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Refugee-based immigration as a phenomenon has steadily grown in recent years in
industrialized countries such as Finland. As a result, entrepreneurship has become an
increasingly important topic of research in the discussions regarding the employment and
integration of immigrants with a refugee background.

Entrepreneurship literature has traditionally emphasized innovation, growth-seeking and
opportunity recognition as the key entrepreneurial motivations. However, later research has
recognized that entrepreneurship may also emerge as an adaptive response to adverse
occupational circumstances. Previous research has suggested that necessity entrepreneurship
may arise in situations where individuals face limited opportunities in the labour market,
such as unemployment, exclusion, or other challenges effectively leading to difficulties in
obtaining employment.

This study aims to clarify factors that influence immigrants of refugee background to pursue
entrepreneurship. The study focuses on the extent to which the participants’ decisions to
become self-employed appear as adaptive solutions emerging from necessity-related factors
to the challenges faced in the labour markets.

The study was conducted as qualitative research and the data was collected through semi-
structured interviews. A total of six entrepreneurs with a refugee background permanently
residing in Finland were interviewed. The collected data was analysed using a thematic
approach.

The results highlighted that many interviewees had faced several structural barriers to
employment before self-employment. The accumulation of prolonged and recurring
challenges were often perceived as turning points, at which the idea of entrepreneurship
emerged as an alternative strategy for securing a livelihood, a notion closely aligning with
the concept of necessity entrepreneurship. However, several participants also expressed
opportunity-related motivations to pursue self-employment. Factors such as the desire for



autonomy or better utilization of prior professional experience and qualifications were
evident in the findings. Thus, both necessity and opportunity factors could be interpreted as
influencing as an interplay in shaping entrepreneurial decisions of the immigrants with
refugee backgrounds.

In addition to the financial aspects, entrepreneurship offered many people improved
experiences of integration and professional self-confidence. However, the findings also
indicated that some refugee-background entrepreneurs may also continue to face structural,
cultural or social challenges even after becoming self-employed.
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Pakolaistaustainen maahanmuutto ilmiéné on kasvanut viime vuosina teollistuneissa
maissa, kuten Suomessa. Tadmin seurauksena yrittijyydesti on tullut yha merkittdvampi
tutkimusaihe keskusteluissa liittyen pakolaistaustaisten maahanmuuttajien tydllisyyteen ja
kotoutumiseen.

Yrittdjyyden kirjallisuudessa on perinteisesti korostettu innovaatioita, mahdollisuuksien
tunnistamista ja kasvun tavoittelua keskeisind yrittdjyyden motivaatiotekijoind. MyShempi
tutkimus on kuitenkin tunnistanut, etti yrittdjyys voi syntyd my0s adaptiivisena strategiana
yksilon kohtaamiin haastaviin tilanteisiin tydmarkkinoilla. Aiempi tutkimus on osoittanut,
ettd pakkoyrittdjyys voi syntyé tilanteissa, joissa yksiloiden mahdollisuudet
tyomarkkinoilla ovat rajalliset esimerkiksi ty6ttdmyyden, tydmahdollisuuksista
poissulkemisen tai osaamista vastaavien tydtehtidvien puutteen vuoksi.

Tadmin tutkimuksen tavoitteena on selvittdd, mitkd tekijdt vaikuttavat pakolaistaustaisten
maahanmuuttajien pyrkimyksiin ryhtya yrittdjiksi. Tutkimus keskittyy sithen, missd méérin
osallistujien pddtokset ryhtyéd yrittdjiksi ndyttaytyvét pakosta johtuvina strategioina
tyomarkkinoilla kohdattuihin haasteisiin.

Tutkimus tehtiin laadullisella menetelmall4, ja aineisto kerattiin puolistrukturoiduilla
haastatteluilla. Tutkimuksessa haastateltiin yhteensé kuutta Suomessa pysyvésti asuvaa
pakolaistaustaista yrittdjda. Keratty haastatteluaineisto analysoitiin hyodyntien temaattista
menetelmaa.

Tulokset osoittivat, ettd moni haastatelluista oli kohdannut useita rakenteellisia
tyollistymisesteitd ennen yrittdjyyttdan. Pitkittyneiden ja toistuvien haasteiden
kasautuminen néhtiin usein kddnnekohtana, jolloin ajatus yrittdjyydestd nousi
vaihtoehtoiseksi elinkeinostrategiaksi. Ndma 10ydokset viittaavat vahvasti aiemmassa
kirjallisuudessa esiteltyyn pakkoyrittdjyyden késitteeseen. Haastatteluissa nousi esiin myos
yrittdjyyden mahdollisuuksiin liittyvid motivaatioita, kuten halua itsendisyyteen ja
pyrkimyksid hyodyntdd aiempaa ammatillista kokemusta tai patevyyksid. Téaten



yrittdjyyteen johtavien paétdsten voitiin katsoa syntyneen seké pakkoon, ettd
mahdollisuuksiin liittyvien tekijoiden vuorovaikutuksesta.

Taloudellisten ndkokulmien liséksi yrittdjyyden koettiin usein parantaneen haastateltujen
kokemusta integraatiosta Suomeen seké lisénneen heiddn ammatillista itseluottamustaan.
Tulokset kuitenkin viittasivat myo0s siihen, ettd osa pakolaistaustaisista yrittdjisti saattaa
kohdata rakenteellisia, kulttuurisia tai sosiaalisia haasteita myds ammatinharjoittajaksi
ryhtymisen jdlkeen.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background of the study

The cultural diversity of countries such as Finland has been steadily increasing during the
past decades This has led to changes in the country’s social and economic structure. For
some groups, this change presents more challenges than for other (Bank of Finland Bulletin,
2026). Refugee-background immigrants are one group that often face barriers in the labour
market due to various reasons, such as lack of language skills, lack of official recognition of
foreign qualifications, limited professional networks, or cultural biases in recruitment
practices. As a response to these barriers, many immigrants decide to choose pursue

entrepreneurship to make livelihood in their new home country.

