (1994) highlighted that critiques of ethnography have revolved around the 

reliability of ethnographic description: that findings cannot be generalised or that they neither 

adequately test or generate theory, and so they may be theoretically naïve. Some of the criticism 

relates to the study of only parts of people's lives over relatively short time periods, as well as 

problems of sampling and generalisation, and a danger of failing to recognise both cyclical 

variability and change patterns (Hammersley, 2006).  
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While examples of ethnographic studies can be found in several social disciplines, where they 

tend to be more prevalent, the use of ethnographic methods has begun to be increasingly 

adopted in the study of ethnic communities and migrants (e.g., Bovenkerk & Ruland, 1992; 

Hall, 2015; Smart, 2003; Verver et al., 2020), as well as the transnational features of their 

organisations (Bolzani et al., 2020; Bruni et al., 2004; Levitt & Lamba-Nieves, 2010; Sinatti, 

2019). Yet, van Burg et al. (2020) advocate that less conventional approaches to studying 

entrepreneurship, such as autoethnography, merit more attention. Van Burg et al. (2020) 

suggest that autoethnography refers to “either an ethnography of one’s own group, or to an 

ethnography that is highly reflective of the situatedness of oneself in the context of study, and 

thus is likely to be more transparent about the role of the researcher than other methods” 

(Fletcher, 2011). Such a depiction underscores the relevance of reviewing ethnography as a 

way to allow researchers to leverage their own personal connection and experience with 

migrant entrepreneurship. Based on such a call, we position the remainder of our study in 

autoethnography and present our own reflections as a relevant ethnographic approach for the 

study of migrant entrepreneurship. 

 

Autoethnography and its relevance for the study of migrant entrepreneurship 

 

In recent years, autoethnography has become a significant and legitimate method in many 

disciplines and research contexts (Holman Jones et al., 2013). Autoethnography broadly relates 

to a qualitative approach that helps describe and systematically analyse (graphy) personal 

experience (auto) in order to understand the embedded cultural experience (ethno) (Adams et 

al., 2014). The term was first used to describe a method of ethnographically studying a group 

of which we are part (Khosravi, 2010). Nowadays, while it encompasses a multitude of 

approaches and writing forms, researchers agree that autoethnography gravitates around the 

use of personal experience to examine and/or critique cultural experience (Adams et al., 2014, 

p. 22). In essence, autoethnography is a research method that relies on lived experiences 

connected to the broader social and cultural context, and thus can contribute to knowledge by 

theorising experiences so that they become embedded in theory and practice (McIlveen, 2008).  

 

Adams et al. (2014, p. 1-2) suggest autoethnography’s relevance in the study of migrant 

entrepreneurship for several reasons: firstly, it uses a researcher’s personal experience to 

describe and critique cultural beliefs, practices, and experiences. Secondly, it acknowledges 

and values a researcher’s relationships with others. Thirdly, it uses deep and careful self-

reflection - typically referred to as “reflexivity” – which helps researchers to name and 

interrogate the intersections between their self and the social context within which they are 

positioned. Fourthly, autoethnography showcases people through the process of figuring out 

what they do, how they live, and the meaning of their struggles. Finally, it balances intellectual 

and methodological rigour, emotions, and creativity. In the context of migrant 

entrepreneurship, we argue that autoethnography allows the generation of “theoretically 

relevant descriptions of a group to which one belongs, based on a structured analysis of one’s 

experiences and the experiences of others from one’s group” (Karra and Phillips, 2008, p. 7). 

 

The underlying features of autoethnography lie in its combination of ethnography and 

autobiography, as well as its methodological and theoretical rigor, which illuminates aspects 

of a cultural experience and makes both (culture and experiences) familiar to others (Ellis et 

al., 2011). Autoethnography may appear comparable to ethnography, first in terms of following 

a similar ethnographic research process by systematically collecting, analysing, and 

interpreting data, and second in attempting to achieve cultural understanding through analysis 
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and interpretation (Chang, 2016, p. 47). Yet, autoethnography differs from ethnographic 

inquiries in that researchers, as autoethnographers, also use their personal experiences as 

primary data. Chang (2016) argues that the richness of autobiographical narratives and 

autobiographical insights is valued within research, as it is intentionally integrated into the 

research process, unlike conventional ethnography. As such, autoethnography celebrates 

individual stories framed in the context of a bigger story, a story of a society, which makes 

autoethnography ethnographic. In so doing, autoethnography has the potential to focus on 

human connections and emphasize the importance of embedded personal stories (Doty, 2010).  

