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The importance of migrants to the United Kingdom (UK) is widely 
acknowledged. Entrepreneurship is one area where they are increasingly 
making their mark; yet there is little research on the profile and 
experiences of new migrants in business. This report examines the 
origins and contributions of new migrant entrepreneurs to the UK. 
We highlight the need to manage expectations of what we can expect 
from migrant businesses, given the specific set of difficulties they face. 
Nonetheless, we identify important economic contributions made by 
new migrant entrepreneurs. Key features include:

 n higher rates of self-employment among migrants,

 n migrant businesses succeeding in spite of difficult 
circumstances,

 n signs of migrants expanding beyond traditional sectors,

 n migrant businesses creating jobs and opportunities in their 
communities,

 n growth aspirations among immigrant businesses.

| ExECUTIvE SUMMARy
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The non-economic contribution of new migrant entrepreneurs is 
equally important, and comprises the following elements:

 n Buffers against unemployment and economic exclusion: New 
migrant businesses often provide a much-needed refuge from 
a hostile labour market.

 n Vehicles for social inclusion and integration: Businesses 
serve as a ‘social hub’, helping migrants to overcome social 
exclusion and isolation.

 n Social cohesion: New migrant businesses can help to  
revive depressed areas and integrate migrants within the 
wider community.

The limitations of current data sets necessitate caution in interpreting 
our evidence. We find that building a comprehensive nationwide 
picture of migrant entrepreneurs’ contribution to the UK is hampered 
by issues with available data. The incomplete state of official nationwide 
self-employment statistics makes a nationwide analysis of this 
group’s contribution difficult. In addition, the lack of open-access to 
Companies House data makes us reliant on self-employment data, 
potentially excluding from our analysis those migrants who are creating 
the most value. 
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| INTROdUCTORy BACKGROUNd

Ever since Hall (1978) drew attention to the regenerative effect of 
South Asian businesses on the decayed inner cities of early post-war 
Britain, the notion that immigrants bring benefits to their adopted 
country has offered a counter-weight to anti-immigrant politics. 
Four decades later, a similar message continues to apply even in 
changed circumstances where an immigration pattern dominated 
by a handful of Commonwealth countries has given way to manifold 
migration flows from post-Soviet Europe and numerous developing 
countries. In this new world of ‘super-diversity’ (Vertovec 2007), 
Sepulveda and Syrett (2010) celebrate what they call a ‘diversity 
dividend’, the notion that the dynamism of local economies in the UK 
is encouraged by ethnic variety and multiculturalism. Further grist 
to this mill is added by Nathan and Lee (2013: 368), who argue that 
economic growth may be enhanced by the “improved diffusion of 
knowledge, better access to international markets, or higher rates of 
entrepreneurship” conferred by ethno-cultural diversity. 

Even so, there is no popular consensus about this. Among academic 
researchers there is much support for Legrain’s (2009) argument 
that closed borders are a major barrier to economic progress in an 
unprecedentedly mobile world. Yet, far from a popularly accepted 
truth, this is “one of the most contested areas within research, 
policymaking and in the media” (IPPR 2007: 4). Partly this has to do 
with ignorance about newcomers, as public discourse is conducted 
with much sound and fury but little hard knowledge (Griffiths et al 
2006). At the time of writing the UK media is agonising about the 
government’s ‘crackdown on EU “benefit tourism”’ (Travis 2013), in 
reaction to the free entry of Romanians and Bulgarians to the British 
labour market. In a period of economic austerity, the public tends to 
forget any benefits of immigration and to focus on the costs, most 
notably any possible welfare dependency. In highlighting migrant 
entrepreneurs, the present report demonstrates the very reverse of 
this, namely, the contribution made by, independent, self-employed 
individuals who are determined to be self-sufficient. 
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 | THE ORIGINS OF ‘NEW’ MIGRATION 

Up until the mid 1980s the UK was a country of net emigration (IPPR 
2007). In a marked subsequent reversal of this trend, immigration has 
consistently exceeded emigration, with a striking increase since the 
mid 1990s, attributable to a combination of five trends: 

1. The emergence of a globalised market for high skills, with 
much high-level movement taking place within trans-national 
corporations (Castles 2000) 

2. A rise in asylum applications to a 2002 peak of over 84,000

3. An increased inflow of overseas students

4. Continued high levels of family reunion

5. EU enlargement in 2004

Lending some historical context, Judt (2010) points out that, far from 
unprecedented novelty, the present era resembles a return to the 
great global mobility of the nineteenth century. 