Previous entrepreneurship literature has traditionally emphasized innovation, growth-
seeking and opportunity-seeking as the main motivations to pursue self-employment.
However, later research has recognized that entrepreneurship may also emerge as an
adaptive response to adverse occupational circumstances, such as unemployment or
exclusion (Shapero & Sokol, 1982). Later literature has defined entrepreneurship emerging
from these initial premises as necessity entrepreneurship (Reynolds et al., 2002) Necessity
entrepreneurship refers to situations where individuals decide that entrepreneurship is the
best, or the only solution for making a livelihood in the lack of other alternatives in the

employment market. (Reynolds et al., 2001).

Refugee-background individuals are one group of people who often face structural
challenges in the labour market which are in many cases related to their background (Abebe,
2023). Understanding necessity entrepreneurship among refugees in Finland is not only
academically relevant, but it also gives us insights into the social aspects of the phenomenon.
It provides insights into how structural constraints faced in the labour market can affect
economic behavior, how individuals and groups react to perceived marginalization or

exclusion and how public policy can influence the refugees’ economic participation.
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This research provides insights into these factors by studying the experiences of refugee-
background individuals, who have chosen self-employment as their way of making a
livelihood in Finland. The study aims to provide understanding of the decisions that led these

individuals to pursue self-employment and observes its implications.

1.2 The aim of the study and research questions

The aim of the study is to shed light on entrepreneurship among refugees living in Finland.
The study focuses on experiences of being an entrepreneur and on understanding the
underlying circumstances that drive refugee-background immigrants into self-employment.
The study examines how these individuals describe their experiences of entering the Finnish
labour market and its subsequent effects on their career pathways. The aim of the research
is to clarify the extent to which these experiences reflect to the conditions typically
characterized necessity entrepreneurship. Moreover, the study examines how the refugees
themselves experience the entrepreneurial activities and their implications on their social
integration in Finland. The goal of the research questions is to gain sights on the difficulties
faced in the labour market, its effects on the transition to entrepreneurship and the

experiences after becoming entrepreneur.
Consequently, the main research question for the study is:

Q1. Why do refugees end up to entrepreneurship and how is the process of becoming

entrepreneurs for them?

The supporting sub questions are the following:

Q2. What challenges do refugees face when entering the Finnish labour market?
Q3. Do these challenges push refugees toward self-employment?

Q4. How do refugees perceive their entrepreneurship and what is its impact on their

integration?
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1.2. Research methodology

The study employs a qualitative research design, with semi-structured interviews as the
primary data collection method. Qualitative research design is most suitable for researching
and examining experiences from lived experiences, subjective meanings and individual
interpretations that are at the main focus on understanding the phenomena of necessity
entrepreneurship (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010). The data collection is done through semi-
structured interviews, that allow the participants to describe in detail their own
entrepreneurial paths, previous labour market experiences, the factors affecting the decision
to pursue self-employment and their experiences as entrepreneurs in Finland. The interview
data is analyzed using thematic analysis, which allows the researcher to systematically
identify themes arising from the interviews, such as the perceived marginalization in the

labor market or motivations shaped by necessity and their entrepreneurial experiences.

1.3. Delimitations

The study focuses on the first-generation refugees in Finland, who have become
entrepreneurs during the past 1-20 years. This study doesn’t include entrepreneurs who
running large companies, or multi-generational refugee-entrepreneurs. Furthermore, the aim
of the study is not to provide a comprehensive statistical overview of refugee
entrepreneurship in Finland, but rather to provide an in-depth qualitative examination of
individual experiences of entrepreneurial decision making and individual experiences within
the refugee immigrant context. Geographically, the research is limited on refugee
entrepreneurs operating their businesses in the Helsinki metropolitan area (Espoo, Helsinki,
Kaunianen, Vantaa) in Finland. The experiences might differ for individuals residing outside
the capital area. Therefore, the results are not intended to be generalized for all immigrant
groups or contexts, but they provide insights on how necessity entrepreneurship as a

phenomenon is generated among the refugee population in Finland.

1.4. Structure of the study

The thesis is structured into five chapters. The introduction chapter which presents the

general summary of the thesis is contained in the first chapters. The second chapter,
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theoretical framework, cover the existing literature related to the thesis topic. The research
methodology, discussing the research design, data-collection methods and analytic
approaches utilized in the research, is presented in the chapter three. The research findings
and data are introduced in chapter four, followed by discussion, research conclusions and

recommendations for future research in chapter five.

2. Theoretical framework and Literature review

2.1. Overview of entrepreneurship research domain

Entrepreneurship has been an essential topic in the management research for over a century,
evolving from early economic theories to modern interdisciplinary approaches.
Entrepreneurship as a concept has various explanations across academia. In the most
established form, entrepreneurship refers to processes through which individuals identity,
create and exploit opportunities to generate economic and social value. Over time, scholars
have come up various with perspectives and theories to gain more comprehensive
understanding of what drives the entrepreneurial behaviour and how it contributes to

economic development and the society (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000).

Entrepreneurship theories traditionally have their focus on the creation of new economic
opportunities through innovation, risk-taking, and the coordination of resources. Schumpeter
(1934) and Drucker (1985) described entrepreneur and in individual who constantly searches
for change, responds to it and exploits it as an opportunity. The common idea in this school
of thought is that entrepreneurial behaviour is driven by their ambition and the desire to
exploit the commercial opportunities in the market. The scholars’ theories often define the
entrepreneur as someone who is proactive, opportunity-driven, and who through his/her

actions contributes to the economy and business environment.

The subsequent entrepreneurship studies have increasingly included broader psychological,
sociological and institutional perspectives in their research. The researchers increasingly
recognized, that not all entrepreneurship arises from the motivation to chase opportunities,
challenging the view that entrepreneurship acts purely as an outlet for one’s personal

ambition. Instead, the later studies started to emphasize that entrepreneurship can also
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emerge as a response to facing adverse situations, such as unemployment, marginalization
or structural employment barriers (Reynolds et al., 2001). The following section describes

these theories in greater detail.