 

Autoethnography, therefore, is a relevant approach to challenge the status quo of researching 

migrant entrepreneurship because it is a reflexive tool by which a researcher can consciously 

embed himself or herself into theory and practice, and by way of an intimate autobiographic 

account, based on personal lived experiences, explicate a phenomenon under investigation or 

intervention (McIlveen, 2008; Adams et al., 2014; Holman Jones et al., 2013). 

Autoethnography provides a migrant entrepreneurship researcher with a method for exploring 

and understanding personal experiences in relation to the experiences of others (e.g., migrants, 

diasporas, refugees) (Adams et al., 2017). Chang (2016, p. 52) suggests that methodologically 

speaking, autoethnography is a suitable method for the migrant entrepreneurship researcher, 

particularly when the researcher is a migrant him/herself. It can allow researchers easy access 

to the primary data source from the beginning, as the source is the researchers themselves. This 

occurs because in autoethnography, “proximity, not objectivity, becomes an epistemological 

point of departure and return and thus autoethnographers are privileged with a holistic and 

intimate perspective on their ‘familiar data’” (Adams et al., 2014, p. 23). This initial familiarity 

gives autoethnographers who are migrants an edge over other researchers in data collection, 

affording a development of trust between research participants and the research, as well as in-

depth data interpretation. Adams et al. (2014) advocate that underlying reasons for migrant 

entrepreneurship researchers to engage in autoethnography may relate to their desire to: 

critique, make contributions to, and/or extend existing research and theory; disrupt taboos, 

break silences, and reclaim lost and disregarded voices; and finally, make research accessible 

to multiple audiences.  

 

 

Autoethnographic account of studies through the eyes of migrant scholars 

 

Across several fields, scholars have used exemplars of studies produced to explain the 

relevance of a particular methodology. Such an approach style helps provide practical 

examples of methodological approaches for studying migrant communities and discussing the 

impact of methodological decisions. It also assists in exploring methodological challenges and 

comparing these with areas of debate identified within existing literature, and in discussing 

practical implications that may support methodological decision making in future studies (see 

Larty & Hamilton, 2011; Leppäaho et al., 2020; Pollock et al., 2017). In this particular study, 

and due to space constraints, we focus on recent collaborative works by Vershinina and Rogers 

(2020), conducted through multi-site ethnography (Marcus, 1995), and Discua Cruz & Fromm 

(2019) through auto-ethnography. 

 

Exemplars that focus on everyday gendered experiences of migrant entrepreneurs 

 

In Vershinina and Rodgers (2020), the researchers set out to examine the gendered nature of 

migrants’ lived experiences of setting up enterprises in the UK. This article’s motivation was 

linked to the new stream of work that examines the role of gender in entrepreneurship research, 
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with the aim to develop new insights on how the experience of migrant entrepreneurship is also 

gendered. In the paper we drew upon the voices of forty-seven Eastern European transnational 

migrant entrepreneurs: twenty-five men and twenty-two women. Generally, qualitative 

samples tend to be smaller, and this paper showcases a larger than average qualitative sample 

with sample population, which is rarely included in research on migration.  

 

There exists a set of general accounts of entrepreneurship that position men as the norm and 

women as the “other” (Ahl and Marlow, 2012; Marlow and McAdam, 2012), as women’s roles 

within entrepreneurship tend to be gendered, and are unconsciously reproduced as 

unrecognized and/or invisible. Scholars have called for a shift in the focus away from a 

narrative of “invisibility”, which presents migrant women as uneducated, illiterate, and passive 

(Pio and Essers, 2013). In our article we have focused on the development of new insights into 

the everyday experiences of transnational migrant men and women entrepreneurs in the UK by 

specifically recognizing the active agency of women, who are negotiating gendered societally 

imposed norms whilst operating across transnational spaces. Very little scholarly attention has 

been paid to the gendered nature of migrant entrepreneurship, and the theoretical development 

of the concept of migrant entrepreneurship has also been trapped in a normative explanation 

relating to male entrepreneurs. In our article we adopted Bourdieu’s “forms of capital” 

approach (Bourdieu, 1986; Vincent and Pagan, 2018). There are a number of studies that adopt 

this theoretical lens to explain how migrant entrepreneurs mobilise different forms of capital 

(Baltar and Icart, 2013; Pluess, 2011; Vershinina et al., 2011) to further their business ventures. 