Apart from trend (4), whose effect is chiefly to maintain the continued 
inflow of “old” migrants like South Asians, the other trends have 
introduced considerable novelty to the British immigration picture, 
especially in respect of geographical origins. Most salient here is 
the opening up of the labour market to other European nationals 
in 2004 (trend 5), with EU enlargement giving access to economic 
migrants from 8 post-Soviet countries (A8 migrants) – Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovenia, Slovakia. From 
May 2004 to September 2009, the inflow of A8 economic migrants 
was estimated at no less than 1.5 million (Sumption and Somerville 
2010). At the same time, the volume of immigrants from previously 
uncommon sources of origin in Asia and Africa has been boosted by 
trends 2) and 3), with Somalia and Zimbabwe among the leading 20 
sending countries. Recent studies of new migrant entrepreneurs in the 
East (Jones et al., 2012) and West (Ram et al., 2013) Midlands suggest 
that war-ravaged groups like Afghans and Iraqis are also numerous. 

Yet evidence on new migrants as business owners is still thin on the 
ground. Most of what we do know about their economic contribution 
concerns their role as employees, where authoritative surveys by writers 
like Green et al (2007) paint a picture of youthful workers providing 
essential inputs to the local economy. Going beyond this, a nationwide 
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report (IPPR 2007) shows that, not only are most new migrant groups 
less subject to unemployment than the native British population, but 
also that many have turned to self-employment as a livelihood. That this 
is often a reflection of a dynamic and dedicated entrepreneurialism is 
confirmed by Ram et al. (2008) who find the very high rates of self-
employment among Somalis in Leicester to be driven by a powerful 
community ethos of self-sufficiency. Reinforcing this, Sepulveda et 
al (2006) note that, among refugees, ‘self-employment is one of the 
strategies used ... to secure a livelihood’ in the face of inordinately 
high unemployment. Such self-reliance offers the sharpest possible 
refutation of the widespread myth of ‘welfare tourism’. 

Useful though the IPPR (2007) material is, it has now been overtaken 
by the abruptly changed circumstances of the 2008 recession and its 
aftermath. The dampening effect of economic downturn on UK job 
opportunities is noted by Green (2011) and requires us to update our data. 

Data Sources1 
The present report uses two main official sources: 1) 2011 Census, 
which provides cross-tabulations of self-employment with birthplace, 
allowing us to measure the number of self-employed people (a 
recognised surrogate for business owners) in each of the identified new 
migrant groups; 2) Labour Force Survey focusing on the most recent 
period 2004 – 2013, which brings the data even closer to the present 
and also provides a classification of self-employed people by the 
industrial sector (e.g. retailing, manufacturing) in which they operate. 
This provides some indication of the quality of new migrant business 
(NMB), bearing in mind Kloosterman’s (2010) warning that migrant 
entrepreneurs tend to be trapped in very low value markets vacated by 
their better resourced competitors. To compensate for this, we shall 
also use in-depth interviews with self-employed individuals from 
qualitative studies we have carried out based in the east Midlands and 
Ram et al’s (2013) account of new migrant business owners and workers 
in 49 firms in the West Midlands. 

Census 2011 Findings
Immediately here we run into the main drawback in the study of 
NMB in Britain: the sheer paucity of information. This applies even 
to otherwise useful official sources, with the 2011 Census rather 
less informative than we had expected. This is due to the fact 
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that data for individual places of origin is published only for the 
largest countries, so that for Africa and Asia crucial information is 
missing for war-ravaged countries like DR Congo, Somalia, Iran 
and Afghanistan, which are known to be leading sources of asylum-
seekers. As we shall see from the regional case studies, natives of 
these countries are quite prominent among the migrant entrepreneur 
population, often entering self-employment immediately after securing 
refugee status.

Even so, lack of statistical availability obliges us to omit these 
categories in favour of larger amalgamations such as Africa (Table 1). 
Moreover, strict technical considerations persuade us also to omit 
certain countries of birth like India, Bangladesh and Pakistan. While 
full published information is given for self-employed arrivals from 
these countries, consistency requires us to acknowledge that these 
are not “new” migrants in the sense proposed by Vertovec (2007); 
they are in reality the latest additions to long established ethnic 
communities initiated by the “old” migrants of the 1950s and 1960s. 
In any case, recorded self-employment among South Asians arriving 
since 2001 is comparatively low, in the Indian case being only about a 
half that of British Indians as a whole. 

Table 1 : Self-employment by Birthplace 
2011 Census (16+ year-olds, selected countries)

 Total Number Percentage

United Kingdom 3.3 millions 13.73 

Poland 63,516 14.66

Other EU Accession 79,227 21.49

Africa 111,159 12.90

Middle East and Asia 237,108 16.79 

Source: The 2011 Census
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Despite being stripped to a comparatively few categories, Table 1 
is extremely informative, most notably regarding self-employed 
migrants from the new EU Accession Countries. Though their self-
employment rates (percentages of the economically active) do not 
resemble the spectacular highs of predecessors like Pakistanis in the 
1980s (Campbell and Daly 1991), they are sufficiently in excess of the 
native UK rate to dispel any suggestion of a population enticed to 
Britain by the lure of dependency. As such, it is an especially timely 
finding, when the ‘free movement of people has become synonymous 
with insecurity and anxiety’ (Harris 2013). 