2.1.1.Early entrepreneurship theories

One of the entrepreneurship studies’ earliest scholars, Austrian economist Joseph
Schumpeter described the entrepreneur as influencer in economic change, responsible for
driving innovation, growth, and influencing markets. According to Schumpeter (1934), an
entrepreneur is someone who creates and alters existing production and consumption
patterns in the markets. Schumpeter viewed entrepreneurship as ever changing, dynamic
function driven by creative individuals (Schumpeter, 1934). Schumpeter’s theories laid the
groundwork for many of the subsequent academic theories of entrepreneurship that focus on
opportunity recognition, innovation, and the role of uncertainty and how they shape
entrepreneurial action (Light et al., 2025). Schumpeter can thus be seen as defining
entrepreneurs as classic visionary leaders, who recognize, create and exploit the perceived

market opportunities.

Another well-known management theorist, Peter F. Drucker (1985) approached
entrepreneurship from a managerial and practical perspective. According to Drucker, the
entrepreneur recognizes and acts upon finding new business opportunities arising from
changes in technology, market structures, demographics or consumption patterns (Drucker,
1985). Drucker argued that entrepreneurial action can emerge from several sources, such as
finding and exploiting unexpected successes or failures in the existing markets or by utilizing
new knowledge. By systematically analysing changes in the market structures, entrepreneurs
can turn the conditions into economic and societal value. Instead of entrepreneurship being
based on luck and intuition, Drucker saw entrepreneurial action as a process of systemic

analysis and strategic thinking and opportunity recognition (Drucker, 1985).

Common to both Schumpeter's (1934) and Drucker's (1985) perspectives is that
entrepreneurship is seen as a desire of the individual to pursue opportunities and create
economic benefits. Perspectives that emphasize growth, innovation, creativity, and thus the
individual's drive in the emergence of entrepreneurship can be seen as being related to the

individual's voluntary participation and goal achievement.
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2.1.2.Defining opportunity and necessity entrepreneurship

While the previously described theories of entrepreneurial motivations strongly emphasize
innovation and opportunity seeking, some researchers argued that the reasons why an
individual may be opted to choose entrepreneurship are not always explained by such
generalized factors (O’Donnel et. al., 2023). According to Shapero & Sokol (1982) the most
common type of people to enter entrepreneurship in the United States were actually people
who have been laid off from their jobs or who have been denied the opportunity to advance
in their careers. A perspective that is far from the one that sees entrepreneurs as opportunity-
driven individuals. Shapero & Sokol (1982) argued, that instead of being ‘pulled’ into
entrepreneurship to gain advantage from on the markets, many people become entrepreneurs
after being ‘pushed’ into it due to lack of other employment possibilities. These notions
represent a major shift in perspective regarding entrepreneurial motivation compared to the
earlier literature by Schumpeter (1934) and Drucker (1985) which have their basis on the
intrinsic voluntary nature and their willingness to pursue exploitable opportunities in the

markets.

Later academic research has examined the “pull-factor” — - with more detail and with a wider
perspective. In their 2001 annual report, an established entrepreneurship journal, Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM), introduced the concepts of opportunity and necessity
entrepreneurship (Reynolds et al., 2001). The study made a difference between the two types
of entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial motivations. While the opportunity entrepreneurship as
a concept closely relates to the idea of the entrepreneur as a driven and opportunity-seeking
action such as described by Drucker (1985), necessity entrepreneurship on the other hand
arises the lack of other options for making a livelihood (Acs, 2006). Reynolds et. al. (2001)
describes the difference between opportunity and necessity entrepreneurship as following:
“opportunity entrepreneurship describes taking advantage of a business opportunity,

whereas necessity entrepreneurship exists when there are no better choices for work’™’.

There are also other studies that seek to deepen the classification between necessity and
opportunity entrepreneurship. In their study, Fossen and Butner label individuals who are
currently employed, enrolled in school or college or are not actively seeking for employment
but decide to start a business, as opportunity entrepreneurs (Fossen & Butner, 2013). For

these individuals, the desire for economic gain and “to become one’s own boss” or
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implementing existing business ideas can be seen as the main motivators to start a business.
This can be suggested that self-employment is being pursued because it is believed to bring
financial or personal added value to the current work situation. In contrast, the individuals,
who are initially unemployed or dismissed from their jobs, the desire to escape
unemployment can become the most important reason to pursue entrepreneurship, leading
to the classification of these groups as necessity entrepreneurs (Fossen & Buttner, 2013;
Sarasvathy, 2004). This classification further highlights the involuntary motivation to

participate in self-employment.

Linan et al. (2013) state highlight that opportunity entrepreneurs have often planned their
entry towards self-employment more thoroughly and may start the business in an area of
their interest or expertise compared to the necessity-motivated entrepreneurs. These
circumstances often indicate better survival rates and higher growth expectations for
opportunity-based ventures than necessity-driven businesses, as stated by Linan et al. (2013).
Opportunity entrepreneurship can thus be seen as innovation and growth driven, while
necessity entrepreneurship often has less potential for innovation, growth or sustainability.
These notions highlight the differences on structural and economic conditions in which the
opportunity entrepreneurs often operate compared to the necessity entrepreneurs, who may

have to resort to starting a business at short notice and with limited resources.

2.1.3.Necessity entrepreneurship

As discussed in the previous section, necessity entrepreneurship defines circumstances
where individuals are as pushed towards self-employment. Thus, in the necessity
entrepreneurship context, individuals decide to start the sale of goods or services, when they
face situations, where other means for making a living are not present (Coffman et al., 2025).
This forced nature of necessity-based ventures implicates that the necessity entrepreneurs
are often driven by the acute needs of present, rather than actively planning for their future
(Silva et al., 2022 as cited by Coffman et al., 2025). Necessity entrepreneurship can be thus
seen as the last option for individuals who are facing challenges generating income through
regular wage-labour for example. In addition to unemployment, common circumstances
where necessity entrepreneurship arises are situations where individuals face discrimination,
or exclusion from the general labour markets (Reynolds, et al., 2001; Block & Sandner,

2009).
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In addition to the financial aspects of self-employment, Giacomin et al. (2023) argue that
necessity entrepreneurship can also act as a vehicle for unemployed individuals to re-gain
sense on personal autonomy and self-sufficiency. This indicates that entrepreneurship which
initially emerges as “the last option” for making an income can also have positive

psychosocial consequences for those pursuing self-employment.