However, we have specifically focused on a rarely discussed form of symbolic capital, defined 

as prestige, status, and positive reputation that individuals possess in the eyes of others (Pret et 

al., 2016). Whilst men and women may both possess elements of symbolic capital, little has 

been written on symbolic capital as gendered capital, and the reality of the positive effects of 

prestige, status, and a positive reputation upon men and women. Inherently, as researchers, we 

were intrigued about the gendered nature of this concept, and we were fuelled by curiosity to 

find out if what we know about it applies to both migrant men and women.  

 

As a migrant individual in the UK, an academic and a woman, the first author realized that a 

lot of the work that Bourdieu (1986) and others have written about the dimensionality of 

symbolic capital, as well as benefits that individuals derive from exercising this form of capital, 

may apply to men of a particular social class and status, but this may not be transferrable to the 

explanations of experiences of migrants, particularly women. This realization was very much 

a reflection on the current state of the literature, characterized by blindness of studies towards 

gendered structures, gendered processes, and the overarching gendered regimes (Jones, et al., 

2019) within which women operate. Being an Eastern European migrant and a scholar also 

brings forth a set of cultural interpretations of specific theoretical constructs that are helpful in 

recognizing the flaws of theoretical explanations. As a scholar and a migrant operating across 

multiple countries, the first author had an implicit understanding that transnationalism for my 

interviewees creates tensions between embedded notions of identity of their home country, 

whether the participants were Latvian, Russian, Belarusian, Moldovan, Ukrainian, or 

Lithuanian, with the power dynamics of home and the host environment and the recognition of 

agency by individuals operating across transnational spaces (Grewal and Kaplan, 1994). Of 

course, as researchers we know that entrepreneurship experiences are heterogeneous (Marlow 

et al., 2009), and the location (home and host) produces sets of local gender regimes, whist 

individuals act in specific ways in responses that could constrain their business venturing. This 

is especially the case for women, who are constantly engaged in legitimacy building for 

themselves and their ventures whilst reconciling their gender and work-related role dissonance.  
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As both myself and my co-author are Russian speakers, and both of us have had experience of 

growing up or living in the Soviet Union, it was evident to us that in the narratives of our 

participants we could reveal the cultural markers of a shared Soviet past which, despite the 

break-up of the Soviet Union, continued to play an important role in our respondents’ everyday 

practices. These shared cultural understandings and practices also enabled mobilisation of 

different forms of capital for migrant enterprises in the UK from within the co-ethnic and co-

migrant networks, as well as from their transnational networks beyond the borders of their 

home countries. In our analysis we could see how continued and constant use of the Russian 

language, as a mechanism to identify “nash” – “one of us”, helped migrants to embed 

themselves into co-migrant networks in the UK. These networks were not centred around 

ethnicity and country of origin, as scholars have previously thought (Ram et al., 2008; 

Vershinina et al., 2011). We found that the Russian language acted as a conduit for network 

operation, transcending layers of ethnicity and liabilities of foreignness, and helped to create 

specific cultural bonds between co-migrants with shared migration experiences and 

experiences of marginalisation in the new host environment. The narratives of the participants 

echoed our stories to some degree, and the other stories of migrant entrepreneurship that the 

first author has researched over the last 12 years.  