In line with popular perceptions, Polish migrants are most prominent, 
vastly out-numbering other East Europeans in business ownership 
as in employment. Not only are their self-employment rates striking 
in Table 1 but their absolute numbers are also substantial. With 
regard to the non-Polish EU accession nationalities, we note a self-
employment percentage almost one and a half times the British 
native level, perhaps reflective of the conditional nature of pre-2014 
entry for Bulgarians and Romanians, with self-employed status one 
of the requirements. 

Labour Force Survey (LFS) Findings
The LFS2 carries out face-to-face interviews with a large random 
sample of the UK population and we give its estimates of migrant 
numbers in Table 2. Here we note that sample sizes of individual 
birthplace groups are often too small for statistical significance. 
Consequently Table 2 is based on approximate amalgamations of 
birthplace groups. 

Perhaps mildly surprising is the way in which migration from India 
/ Pakistan / Bangladesh persists, with one of the leading migrant 
origins of half a century ago continuing to supply around one in six 
of recent incomers. For the most part, family reunion – a pattern of 
newcomers joining already settled ethnic communities – may play a 
larger part in this, rather than worker migration, especially for those 
of Pakistani / Bangladeshi origins. 

Comparatively, however, South Asian numbers are in decline. We 
need to note that the data here are different from those in Table 1 
in several aspects: Table 1 combines Middle East and South Asia but 
they are separately listed in Table 2; the data in Table 1 refer to all 
those aged 16+ and economically active in the UK at the time of the 
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2011 Census, but Table 2 shows the profiles of new immigrants since 
2004, excluding earlier immigrants and the White British. Therefore 
the population bases are different in the two tables. With these 
caveats in mind, we notice that by far the largest category (in terms 
of distribution) in Table 2 is the A8/A12 group of mainly economic 
migrants. This consists of A8 migrants (as earlier defined) together 
with Bulgaria, Romania, Cyprus and Malta, confirming Judt’s (2010) 
belief that the 21st century migration upsurge results primarily from 
the removal of legal restrictions such as the Iron Curtain. Other 
expectations are also realised, notably the prominence of Africa as a 
source of international students and asylum-seekers; and the category 
“Western Europe-Old Commonwealth”, a likely reflection of highly 
skilled permit-holders (further analysis shows that of those who 
arrived since 2004, 37.6% of the new migrants from Western Europe/
Old Commonwealth have degrees, second only to Indians at 41.7%).

Table 2: Distribution of Migrants Arriving Since 2004

 Percent 

Poland 14.58

Other A8 A12 9.36

W Europe + Old Common 20.86

Somalia/Congo/Zimbabwe 2.92

Afghan/ Iraq/ Iran/ Syria 2.05

Indian 9.48

Pakistan/Bangladesh 7.29

Chinese 3.28

Other Africa 11.93

Other 18.23 

Total 100.00

Source: LFS 2004-2013 (wave 1 data from each quarterly of each year pooled)
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Turning to the key item of entrepreneurship, the LFS findings on 
immigrants’ self-employment (Table 3a) are based on country of 
birth, distinguishing between a number of individual countries whose 
immigrant numbers are large enough for statistical research. In this 
case, we have separated Poland from the rest of A8/A12; and we have 
further identified certain countries known to be major contributors 
of asylum-seekers (Harding 2012) – Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Syria and 
Somalia. At the same time, Table 3a and 3b exclude those born in the 
UK. The data are pooled from the wave 1 face-to-face interviews in 
each quarter from 2004 Spring to 2013 Summer for each of the years 
covered. It is noted here that although the A8/A12 were institutionalised 
in 2004, many people from those countries were already in the UK prior 
to 2004. As people who have stayed longer in the country would gain 
more knowledge about the local labour market and come to know more 
people, their social and cultural capital would accumulate, which might 
help them to set up their own businesses. Some groups, such as Chinese 
and Indians, came with a more specific purpose of setting up businesses 
such as take-aways or restaurants in the earlier period, and we would 
therefore expect a period (or length of residence) effect. Table 3a and 3b 
demonstrate this. 