While most of the literature focuses on escaping unemployment as the basis necessity
entrepreneurship, some studies expand the definition to also include people in employment
relationships. According to Giacomin et al. (2023), necessity entrepreneurship can also arise
in situations, where individual is employed, but with conditions that don’t satisfy their
expectations, or the nature of work doesn’t meet their acquired skills or qualifications.
Giacomin et al. (2023) argues that the absence of personal development opportunities in
one’s work and/or the desire for recognition can be seen as factors that contribute to the

emergence of necessity entrepreneurship.

These ‘employed-but dissatisfied’-conditions are also echoed as drivers of necessity
entrepreneurship by Granger et al. (1995 as cited by Kaukonen, 2010), who state that factors
such as harsh working conditions, uncertainty and stress can also act as the causes for
necessity entrepreneurship to emerge for individuals who are already employed. These
notions extend the view that necessity entrepreneurship is based purely on the
unemployment and reinforce the idea that unfavourable, unstable (e.g., part-time)

employment relationships may lead to necessity entrepreneurship.

Sarasvathy (2004) makes a further distinction between four different types of people who
enter necessity entrepreneurship: 1. individuals who are dismissed from their jobs 2.
individuals who choose to leave wage employment because their managers are not
supportive of their ideas or innovations 3. individuals who are unhireable in the labour
market for example due to lack of education or language skills 4. people who have criminal
records. This argument extends the framework of necessity entrepreneurship further by
including individuals whose innovations or ideas are not supported by their managers. This
notion raises a question whether it can be stated that self-employment in these circumstances
is still based on acute necessity, or whether it is already a matter of self-realization through

self-employment, which aligns more with the concept opportunity entrepreneurship.
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Regarding the wider economic circumstances within a country, Fairlie and Fossen (2019)
state necessity entrepreneurship increases during the times of economic downturn or
recession. These notions are also echoed by Block and Sandner (2009) who point out that
necessity entrepreneurship commonly increases as a side effect of, for example, ineffective
economic policies by the state that have led to a weakened labour market. From this, it can
be concluded, that the state economic policies may possibly have a direct impact on the
occurrence and prevalence of necessity entrepreneurship within the given country. As cited
by O’Donnel et al.,(2023) in countries such as France, Japan and Spain, whose economies
had faced a decline in recent years, a large portion of people who were entering
entrepreneurship reported doing so because they believed that there were no better
alternatives for work available, thus leading to increase in necessity entrepreneurship. This
finding confirms the earlier notion of the relationship between the macro-economic
conditions of the country and its implications on the occurrence on necessity

entrepreneurship.

O’Donnel et al. (2023) highlights that necessity entrepreneurship pursued due to the lack of
employment options and the related state-supported safety nets occurs more often in
developing than in developed countries. This could indicate being a consequence of the
developing countries’ often inadequate or altogether absent state support systems for
example to the unemployed people, which may strengthen the necessity-based motivations

for self-employment.

The previous literature also presents views that question the full applicability of the necessity
entrepreneurship concept. Giacomin et al. (2023) highlight that the previous studies may not
recognize the simultaneous coexistence of opportunity related factors in the motivations
behind necessity entrepreneurship. For example, hobby entrepreneurship or
entrepreneurship that emerges because of family influence may have both opportunity and
necessity related dimensions (Giacomin et al., 2023). This suggests that the distinction
between the two concepts is not always clear as the necessity-opportunity entrepreneurship
literature often suggests. Even if the main motivation to pursue self-employment is based on
necessity, it is possible that elements of opportunity, for example, realizing a business idea,

can be present as stated by Giacomin et al. (2023).

Kautonen et al. (2010) extend their critique of the necessity-opportunity concept further,

questioning whether necessity entrepreneurship — being based on the absolute need for
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survival - can exist in countries such as Finland where the welfare systems guarantee a basic
income for everyone. This highlights how the definitional uncertainties may pose a challenge
for the empirical measurement of necessity and opportunity entrepreneurship. Although the
widely used definitions in the literature have been introduced in the previous paragraphs, an
important observation by Fairlie & Fossen (2019) and Giacomin et al. (2023) is that the
categorization of entrepreneurial motivations can be somewhat subjective. Fairlie & Fossen
(2019) argue that even business owners can be sometimes unclear on how they perceive their
initial decisions to pursue self-employment, and that these interpretations might change over
time. These notions highlight the possible challenges related to the measurement of the

necessity and opportunity entrepreneurship.

From this perspective, the necessity and opportunity entrepreneurship frameworks can
provide guidelines for exploring two different types of entrepreneurial motivation, but due
to their subjective nature, they cannot be considered the absolute and perfect definitions for

explaining the entrepreneurial motivations.

2.2. Immigration, refugees and entrepreneurship

2.2.1.Immigration and entrepreneurship

Immigrant as term can be defined as an individual who moves into a country for the purpose
of settlement (Léng et al., 2024). As the global immigration and emigration has increased
rapidly in the past decade, immigrant entrepreneurship has become increasingly significant
topic of research in the fields of entrepreneurship and migration studies (Lang et al., 2024).
A key feature of immigration stems from the voluntary nature of the relocation; motivations
to move between countries are often related to factors such as job offers, economic
opportunities or family and friends who already live in the new country. There often exists
the underlying idea that the person's own life quality will improve as the result of moving

the countries as stated by Lang et al. (2024).

Immigrant entrepreneurship therefore refers to entrepreneurial activities carried out by
individuals who have migrated from one country to another and who establish and operate
business ventures in their new home countries. As the global mobility increases and business

environments become more diverse, immigrant entrepreneurs’ role in the local economies
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also increases as stated by Rath and Kloosterman (2001). These worldwide demographic
shifts can be considered as making the understanding of the mechanisms and interplay of the

two phenomena increasingly important.