 

The level of reflexivity and deep connection that the first author felt towards the participants 

of this study has helped us to uncover specific processes related to symbolic capital 

mobilization that a group of forty-seven Eastern European transnational migrant entrepreneurs 

adopted in order to pursue entrepreneurial endeavours in the UK. As a result of being able to 

emphasise with the accounts of the migrants and overlapping personal stories of migration and 

marginalization, we were able to recognize that social capital was something unchallenged, 

assumed, and possessed by migrants, but in our analysis we could show that our participants 

were leveraging  symbolic capital from the practical workings of social capital as well as their 

power and personal legitimacy that was built in the eyes of others. Theoretically, this meant 

advancing theory and showcasing the linkages between various forms of capital and their 

convertibility (Light, 2004). From the stories of the migrant entrepreneurs we could show that 

they were able to utilise social networks within co-ethnic and co-migrant groups in the UK, 

using “blat” networks, a system of informal exchanges based on favours, across transnational 

spaces, and these processes happened in conjunction with symbolic capital. But the tools and 

elements of symbolic capital were gendered, as the narratives of male respondents revealed 

that symbolic capital acts as wholly facilitating for men through the bestowing of unquestioned 

status and prestige. For women migrant entrepreneurs in our sample, symbolic capital 

represented a constant battle for legitimacy, without any certainty that it may be achieved. 

Similar to my own struggles in battling for legitimacy as a migrant and a scholar, we could 

decipher that symbolic capital manifested in both constraining as well as facilitating effects for 

women.  

 

Reflecting on the key findings and contributions of the article, one might argue that these 

autoethnographic accounts reveal subjectivities and positionalities involved in the researcher’s 

life story that may affect the lens through which the researchers interpret the life trajectories of 

their study subjects. In this article I could support and justify the theoretical argument that for 

migrant men engaged in entrepreneurship in the UK, their leveraged symbolic capital acted as 

a “top-up” to their existing legitimized and normalized existence within the business milieu; 

however, migrant women developed their businesses in the UK with the sole purpose to justify 

and legitimate their existence in the UK, far away from their home countries, where their 

extended families and associated responsibilities were, which they continually negotiated. In 

the study we found support for the idea that for migrant women, only when their UK-based 
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business became successful were they able to legitimize their existence in the UK as business 

owners in the eyes of their co-migrants in the UK and, crucially, their family and support 

networks across transnational spaces. What was clear is that leveraged symbolic capital for 

migrant women acts as a “baseline” to overcome rather than a “top-up” to enjoy. In 

conversation with us, our respondents recognized self-worth and re-affirmed confidence in 

their business, which also brought a realisation of active agency that they could exhibit and 

show how it had been achieved.  In essence, through re-living their stories through deeply 

engaged conversations with the participants, I could unearth the alternative manifestation of 

symbolic capital and therefore develop theoretical insights that explain what enables migrant 

women (those that do succeed) to challenge traditional gendered roles, which had been ascribed 

and embedded in their home countries, and simultaneously bestow upon them “visibility” and 

showcase their active agency. These novel ideas could only have been developed as a result of 

being “familiar” with their context (Adams et al., 2014: 23), being reflexive about the stories 

they told, as well as making sense of them through my own migrant experience. Furthermore, 

reflection on the appropriateness of the method used became apparent, as the research process 

in this project can be called a multi-site ethnography (Marcus, 1995), involving multiple sites 

and mobilities of researchers and their subjects as well as simultaneous embeddedness of 

researchers and subjects in the structural contours of multiple research sites. This represents a 

useful way to frame and conduct revelatory research on the transnational nature of migrant 

entrepreneurship. 

 

 

Exemplars that focus on diaspora communities and embedded forms of social capital 

 

In Discua Cruz and Fromm (2019), researchers set out to understand the concept of diaspora 

and its relationship to migrant entrepreneurship. In our study, diaspora relates to individuals 

and members of networks, associations, and communities who have left their country of origin 

but maintain links with their homelands (Safran, 1991). Such conceptualization comprises 

settled expatriate communities, migrant workers based abroad temporarily, expatriates with the 

nationality of the host country, dual nationals and second-/third-generation migrants 

(Brubaker, 2005; OECD, 2012). Dispersion in space and orientation to a “homeland” 

characterize diasporas (Brubaker, 2005). Dispersion can be either forced or voluntary, crossing 

or within state borders. Orientation to a homeland relates to a source of motivation, identity, 

and loyalty, reflected by a collective memory about the homeland and a commitment to its 

development or restoration (Brubaker, 2005). Such a conceptualization was appealing to the 

involved researchers as migrants because we considered ourselves members of the Honduran 

diaspora. Such a concept allowed the second author to reflect on particular activities carried 

out by a group of migrants in connection with their sentimental and social links with a country 

of origin (Siar, 2014). 