Quite evidently, self-employment is not an uncommon activity for 
many new migrant groups, with Poles and other East Europeans on a 
par with, if not in excess of, the White British in this respect (at 7% for 
men and women combined, or 10% for White British men and 4% 
for White British women in the period 2004-2013). Poles and other 
A8/A12 immigrants who came during 1993-2003 were most likely 
to be self-employed, at around 25%. For all other groups, we see a 
pattern of decline from the earliest to the latest arrivals, which is most 
notable among the Chinese for whom only 2% of the latest arrivals as 
compared with 18% of the earliest arrivals were in self-employment. 
Somewhat surprisingly, however, the percentages for Somalis in 
the latest period appear rather lower than might be expected given 
the findings of previous studies (Jones et al 2011; Ram et al., 2008; 
Sepulveda et al 2006, 2011) that this is a highly entrepreneurial 
community. We notice that the figure for those who came before 1993 
was much higher, at 8% (and 14% for Somali men who came before 
1993). Given that many refugees had been self-employed in their native 
countries (Sepulveda et al 2006, 2011), we also feel that the levels 
recorded for the other developing world categories might fall short of 
expectations, especially for the latest arrivals. 
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Table 3a: Immigrant Self-Employment by Country of Birth and Period  
of Arrival  
(men and women combined)

Arrival period
Before 1993 1994-2003 2004-2013 Total

Poland % 7 25 7 9

No. 456 597 4535 5588

Other A8 A12 % 14 24 14 15

No. 1318 820 2728 4866

Western European and old Common Market % 10 9 5 9

No. 12300 4535 3870 20705

Somalia/Congo/Zimbabwe % 8 3 3 4

No. 485 1707 650 2842

Afghanistan /Iraq /Iran/ Syria % 19 11 3 11

No. 569 995 527 2091

India % 10 6 3 8

No. 4493 1820 2093 8406

Pakistan/Bangladesh % 14 11 5 12

No. 4519 2089 1298 7906

China % 18 6 2 9

No. 992 827 709 2528

Other African countries % 12 6 4 9

No. 5663 3731 2400 11794

Other % 9 7 5 8

No. 7068 5295 3997 16360
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Table 3b: Immigrant Self-Employment by Country of Birth and Period  
of Arrival  
(men)

Arrival period
Before 1993 1994-2003 2004-2013 Total

Poland % 9 36 10 13

No. 204 265 2248 2717

Other A8 A12 % 18 40 18 21

No. 629 316 1322 2267

Western European and old Common Market % 15 10 6 12

No. 5051 2097 1814 8962

Somalia/Congo/Zimbabwe % 14 4 3 5

No. 214 721 291 1226

Afghanistan /Iraq /Iran/ Syria % 27 16 4 17

No. 338 626 260 1224

India % 17 9 4 12

No. 2160 893 1092 4145

Pakistan/Bangladesh % 25 20 8 21

No. 2165 1073 682 3920

China % 24 7 2 12

No. 449 360 335 1144

Other African countries % 18 8 4 12

No. 2777 1741 1166 5684

Other % 13 11 5 11

No. 3137 2302 1784 7223

Total % 17 12 7 13

No. 17124 10394 10994 38512
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While Table 3a shows data for men and women combined, we know 
that many women would help their self-employed partners as ‘helpers’, 
sometimes called ‘unpaid’ as formal payment between spouses might 
be considered a redundant nuisance in many cultures. This might of 
course underestimate the number of self-employed females reported. 
If we focus on self-employed males as shown in Table 3b, we find much 
higher figures.

We caution that immigrant businesses need to be evaluated in terms 
of their quality as well as their quantity, since very high numbers of 
firms may disguise a bias towards low value marginal activities (Ram 
and Jones 2008). In Table 4, we address this question of the value of 
what they produce by presenting the sectoral distribution of self-
employed migrants. According to this data, there are some signs of 
migrant entrepreneurs breaking away from areas like corner shop 
retailing and catering (Kloosterman 2010) and into other areas such as 
finance-administration. 

Table 4: Sectoral Distribution of the Self-Employed

       Percentages of self-employed in selected sectors 

 Manufacturing Construction Retail/Hospitality Financial/Admin 

Poland  24 9 39 16 

Other Eastern Europe 25 10 36 15

Somalia 2 1 22 35

Afghanistan/Iraq 5  2 53 23

Other Africa 8 3 25 36 

 
Notes: 

1. Categories of agricultural, fishery and other businesses are not included and therefore the percentages 
do not add up to 100 for each row.

2. For immigrants who arrived in the UK since 2004.

Source: the LFS (2004-2013).
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While this sectoral information is certainly valuable, we must also 
acknowledge that it has its limitations. For instance, the classification 
of economic sectors may be too broad to provide much more than 
inferences about types of self-employment and their value and 
potential. When, for example, we see that over half of Afghans and 
Iraqis are in retail and hotels, we wonder whether these are colossal 
shining emporia – which in principle they might be – or low profile 
shoestring family firms. 

Later in this report, the information we present from various local 
studies confirms that the very heavy concentration of new migrant 
firms in retail and hospitality consists overwhelmingly of micro units, 
often in poor quality sites and premises (Jones et al 2012). From 
this it must be admitted that the majority of these entrepreneurs 
are certainly making little contribution to propelling the innovatory 
technological advancement of the British economy. In drawing 
attention to this, however, we hope to establish a sense of proportion 
about precisely what we can expect from migrant enterprise. Though 
unlikely to spark any kind of ‘Silicon Valley’ grandiosity, the reality is that 
these little corner shops and service outlets cater to a whole range of 
essential basic needs, often in the absence of proportionate recompense 
for the owners (Ram and Jones 2008). In addition, Sepulveda et al (2006) 
make the often overlooked point that such firms can have a physically 
galvanising effect in run-down neighbourhoods, where the mere 
occupation of otherwise derelict premises automatically improves local 
security as well as standards of waste disposal and street cleanliness.