Due to their background, immigrants are often in a different position in working life
compared to the native population (Light & Gold, 2000). Immigrants frequently face
situations where their skills, such as education or experience, are not recognized in the job
market of the destination country as stated by Light & Gold (2000). In these circumstances,
they may end up in low-skilled jobs which don’t meet their skills or pursue self-employment
as the alternative option for income (Beaujot et al, 1994; Light & Gold, 2000). Hopp and
Martin highlight that economic necessity, coupled with the desire and autonomy and better
working conditions as the drivers of immigrant based entrepreneurial activity (as cited by
Light et al., 2025) These studies highlight the important function that self-employment might

represent in immigrants’ occupational pathways.

2.2.2.Labour market conditions and entrepreneurship among refugees

The most existing immigrant entrepreneurship literature focuses broadly on immigrant
entrepreneurship rather than making a clear distinction on entrepreneurship practiced by
refugees (Lambrecht & Wauters, 2008). Therefore, much of the previous literature has
conflated the different groups of migrants — effectively seeing the immigrant and refugee
background entrepreneurs through the same lens. (Christensen et al., 2020). However, as the
global refugee-based immigration has rapidly increased especially since 2015 (UNHCR
2024), refugee entrepreneurship can be stated to become increasingly more significant topic

of research.

Refugees are defined as individuals who have been resettled in a new country due to war,
conflict or persecution taking place in their home country (Lang et. Al.,2024). Contrary to
the immigrants who have moved countries voluntarily and can move rather freely between
them, refugees are often in positions where they often cannot do so without a possible threat
to themselves or their family members/friends as stated by Léng et. Al. (2024). As the
refugee-background immigrants have left their countries due to urgent reasons such as wars,
they may have experienced or witnessed traumatic events before or during their journey
(Alrawadieh et al., 2018). Experiences like this could make it more challenging to function

in everyday life and make basic things like finding a job more difficult. Furthermore, the
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often-urgent departure may cause affect the opportunities to properly arrange employment
or other means for livelihood in their destination country. In addition, the sudden departure
may make it more difficult to bring their previous certificates or diplomas with them.
(Lambrecht & Wauters, 2008; Lang et al. 2024). These observations highlight how people
with refugee backgrounds may often approach the labour markets from more unequal

positions than their counterparts.

Following this line of reasoning, Abebe (2023) and Barth & Zalkat (2021) argue, that all
immigrants generally have different and often more restricted employment opportunities
compared to the native population. However, refugees as a group of people often face
unequal access to labour market compared other immigrants, some of whom may have
moved countries for example after a job offer as stated by Barth & Zalkat (2021). These
notions are highlighted by Abebe (2023) who states that people with refugee background
often face extreme disadvantages in the labour market. These factors can be concluded as
factors influencing the opportunities for making a livelihood available especially for the

refugee-background immigrants.

With the often-faced challenges at the labour market, refugees-background individuals may
be prone to choosing entrepreneurship as alternative means to secure their livelihoods,
indicating its emergence as a form of economic adaptation (Beaujot et. al., 1994; Light et
al.,2025; Lang et. Al., 2024). Lang et al. (2024) point out that refugee entrepreneurship often
emerges as means for getting by and to afford basic living, highlighting its necessity-based
features. These notions highlight the role of necessity in the refugee entrepreneurship and
the role of self-employment as a potential coping mechanism for refugees to overcome the
labour market challenges. Alrawadieh et al. (2018) state that refugees often pursue
entrepreneurship in the hopes maximize their income to match their previously non-
recognized skills, qualifications, experience or abilities, extending the view to also include

factors related to professional or personal preferences.

Especially at their inception, entrepreneurial ventures started by refugee entrepreneurs often
lack the ability to compete with their counterparts in host country’s markets. These
challenges are often tied to the cultural differences, language barriers, lack of market
knowledge, ethnic/racial discrimination, local laws and legislations as well as to the common
shortage of the start-up finances (Barth & Zalkat 2021; Abebe, 2023; Lambrecht & Wauters,
2008). Abebe (2023) describes this phenomenon as a bureaucratic red-tape, implicating that
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refugees often face complex administrative barriers during the initial phases of their
businesses. As an example of this phenomenon can be considered, for example the situations,
where refugee-background individuals must resort for temporary residence permits for long
periods of time, making it more difficult for example to apply for credit or loans (Barth &
Zalkat 2021). As stated earlier, refugees often have to leave their country of origin under
urgent circumstances, and thus, they may not have had the opportunity to take their assets
with them (Lambrecht & Wauters, 2008; Lang et al., 2024). This can possibly influence their

access to the possible resources that could be valuable when starting a business.

While the literature shows that there exist systematic challenges for entrepreneurs of a
refugee-background, self-employment may also come with a degree supportive factors in a
new country. Christensen et al. (2020) argue that entrepreneurship provides a vehicle for
better connection, assimilation and financial standing for entrepreneurs in their new home
countries, serving as an approach for overcoming the economic and social challenges. These
notions are also supported by Louise & Jiang (2018) who state that entrepreneurship helps
to strengthen refugees’ sociocultural, economic and psychological aspects of integration into
the new location. Based on these notions, it can be concluded that although refugee
entrepreneurship often involves significant challenges for the entrepreneur, on the individual

level it, may also become with its positive consequences.

As stated in the earlier chapter, because refugees often face more barriers to employment
than other immigrants, their entrepreneurial motivation is often in line with the necessity-
related motivations. Refugee entrepreneurship often arises from a combination of structural
barriers and their responsive adaptation strategies. Refugee entrepreneurs can therefore be
seen as unique group of people operating in the host country’s economy, who are
simultaneously trying to both operate a business and navigate the cultural, economic and

legal environment of a new country.