 

By reflecting on our own experiences as members of a diaspora, we were able to set out an 

investigation of our personal experience in the creation of a social enterprise in Europe. In 

doing so we were able to link the diaspora concept to theoretical discussions around 

transnationalism and networks. This was relevant, as transnationalism refers broadly to the 

processes by which migrants create and preserve multiple economic, cultural, and social 

relationships that link them to their origin and host societies (Vertovec, 2001). Accordingly, 

we were able to relate to recent diaspora discourses that reflected our experience relating to 

“…a sense of being part of an ongoing transnational network that includes dispersed people 

who retain a sense of their uniqueness and an interest in their homeland” (Shuval, 2000, p. 44). 

By being members of a diaspora, and later on members of a social enterprise composed of 
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Honduran skilled migrants, we felt connected to multiple national spaces and networks 

(Waldinger, 2008). Such duality was characterized by a sense of living in one place while 

simultaneously remembering and/or desiring and yearning for another place (Shuval, 2000). 

As a result, we were able to identify multiple relationships and motivations connecting 

Hondurans simultaneously to two or more transnational networks (Schlenker et al., 2017). The 

multiplicity of such relations allowed us to review current theoretical discussions and then 

identify the relevance of relationships between members of a Honduran diaspora and their 

homeland, as well as among diaspora members dispersed across nation states (Shuval, 2000).  

 

Based on personal experience as a migrant and founding member of Honduras Global Europa, 

the second author relied on Levitt (1998, 2001), who proposes that in addition to money, 

migrants can provide social remittances, defined as: “ the ideas, behaviours, identities, and 

social capital that flow from host to sending country communities” (Levitt, 2001, p. 54). Levitt 

(1998, 2001) argues that social remittances relate to normative structures (ideas, values, and 

beliefs), systems of practice (actions shaped by normative structures), and social capital (values 

and norms on which social capital is based, and social capital itself). As we examined such a 

concept, we felt identified with the view that such remittances are distinct from economic ones 

because they are conveyed interpersonally between individuals who learn of, adapt, and diffuse 

ideas and practices from their environment through roles in families, communities, and 

organizations (Levitt, 2001). 

   

The concept of social remittances represented a paradigmatic shift in migration scholarship 

because it called to move away from theorizing about diaspora contributions based on financial 

remittances (Lindley, 2009) and to focus instead on intangible remittances (Lacroix et al., 

2016). Whilst the importance of some of these exchanges promote migrant entrepreneurship 

(Rodgers et al., 2017), community development, and political integration (Lacroix et al., 2016), 

most literature on social remittances has focused on exchanges between migrants in specific 

locations within a host country (Boston, USA) and a developing country of origin (Miraflores, 

Dominican Republic). Reflecting on such items, we realized, as migrants ourselves, that what 

was less understood was how social remittances are transmitted by several highly skilled 

migrants from the same country dispersed around the world, and whether a collective social 

remittance approach would influence the emergence of a social enterprise. 

 

In examining our own experiences as migrants and founders of a social enterprise, we could 

appreciate that the theoretical roots of social remittances intersected with the transnational and 

relational nature of diasporas. This view was also supported by our experience of maintaining 

strong transnational ties over sustained periods with family and friends in our country of origin, 

which became transgenerational in nature (Haas, 2010, p. 247). Such ties facilitate social 

remittance exchanges when migrants return to live in or visit their communities of origin, or 

when non-migrants visit their migrant friends or family in a host country, or through 

interchanges of letters, videos, cassettes, and telephone calls over time (Levitt, 1998, p. 936), 

as well as through web technologies (Oiarzabal, 2012). Migrants who have constant and pro-

active interactions with host societies may be in a privileged position to combine and expand 

cultural ideas, practices, and relationships in order to later engage in social remittance exchange 

(Levitt, 1998). As we had experienced such dynamics in our countries of residence (UK, 