In performing these thankless tasks, they spare native-born 
business owners and workers the trouble of doing so, in sectors whose 
undesirability is confirmed by the post-war exodus of their native 
incumbents (Kloosterman 2010; Ram and Jones 2008). Humble, low key 
and unsung, these are precisely the kinds of migrant-derived benefits 
which remain invisible in the face of the rather hysterical fears about 
open borders (Harding 2012). 

Inevitably most of this has to be inferred rather than read directly from 
the LFS data.

While this certainly gives us an excellent broad brush starting point, 
there is nevertheless a real need to penetrate below the surface 
and to look at the way these firms actually work. Accordingly, the 
remainder of this report draws on local interview surveys of NMB. We 
focus on two recent studies: Ram et al (2013) and Kiselinchev et al. 
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(2010). The samples of both studies were evenly split between two 
broad categories: migrants from the eight former Soviet nations of 
Eastern Europe granted EU entry on May 1st 2004 (the A8 countries); 
and asylum-seekers and refugees from a range of countries, with 
Somalis, Nigerians and Zimbabweans featuring prominently (we use 
the acronym ‘AME [Africa and Middle East]’ to denote these migrants). 
Ram et al’s study examined the experiences of 49 NMB owners (and 
a similar number of workers) in the West Midlands. Kiselinchev et al 
(2010) interviewed 165 business owners based in the East Midlands.

 | THE WEST MIdlANdS SURvEy (RAM ET Al., 2010)

To a great extent, the theme of new migrant enterprise in Britain 
is one of survival and resilience in the face of unfavourable odds. 
From the outset, we need to remind ourselves of the difficult 
circumstances threatening the potential contribution that new 
migrant businesses can be expected to make to their local economy 
and to the UK as a whole. 

The first of these is the comparative youthfulness of the majority 
of new migrant firms, with no less than 33 of our 49 West Midlands 
firms having been trading for less than five years. In effect, a large 
proportion of these firms have as yet hardly progressed beyond the 
start-up stage, a stage of considerable vulnerability with high failure 
rates in the first two or three years of trading (Storey 1994). With 
uncompromising bluntness Shane (2008, 98) tells us, “Most new 
businesses fail.”, a rather ominous verdict for many of the struggling 
respondents in this survey. In the case of refugees from Asia and Africa, 
their immaturity usually arises directly from recent arrival but for 
A8 migrants it may be exaggerated by the short-termism fostered by 
the ease of travel to and from the home country; “in effect, they are 
international commuters” (Legrain 2009, 323). Whatever the reason, 
new migrant business rests on foundations which are more precarious 
than usual. 

Not unconnected to this, NMB have also to contend with acute under-
capitalisation. In the case of many refugee entrepreneurs, they arrived 
in Britain in a state of near destitution, entering self-employment 
less as a matter of ambition than of sheer survival. Not surprisingly, 
their businesses tend to be run on a shoestring, under-capitalised to 
the point where their very existence seems problematic. When to this 
we add the challenges of language barriers and unfamiliarity with the 
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British business environment (especially its legal regulations), our 
expectations of NMB potential must be further reduced.

A graphic picture of their marginality is presented in Table 5, where no 
fewer than one in four of the sampled firms are shown to be subsisting 
on an annual turnover of less than £10,000. 

Table 5: Annual Revenues – West Midlands Sample 

 Annual Turnover  Number of firms

 Less than £10,000 12

 £10 – 50,000 17

 £50-250,000 7 

 £250,000 – £1 million 3

 no response 10

Contrary to this, however, is the encouraging finding that even the 
most cash-strapped operators can sometimes find a way of creating 
employment, albeit at a low level. For the most part this comprises 
informal unwaged “helpers” from the business owner’s own ethnic 
community, with 29 people so engaged. Though this clearly makes no 
immediate economic contribution in the conventional sense, many 
such helpers look upon it as a kind of entrepreneurial “apprenticeship” 
conferring the knowledge necessary for their own future businesses. For 
Sepulveda et al (2006), this is part of a skills-building process conferring 
broader benefits on the local economy. Moreover, we should also bear 
in mind the often overlooked consideration that “migrants ... also 
contribute in wider social and cultural terms” IPPR 2007, 45), such as the 
provision of retail and other services in deprived urban areas. Such shops 
also function essentially as social hubs for the local community. 