3. Methodology

In this chapter, the applied research method is explained in detail, and the relevance of
qualitative method in this research is discussed. In addition, the chapters contains the theories
of each method and the definitions of the data gathering and analysis process, and how the

semi-structured interviews support the objectives of this study.
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3.1. Qualitative research

This study aims to address which key factors motivate refugees in Finland to pursue
entrepreneurship, and to what extent are these motivations driven by necessity. The study is
conducted as qualitative research design, which is the most appropriate framework for
examining individuals’ experiences and their meanings, and interpretations (Ghauri &

Gronhaug, 2010).

Qualitative research is particularly appropriate for the study because its primary purpose is
to gain an in-depth understanding of complex social phenomena as quantitative research
often has its limitation in this regard (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010). As Ghauri and Gronhaug
(2010) state, qualitative methods are particularly useful when the aim of the research is to
explore intentions, understand behaviour and interpret lived experiences, rather than testing
pre-determined hypotheses. Since this study aims to understand how individuals who have
arrived in Finland as refugees personally view their path to entrepreneurship, a qualitative

research method is most appropriate for the purpose.

3.1.1. Data collection

For the data-collection, semi-structured interviews will be employed. As Saunders, Lewis
and Thornhill (2007) state, semi-structured interviews are the appropriate interview strategy
for gathering data, which is analysed qualitatively. Semi-structured interviews employ using
moderately structured, open-ended questions. This allows balancing the researcher’s goals
(comparability to other interviewees’ answers), while simultaneously enabling the
participants to voice their individual insights about the topics discussed. In other words, it
allows the researcher to focus on specific topics critical for the research and data collection,
while simultaneously taking to account the interviewee's own points of views. The interview
will have a list of certain topics to be discussed, although these can vary from interview to

interview.

The data collection is implemented in three parts: 1. participants who meet the criteria of
being refugee-background entrepreneurs in Finland are selected 2. in-depth semi-structured

interviews are conducted 3. The data is analysed using a thematic approach. This design
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structure allows a systematic yet flexible framework for answering the research questions

and structuring the individual experiences of the interviewees.

3.1.2.Sampling and Participant Selection

Purposive sampling method was utilized for choosing the suitable interview participants in
this study. Purposive sampling refers to choosing and selecting interviewees based on their
characteristics, experiences, or knowledge that is relevant to achieving the objectives of the
study rather than selecting participants randomly. Purposive sampling is an appropriate
approach when researching hard-to-reach or specialised populations, such as the refugee-

background entrepreneurs in this research (Patton, 2015).
The interview participants were selected so that their profile fulfils the following criteria:
1. They arrived in Finland as refugees or through refugee-related route

2. They are currently engaged in entrepreneurial activity in Finland, either by

being business owners or self-employed

The sample size of the study was chosen according to the concept of data saturation. This
refers to a certain point in sample size, in which new findings/themes no longer emerge, even
if the number of interviews was increased. For interviewing homogenous groups, fewer
participants are typically needed to reach the saturation point when compared to
heterogenous groups. (Patton, 2015). In this study, the refugee-background entrepreneurs
can be considered as a relatively homogenous group, thus allowing for a relatively small

sample size to reach the saturation point.

The interviewees were chosen through online contacting as well as walk-ins to refugee
owned businesses. In addition, recommendations for other individuals who fulfilled the
research criteria were received from previously interviewed individuals employing the

snowball sampling method (Patton, 2015).

A total of six respondents took part in the interviews. The interviews lasted approximately
20-40 minutes. All interviews were conducted face-to-face, and a physical recording was
made of each interview. The interviews were mainly conducted in Finnish, and with some

interviewees, English was partially used to explain specific difficult words. The chart below
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presents a summary of the interviewees’ demographic and entrepreneurial profiles and their

backgrounds.
Year of Y
Country Profession ears as
Arrival Ent Educational
Participant|Age|Gender| of / Business | “ntrepreneur
. in background
Origin Finland Type in Finland
P1 41 |Male ||Iran 2007 Restaurant |[15 No education
Business
P2 40 |Male |Turkey ||1991 Barber 13 S
administration
P3 42 |Male ||Iran 2016 Barber 10 Barber school
P4 40 |Male ||Iraq 2011 Barber 7 Barber school
Business
P5 27 |Male |Syria 2016 Barber 1 o
administration
P6 48 |[Female ||Iran 2012 Barber 10 No education

Table 1. Interviewee profiles

3.1.3.Data-analysis approach

The analysis was conducted by utilizing a thematic approach, where the aim of the analysis
was to identify recurring themes and contextual patterns in participants’ experiences
regarding employment, entrepreneurship and integration in Finland. A six-step thematic
analysis was employed, as it allows the researcher a systematic yet flexible approach to
organize and make meaning of qualitative data, simultaneously maintaining basis on each

participants’ individual account (Braun and Clarke, 2022).

While the coding process was primarily data-driven, the development of the themes was also
influenced by the theoretical concepts related to necessity and immigrant entrepreneurship

identified in the literature review. Theme categories such as employment barriers and
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personal motivations reflect both the themes recurring in the data as well as in the established
frameworks in discussed in the earlier section. Therefore, the analysis could be described as

an interplay of empirical observations and existing literature.

Familiarization of the data
1 | Reading and re-reading the data and making notes to

ensure familiarization the contents

Generating initial codes
2 | Identifying specific findings in the data and labeling them

with initial codes

Searching for themes

3 | Grouping related codes together to form the initial

Reviewing themes
4 | Checking how the themes work with the data. Rearranging,

re-editing or possibly removing themes

Defining and naming themes

5 | Defining what each theme is about and naming it

Producing the report

6 | Presenting a coherent narrative based on the themes

Table 2. The 6-step process of thematic analysis

3.1.4.Coding process

The analysis was started by repeated reviews of the interview transcripts to ensure the
adequate familiarization of data. At this point, the focus was on recognizing meaningful
segments in the participants’ accounts related to their job search experiences, transitions to

entrepreneurship, and the subsequent experiences as self-employed individuals in Finland.

Initial codes were created by naming these data segments. The coding process focused on

recognizing recurring ideas and experiences, such as difficulties to find employment, issues
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with language skills, recognition of previous work experiences, motivations that led to

transition into entrepreneurship or the experiences of running a business in Finland.