Switzerland), we could examine our experiences in light of theoretical premises related to 

social remittances. 
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Most importantly, based on our experiences in the development of Honduras Global Europa, 

we identified a network activation pattern that resulted in the emergence of the social 

enterprise, which could serve as a template for other migrants who may be interested in setting 

up similar organisations around the world. By revisiting existing theoretical perspectives in the 

study of migrant entrepreneurship (e.g., social capital, network ties) we uncovered the 

mechanisms, based on social relations, that influence the activation pattern of highly-skilled 

migrants to create a social enterprise for the benefit of countries of origin. We noticed that 

while most studies of social remittances focus on the ideas and practices that individual 

migrants may transfer to a country of origin, socio-cultural exchanges may influence broader 

community development through “collective social remittances”. Collective social remittances 

are exchanged by individuals in their role as organisational members and can be used in 

organisational settings (e.g., educational organizations, business associations, church groups, 

or political parties). Levitt and Lamba-Nieves (2011) suggest that this may occur by migrants 

gathering social and/or financial remittances around particular projects or through the 

coordination of separate organizations. Diverse motivations may accompany social remittance 

exchange. For example, agreed tangible projects (e.g., building a sports complex) may arise 

due to the motivation of migrants to enjoy similar host country experiences in future visits, as 

well as social pressures to maintain family social capital in the country of origin (Levitt, 2001). 

In our studies we identified several tangible projects engaged in over the last seven years that 

have reflected the interests and intentions of skilled migrants to support entrepreneurship-

related tasks, as well as knowledge exchange through a social enterprise. Finally, based on the 

autoethnographic approach, we challenged previous perspectives of over-reliance on 

government intervention and provided evidence on how the transmission of collective social 

remittances can flow transnationally, making highly skilled migrants effective agents of 

knowledge circulation across borders.  

 

The outcome of our study has advanced understanding about how and why highly skilled 

migrants from a developing country can engage in the emergence and development of a social 

enterprise.  

 

Our study has underscored the influence of interrelated motivations in diaspora engagement 

studies that would have been misunderstood or remained overlooked had we not engaged in an 

autoethnographic study. 

 

Discussion and Concluding Remarks 

 

This paper contributes to the literature on research methods and migrant entrepreneurship by 

shedding light on a research method such as ethnography, and multiple possibilities that such 

methods offers to scholars. We acknowledge the challenges of the ethnographic method. Minge 

(2013, p. 429) suggests that the challenges for the researcher in using this approach may relate 

first to the “messy, complex, and multiple realities and knowledge” and second to the 

“knowledge construction from a particular point of view within a particular context”. Yet, our 

interpretation of Minge (2013) is that being part of a migrant community, being a gendered 

subject, or being part of a diaspora that is complex and complicated can reveal the messy and 

multiple intersections of knowledge and truth. There is also a need to recognize and reflect on 

subjectivities that are brought forth by researchers’ own experience of migration and 

marginalization, ensuring that the respondents’ voices form the story. Moreover, Anderson 

(2006) suggests that limitations can be found in the nature and interest of the involvement of 

researchers with their subject of study, and often an ethnographic approach will be difficult to 

engage in by members of the same migrant community, which highlights the importance of a 
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collaborative approach. Chang (2016, p. 52) argues that researchers should consider the 

personal, relational, and institutional risks and responsibilities of doing autoethnography. Such 

engagement requires researchers to work with participants in a more participant-oriented way, 

treating participants of migrant communities respectfully before, during, and after research 

projects (Adams et al., 2014), as such behaviour results in a more trustworthy experience for 

both the researcher and the respondent. 

 

In this article we have presented work that uncovers the social context of migrant 

entrepreneurship and connected it to the theoretical perspectives that inform and get extended 

as a result of these studies. We have used autoethnographic reflections and illustrations to 

highlight that if it was not for our personal reflexivity and recognition of our subjectivities and 

positionality as migrants, men, and women - and scholars - the perceived role of migrants could 

have remained unchallenged, and that changing our methodological view on how to design our 

research is critical. This insight is important because it allows new understanding of the 

complex narratives of migration dynamics to emerge from the respondents, so we can show 

how these narratives intertwine with their stories of entrepreneurship.   

 

We argue that with ethnography, future studies can engage migrant entrepreneurship 

researchers in answering overlooked yet critical questions. For example, it can allow 

researchers across disciplines to understand how transnational enterprises emerge and develop. 