A thoroughly modern twist on this entrepreneurial support for the 
impoverished is provided by one of our Somali interviewees, a graduate 
in information technology from the University of Stockholm, who 
operates a computer repair business. As he explains, “The majority of 
people in this area are either unemployed or in low income jobs and 
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are not prepared to buy expensive computers”. By providing affordable 
repairs, he simultaneously answers their needs and his own, tapping 
into sufficient custom to support healthy revenue of £50,000 per year 
and two full-time employees. 

Unlike many other new migrant businesses in the region, he is able 
to pay regular wages. Even so, in the many other cases where such 
payments are unaffordable, it is arguable that by providing jobs, 
even at very low wages for family members and other co-migrants, 
these tiny workplaces provide a sanctuary from a foreign and 
sometimes hostile land and can act as a bridgehead into the new 
society. The importance of such contributions to social cohesion 
should not be underestimated. 

Yet, even in conventional economic terms, the new migrant business 
contribution in the West Midlands is noteworthy. In respect of formal 
job creation – the provision of regular contracted tax-deducted 
employment – the 49 sampled firms support 193 people. In common 
with native businesses, as suggested by Table 5, there is a high degree of 
polarisation in the NMB population, with job creation skewed towards a 
small minority of firms. The greatest outlier in the sample is an Iranian 
fast food organisation, with no less than 22 pizza and burger outlets and 
100 employees. Catering principally to a low income student and migrant 
clientele, this business has enjoyed truly breakneck growth, which has 
continued apparently unchecked by the economic downturn. 

Notable, is the acute polarity evident among those NMB’s started by 
asylum-seekers. Whereas a majority of these individuals have been 
victims of persecution, a minority are quite startlingly prosperous, 
having previously enjoyed successful business careers. Compared with 
earlier waves of refugees, one novel feature of the present phase is the 
ease with which people can “convert their wealth into hard currency 
and place it abroad with the help of others who have left” (Harding 
2012, 28). 

In this way, the UK economy benefits from the almost literal transfer of 
an overseas firm. As well as the above Iranian case, the present sample 
includes an Afghan supermarket owner who managed to re-activate his 
business after a flight from the Taliban. An object lesson in wealth and 
job generation, this ‘huge supermarket,’ as the owner describes it, turns 
over almost £1 million annually and employs 20 people. It also provides 
a valuable customer service, opening 24 hours a day and selling a wide 
range of cheaply priced foodstuffs in a deprived area of Birmingham. 
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This theme of almost unbroken continuation of business in the face of 
relocation and even military catastrophe is evident among the most 
successful migrant businesses in the region. Particularly noteworthy 
here is a food retail business, with six branches across Birmingham 
and a specialisation in the import of Middle Eastern products. Start-up 
capital was provided by personal assets brought from the homeland 
and has borne fruit in the form of a firm large enough to support ten 
jobs. Mixing manufacture and wholesale with retail, the firm makes 
ethnic sweets and other food products and sells them to other Kurdish 
shops in the city. 

A further instance of this quasi-relocation is a fast food restaurant 
owned by an Iraqi Kurd, one of a number owned by this ethnic 
community. Like the food retailer above this is again focused on the low 
income student-migrant market, a successful strategy that supports six 
jobs in the local economy. Given the location of this employment in a 
disadvantaged urban neighbourhood, its impact is all the more welcome. 

Not uncommonly, a variation on this practice of cross-border asset 
transfer takes place indirectly via another EU country. Among the 
interview sample are several Somalis, whose initial refugee status 
had been gained in Sweden or the Netherlands and were subsequently 
attracted to Britain by comparatively favourable business regulations. 
As one Somali restaurateur told us, ‘the laws for establishing a 
business in Holland are not good and I thought, “why not move to 
England?” Using his Dutch savings together with funding from business 
relatives, he set up what is now ‘one of the busiest restaurants in Small 
Heath’. Turning over £250,000 he employs four staff and looks forward 
to future expansion. 

 | EAST MIdlANdS SURvEy (KISElINCHEv ET Al 2010) 

While the key theme of the West Midlands sample is one of polarity, 
the entrepreneurial disadvantage of new migrants in the East Midlands 
appears less relieved by the substantial success of refugees transferring 
assets from their homelands. Certainly this does not mean that the new 
migrant business contribution should be downplayed but it should be 
seen more in the terms outlined earlier as the self-effacing provision 
of a range of vital day-to-day services. It might also be seen as the 
exercise of a great deal of creativity – sometimes quite startling – in 
the face of crushing odds. In many cases, the very existence of a firm 
seems an act of sheer economic defiance. 
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Perhaps the most graphic instance of this is the Zimbabwean refugee 
who, as an asylum-seeker in 2004, ‘landed at Gatwick with nothing but 
my passport’. Even so, within six years destitution had been converted 
into entrepreneurship, with the setting up of a food shop in Leicester. 
Extreme but not exceptional, this retailer is one of a large group of 
Africans, now self-employed, having arriving in the UK in a state of 
near-destitution. Indeed, it seems that the only Africans in the sample 
arriving with any measurable assets are Somalis moving from Sweden 
or the Netherlands. 