The coding process was iterative, meaning that some of the codes were refined, merged or
adjusted continuously as the research progressed. Similar codes were compared to maintain

consistency and to identify broader thematic patterns from the data.

3.1.5.Development of themes and subthemes

After the initial coding, the codes were categorized under larger sub-themes based on their
conceptual similarities. These subthemes were used to form a structure of the topics that
recurringly emerged in the interviews and allowed a more structured organization of the

data.

In the next phase, the sub-themes were further organized into higher-level themes. With this
structural frame, it was allowed to form a temporal structure to interpret the experiences of
the participants. As a result, the themes were organized into three general phases: /. the
experiences before starting entrepreneurship 2. the reasons to start entrepreneurship and 3.

the experiences after starting entrepreneurship.

The temporal structure was not predefined but developed during the analysis process. This
structure helped to clarify how different factors were influencing in the different stages of
the participants' personal accounts. It also further allowed for making a distinction between
the participants’ circumstances before starting entrepreneurship, the decision-making

process leading to it, and the experiences followed by it.

3.1.6. The thematic structure
The final thematic structure consisted of three main themes and their corresponding sub-
themes, which are presented in the Findings chapter.
Theme 1. Before starting entrepreneurship

e Limited access to labour market resources
e Barriers to employment

e Lack of Finnish language skills
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e Non-recognition of foreign qualifications and previous work experience

e Difficulty competing with native Finns / perceived discrimination, outsider position

Theme 2. Reasons for starting an enterprise

e Entrepreneurship due to lack of satisfactory employment options
e Unsuccessful job search

e Self-employment as an alternative to unstable or low-skilled work
e Avoiding unemployment benefits and financial necessity

e Personal factors and motivations

e Entrepreneurial personality traits

e Utilization of existing skills

e Mixed motivations to start entrepreneurship

Theme 3. Experiences of immigrant entrepreneurship

e Personal satisfaction, purpose, and identity

e Entrepreneurship as a pathway to social integration
e Navigating bureaucracy and language barriers

e Limited access to networks and support

e Experiences of discrimination

e Competition between immigrant entrepreneurs

3.1.7. Ethical Considerations

The research follows established ethical frameworks for qualitative research involving
human participants. In a study that focuses on the personal experiences of refugee
entrepreneurs — a group of people who can be assumed to be in a somewhat vulnerable
position compared to the normal population due to their background — following strict ethical

guidelines is especially important.

All participants will receive an information sheet that explains the purpose of the study, the
voluntary nature of participation, the estimated duration of the interview, how and where the

data will be used, and participants’ rights. Written or oral consent for participation will be
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confirmed before conducting each interview. The participants will be informed that they
have a right to decline to answer any question or withdraw from the interview at any point

without providing a reason and without facing any negative consequences.

As the refugee entrepreneurial communities in Finland are relatively small, ensuring each
participants’ anonymity will be considered with high priority. Any information from which
the participant could be identified, such names, locations, business names or other details
are removed or edited before publishing. Each participant is assigned a pseudonym (such as

Participant 1, Participant 2) to ensure interviewee anonymity.

The data is made accessible only to the researcher and all data used in the research complies
with ethical principles established by the Finnish universities. Audio recording used in the
study will be deleted after the transcription process and no data will be shared with third

parties.

Although the topic of the research is not inherently sensitive, participants may describe
experiences of exclusion, discrimination, unemployment and other issues which can be
deeply personal. To take this into consideration, the researcher must conduct the interview
with sufficient care and understanding, allowing the participants to skip any questions they
may feel uncomfortable to answer. The researcher must avoid asking leading or judging
questions and it must be ensured that no harm - emotional, social or economic - can follow

for participant as a result for participating in the interview.

As qualitative research acknowledges the influence of the researcher on the outcome on the
study, reflexivity will be maintained throughout the process. The researcher has to remain
aware of their personal assumptions, cultural background and possible biases when

conducting the interviews and the result analysis.

Furthermore, the data will be presented in way, that respects the participants dignity and
personal autonomy. The results will not be used for any commercial purposes and are strictly
utilized for academic use only. The results aim to gain understanding of refugee

entrepreneurship in Finland rather than to evaluate the participants’ business performance.
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4. Findings

This chapter presents the findings of the empirical data collected for this study. The data
consists of semi-structured interviews which were conducted with first-generation refugees
living in Finland and who are entrepreneurs by profession. The purpose of the interviews
was to find out to what extent necessity affected people with a refugee background to become
entrepreneurs in Finland and what kind of process has it been for them. The interview results
were analysed using thematic analysis to gain understanding of recurring patterns in the

participants’ experiences and motivations.

4.1. Before starting entrepreneurship

This section presents the findings that were related to the period preceding the interviewees’
transition into entrepreneurship. It focuses on their experiences of arriving to Finland and
the processes of navigating in the local the labour market. The results describe the
conditions, challenges and circumstances that defined their early experiences before
eventually starting their own businesses. The following sub-sections present these findings
in more detail, starting with the participants’ experiences of the accessing the labour market

resources and later to the barriers they encountered during their job search processes.

4.1.1.Limited access to labour market resources

Many interviewees stated having arrived in Finland alone, without existing acquaintances
or networks in Finland. In today's job search processes, networks can play a major role in
finding a job, especially when it comes to "hidden jobs", opening more possibilities to find
such available positions that are not publicly posted on the job search bulletin boards
(Tyoterveyslaitos, 2026). Moreover, without access to local contacts or networks,
interviewees described having felt that gaining a foothold in the labour market was a
difficult process. The experiences of lack of both professional networks and support when
looking for a job were reported as particularly challenging for individuals who had recently
arrived in Finland. As interviewee P4 described his experiences when arriving in Finland

and looking for employment:
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“I had to figure out most of the things by myself. I didn’t have any friends that
time to help me out.”

Interviewee P1 described his experiences in the following way:

“I came to a immigrant reception centre in a small city near Oulu. It was
difficult to find information about jobs online. In my home country people
always get jobs through friends and family.”