It can also allow the interpretation of stories told by migrant families in business (Hamilton et 

al., 2017), as well as further understanding of their approach to entrepreneurship (Discua Cruz 

et al., 2020), according to the researcher’s personal perspectives, without removing themselves 

from what is being studied. Moreover, it can help understand the development of migrant or 

ethnic entrepreneurial groups over time and across contexts (Stamm et al., 2019; James et al., 

2020), as individuals who act as “familiar” (Adams et al., 2014) (in this case as researchers) 

may indeed tap into the essence of what makes certain migrants and certain migration and 

integration trajectories unique.  

 

Migrant entrepreneurship scholars are starting to reveal the intricate processes that demand 

such perspectives (see Elo and Dana, 2019) and  incorporate elements of ethnographic reflexive 

methods into their research design. In addition, ethnographic approaches are becoming relevant 

to both access data and to reflect on social understandings about the way enterprises, composed 

of migrants, operate (Bolzani et al., 2020). Future studies can engage in analytic 

autoethnography (Anderson, 2006), which demands: 1) at least one of the researchers is a 

complete member of the social world under study (e.g., a migrant); (2) analytic reflexivity; (3) 

narrative visibility of the researcher’s self; (4) dialogue with informants beyond the self; and 

(5) commitment to theoretical analysis. In this way, autoethnography moves beyond an 

evocative nature and focuses on an analytic approach. Such an approach, as argued by 

Anderson (2006), provides clear advantages for migrant entrepreneurship researchers, such as 

multiple reasons and incentives to spend time in the field, facilitating access to data, vantage 

points to access certain types of data, and opportunities to draw upon personal experiences and 

perceptions in order to inform broader social understandings. 

 

To further address analytic autoethnographic approaches of migrant entrepreneurship 

dynamics, scholars can focus on collaborative autoethnography (Chang, 2013, 2016), where 

the expertise of an “interdisciplinary team” can be pulled together, drawing on diverse areas of 

expertise. Such an approach entails that the analysis of a particular phenomenon, as suggested 

by Chang, can be undertaken by all researchers involved, or partially, where one member 

engages in collecting the data (e.g., migrant researchers) and writing the autoethnographic text 
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while the others help analyse the data. In a recent article by Jones et al. (2019), involving 

collaborative autoethnography, gender and entrepreneurship scholars have compiled a rich set 

of experiences of female scholars engaging in gender and entrepreneurship research whilst 

being based in UK business schools. Jones et al. (2019) reveal the politics of undertaking 

research in a subject area that is considered marginal by mainstream entrepreneurship scholars. 

Their paper serves as the first of many that critique and challenge the studies that strip out 

context, emotions, and deep connections with participants, and it calls for more work that 

engages the heart and not just the head. It is our belief that migrant entrepreneurship researchers 

can become actors in - and, most importantly, protagonists of - the study, and in doing so can 

understand the meaning of what they read, hear, think, feel, and do (Ellis et al., 2011) in terms 

of their experiences and the rich experiences of their respondents, and also delve analytically, 

based on their position as migrants or members of a migrant community (Anderson, 2006). We 

hope this article will offer a new avenue for work on migrant entrepreneurship by migrant 

scholars who share the experience of migration, and therefore can become even better 

storytellers and lift the voices of the marginalized, so that these will be heard.  

 

Moreover, further studies can follow new ethnographic methods that have not been discussed 

in this article. A systematic literature review of methodologies, including various types of 

ethnography, is necessary to identify gaps in methods and new research directions. Van Burg 

et al. (2020) highlight the importance of video ethnography, such as event-based (e.g., pitches) 

or participant-led videos and digital ethnography, which allows capturing digital interactions 

(e.g., email, Twitter and WhatsApp, Skype), which may help identify dominant and marginal 

voices in migrant entrepreneurship. We call for further studies that adopt (auto)ethnographic 

methods in migrant entrepreneurship. Such studies can, as have the papers in this special issue, 

extend our understanding of entrepreneurial migrants from/in emerging economies. We also 

acknowledge that more scholarly work is needed to incorporate cultural and historical variation 

of migration experiences and thus encourage researchers, particularly those from the Global 

South, to consider their personal experiences as a point of departure in their future academic 

work on migrant entrepreneurship. 
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