More than three in five in the sample of 165 respondents consider 
themselves to be under-capitalised. In addition to the refugee arrivals, 
the post-Soviet (mostly Polish) European migrants tend to have 
financed their start-ups via low-paid manual jobs acquired on arrival. 
As Bates and Robb (2013, 1) warn, no firm can thrive without enough 
capital to operate at an efficient scale ... to cope with adversity and 
take advantage of opportunities when they arise’. These entrepreneurs 
repeatedly voice frustration at the inability to tap into promising 
customer potential, frequently through lack of storage space for stock 
expansion. Here the expense of premises is a recurring theme, one of 
the key reasons for a widespread sense of regret at the gap between 
aspiration and capability. 

Contributing to the persistence of this capital starvation is a 
conspicuous lack of access to mainstream credit provision. The 
problem is not so much that entrepreneurs are often rejected by 
bankers, but that they are deterred from applying due to language 
barriers and a general lack of knowledge about the British legal and 
commercial environment. Moreover, from the high street bankers’ 
point of view, the typical refugee is hardly able to offer what would 
be considered adequate collateral. Whatever the precise causes, 
it is indisputable that capital shortage as acute as that suffered 
by many new migrants may drive entrepreneurs to quite extreme 
stratagems for financing their ventures. As Sepulveda et al (2006) 
lament, it is lack of finance which drives much NMB into the 
underground economy, with its regulatory evasions and dubious 
legality. On top of this, two measures in particular – the use of 
high interest back street money lenders and credit cards – we took 
as evidence of desperation. Certainly many respondents appeared 
to be experiencing bitter regrets, with one complaining, ‘It’s like a 
hangman’s noose, I’ll never be able to pay it back’. 
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Such negativity might be rejected in favour of the view that these 
genuine risk-bearers embody the true spirit of enterprise. According 
to Shane (2008, 2), this view of entrepreneurship ‘isn’t far off popular 
definitions of the word’. While it would be fanciful to take this train 
of thought much further, it would nevertheless be realistic to see it as 
evidence of entrepreneurial motivation. Migrants are evidently prepared 
to take extreme measures on behalf of their firms. This impression of a 
widespread will to succeed is bolstered by the substantial number who 
envisage future growth and are even drawing up concrete plans for 
expansion. No less than one in three of the African owners interviewed 
expressed optimism about their long term visions of diversification and 
acquisition of new premises. 

Yet there is also a consciousness that any future projections are likely to 
be thwarted by the obstacles and resource poverty discussed previously. 
Optimism about the long term is mixed with fears about survival in 
a short term menaced by economic downturn. Such is the mismatch 
between intention and capability that we might infer that much 
entrepreneurial potential is actually being dissipated by an inability to 
secure financial and other resources. 
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| CONClUSIONS

This report has reviewed the emerging literature and sources on new 
migrants to the UK who have followed the path of entrepreneurship. 
The incomplete state of official nationwide self-employment data 
makes firm conclusions difficult. Nonetheless, there are encouraging 
signs that new migrants are making a positive contribution to the 
small business population, as well as their local communities. New 
arrivals are entrepreneurial, keen to work, and active within their 
communities. However, there a number of specific challenges which 
migrant entrepreneurs face. 

 n Access to finance

 New migrants often struggle to secure finance from banks 
and other ‘mainstream’ financial intermediaries. This leads to 
reliance on informal sources and the running of severely under-
capitalised businesses.

 n Cultural constraints

 Language is a barrier for some groups, as is a lack of familiarity with 
rules and regulations surrounding the business activities. Equally, 
business support intermediaries rarely have an appreciation of the 
different cultural traditions of new migrant communities.

 n Trading patterns

 The tendency for new migrants to trade primarily with their 
own communities means that their potential customer base is 
extremely narrow. There is therefore a lack of attention given to 
the need to diversify their businesses.
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 n Lack of information 

 New migrants often struggle to secure information on the 
process of business start-up, and functions like marketing and 
business planning.

Despite the challenges which migrant businesses face, a number of 
contributions can be identified:

 n Entrepreneurial and resilient communities

 Official sources and local studies suggest that there is considerable 
interest in entrepreneurship as a career option amongst new 
migrants. Notwithstanding the dearth of information on the scale 
and nature of new migrant business activity, our review highlights 
a genuine desire amongst new arrivals to establish their own 
businesses. Often this is achieved with meagre resources and little 
if any formal institutional backing. Family and fellow migrants 
usually provide the support that serves as the vital launchpad for 
entrepreneurial ambitions.

 n Buffers against unemployment and economic exclusion

 New migrant firms provide much needed employment for 
the wider co-ethnic community as well as the entrepreneurs 
themselves. Many migrants feel that they are locked out or 
under-utilised by the formal job market. Becoming self-employed 
in such circumstances is an important means of pursuing 
ambitions for social mobility for oneself and fellow migrants. 
Businesses established by new migrants frequently serve as a 
refuge, offering shelter against an often hostile labour market.

 n Vehicles for social inclusion and integration

 Owners and workers involved in NMBs value the opportunity that 
the enterprise provides to interact and integrate with the wider 
community. New migrants often experience social exclusion and 
isolation. Working in NMBs allows migrants to develop friendships 
and relationships which might not be possible in more formal 
settings and networks. The businesses are also an important means 
of sharing information on a wide range of matters, for example; 
employment, education, social and health issues. 
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 n Apprenticeships for would-be entrepreneurs

 Many workers in NMBs use their employment to acquire the 
experience and skills necessary to set up businesses in their own 
account. The local studies we reviewed highlighted unacknowledged 
human capital within many businesses. Workers were often 
augmenting their formal qualifications with the concrete 
experience of helping to run a small enterprise. The goal for many 
was to strike out on their own once they had secured the necessary 
skills, experience and resources.

 n Serious about growth

 Many NMBs were keen to grow their businesses and were interested 
in utilising external support that might help them realise this 
goal. Few businesses could be classified as ‘high-growth’ firms. 
Nonetheless, new migrant entrepreneurs are intent on developing 
their businesses and are receptive to appropriate business support. 
However, formal engagement with business support intermediaries 
is very rare. 

As we have argued above, entrepreneurship by immigrants, new 
and old, is not only an economic strategy per se: it has important 
external effects such as fostering neighbourhood links and providing 
community cohesion, cultivating the entrepreneurial spirit in 
society and forging closer links between labour markets at local, 
national and international levels. Given this, it is imperative that a 
comprehensive national level study of migrant entrepreneurship be 
conducted, comparing the propensity for entrepreneurship as well 
as the scale, sector, type of small business by people of different 
ethnic backgrounds and with different immigration and residence 
histories. Only then will we truly understand the impact of migrant 
entrepreneurs in the UK.



27

1. It is acknowledged here that whilst these are the best data sources currently available, they 
are not without problems for our analysis. With regard to the 2011 Census data, access is 
limited to tabular data provided by the Office for National Statistics and we are still waiting 
for the release of the micro-level data (the Samples of Anonymised Records from the 2011 
Census of the Population, the 2011 SARs) which would enable us to conduct more fine-grained 
analysis of self-employment by new immigrants at smaller geographic levels. Although the 
LFS is the main data source used by economists, sociologists and government think-tanks 
(Berthoud 2000; Li and Heath 2008; NEP 2007) in the analysis of employment patterns, the 
self-employment data for the newly arrived immigrants or for asylum seekers may be less 
complete than those in the Census. Neither data sources would have as comprehensive 
information as Companies’ House data. Furthermore, it is not always easy to draw the 
distinction between self-employed and employee. For instance, many of the NHS doctors are 
self-employed and many highly educated Indians with fairly recent immigration status are 
working in our hospitals. However, since they receive salaries like many employees, they might 
see themselves as being similar to employees. Some private companies are incorporated for 
tax purposes where their directors and senior managers may regard themselves as employees 
of the companies even though they are ‘partners’ or owners. Finally, both the Census and the 
LFS use the National Statistics for Social-economic Classification (NSSeC) for the class coding 
which is based on both employment status and occupation where managers and directors 
in big companies or doctors in the NHS are coded as Class 1 even though they may have a 
formal status of being self-employed. The own-account workers (small employers or those 
without employees) are coded as Class 4. Some self-employed people such as delivery drivers 
or plumbers may be franchised with big public limited companies but it is unclear how they 
would report their employment status in the responses to LFS reviewers or in filling in the 
Census forms. Therefore our data based on the Census and the LFS will, in the self-employed 
category, capture those at the lower end of the wealth creation spectrum among new migrant 
businesses and are likely to miss those creating the largest economic value or those who are 
nominally self-employed higher-grade professionals. Yet, notwithstanding these and other 
possible problems, the Census and the LFS are the best data sources currently available for 
our purposes. We checked the other data sources such as Understanding Society (waves 1-3), 
the Home Office Citizenship Survey (2001-2011) and the Taking Part survey (2005-2013). 
None of these have sufficient numbers for new immigrants from A8 or A12 countries, or from 
Somalia, Zimbabwe, Iraq, Afghanistan etc.

2. The LFS started in 1975. From 1975 to 1981, it was biennial. Between 1983 and 1991, it was 
annual; from 1992 onwards, it became quarterly with an overlapping design. Respondents are 
interviewed 5 times called five ‘waves’. Wave 1 for each quarter is face to face survey with 
higher response rates and better quality data. The present analysis (2004-2013) uses this 
Wave 1 data, pooled for every year.

ENdNOTES
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