The lack of networks, which is the reality for many refugees who arrive in the country, can
negatively impact and act as a barrier to getting a job. Entrepreneurship, which does not
depend as much on networks as getting a job, was often seen as a solution to finding a

livelihood in these situations.

4.1.2. Barriers to employment

Most participants reported that before starting their own business, they had first attempted
to find paid employment in Finland. However, these attempts were often unsuccessful due
to a range of structural and social barriers they had experienced, including lack of language
skills and recognition of foreign qualifications and work experience, and limited professional

networks.

4.1.2.1 Limited Finnish language skills

One of the most frequently recurring themes that the interviewees reported having negatively
affected their employment opportunities was the lack of Finnish language skills. While some
had basic language skills, it was often deemed as insufficient for obtaining proper
employment. According to the interviewees’ experiences, employers appeared to expect a
relatively high level of Finnish language proficiency even in positions that were perceived

as requiring only limited communication skills. As interviewee P5 stated:

“I tried to apply jobs like cashier at the supermarket, where you don’t really
need much language skills, but I had no luck. I'm sure if the employer can
choose between a native Finnish who can speak the language, and me, they
will hire the Finn.”
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In addition, the participants described that having limited language skills limited the range
of jobs they could realistically apply to. Some applicants reported that they altogether
avoided applying to certain positions due to the perceived language requirements, while
others applied but were unsuccessful. The lack of language skills was described both as a
barrier to obtaining employment as well as a limiting factor to the employment opportunities

that were considered available or reachable.

Interviewee P3 described his experience as follows:

“It seemed almost impossible to find work that I wanted to do, when I arrived
because I couldn’t speak Finnish. The only option was to work in other
immigrants’ businesses, like restaurants. But that was not what I was looking
for, or what I am skilled at.”

4.1.2.2 Non-recognition of foreign qualifications/previous experience

Another barrier that was seen as a preventing factor to getting a job in Finland by the
interviewees was that the work experience or education acquired abroad was often not
recognized in the labour market. Several participants described having previous professional
experience or professional skills from their home country, which they initially had expected
to support their employment opportunities in the Finnish job market. The employers or

authorities however often didn’t consider these qualifications relevant or sufficient.

In several instances the interviewees reported that their previous work experience could not
be directly transferred into their Finnish equivalents. Different regulations or requirements
were described as factors which limited the utility of their previously acquired
qualifications or skills. Due to this, the participants often faced challenges when trying to
find work in their original field of expertise. P1, who had several years’ work experience in

his field, described this situation as follows:

“When I arrived and was looking for a job in my field, the immigration support
authorities said ‘no, no, the law is different, you can't get a job in this field in
Finland.’

Interviewee P6 described the challenges she experienced when looking for a job in her field:
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“I had several years of experience being a hairdresser in Iran. But when I was
looking for a job, I felt that Finnish hairdressing salons did not consider the
experience gained abroad to be meaningful to their clients.”

4.1.2.3 Discrimination and competing with native Finns

Another barrier described by the interviewees was the perceived difficulty in competing
with the native Finns in the labour market. A recurring theme which emerged in the
interviews was that majority of the participants described feeling being in a disadvantaged
position compared to their Finnish counterparts. These experiences were often related to
several overlapping factors, such as language skills, foreign sounding name and
appearance and the overall familiarity of the Finnish working life. Many participants
described situations, in which they believed that the employers are more likely to hire a

Finnish-speaking candidate, when given the chance. As interviewee P5 explained:

“Because I don't speak the language, have a different kind of name, and look
different, it may simply be easier for employers to hire a Finnish employee.”

These experiences were not always described as direct or explicit discrimination. Rather they
were seen as subtle preferences and differences on how the employers make their recruitment
decisions. Several participants suggested that the employers are likely to favour candidates,
who are perceived as more familiar, easier to communicate with or easier to integrate into
the workplace. In addition, some participants noted, that even when they had relevant skills
or qualifications, these were perceived to be insufficient to overcome perceived advantages
of the native candidates. This created a situation, where they felt their chances to become

selected for a job were lower regardless their individual skills or competencies.

Interviewees also described a broader sense of exclusion in the job search process. This
was reflected as a feeling, that they did not fully belong to the local job market and as
perception, that they were not assessed on completely equal terms with the native job
applicants. For some, this feeling on being an outsider strengthened their perception that
they were not a part of the “main group” of the job seekers. Simultaneously, some
participants expressed an understanding about the employers’ way of preferences. They
described seeing the recruitment decisions as logical, rather than being deliberate

exclusion. As P35 further reflected:
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"I'm not bitter about it, because I believe the same phenomenon would also
happen the other way around in another country. It's about what the employer
finds more profitable for themselves."

4.2. Reasons for starting an enterprise

This section presents the findings related to the factors that influenced the participants’
decisions to start their own businesses. It focuses on both external and internal conditions —
such as employment opportunities and financial considerations - as well as individual-level
features such as personal motivations and prior experiences. The findings show these factors

influenced the participants’ decisions to pursue entrepreneurship.

4.2.1.Entrepreneurship due to lack of satisfactory options

This subsection presents findings related to the participants’ experiences of employment
before their transition to entrepreneurship. It focuses on situations, where paid employment
was either not available or it didn’t meet the interviewees’ expectations regarding work
stability, financial income or career advancement opportunities. The results highlight, how
these experienced shaped the idea of becoming an entrepreneur as an alternative form of

making a livelihood.
4.2.3.1 Unsuccessful job search

Most interviewees described having experienced long periods of unsuccessful job search
before considering entrepreneurship as a possible opportunity. For these job search
processes, repeated applications, lack of responses and the difficulty obtain stable
employment were commonly occurring. For majority of the participants the switch to

entrepreneurship was preceded by persistent efforts to find paid employment in Finland.

Several interviewees reported sending a large amount of job applications without getting
positive outcomes. This contributed to the perception that the entry to the labour market
through traditional pathways was a difficult task. Interviewee P1 recounted his experiences

of his prolonged job search process as follows:

”’I sent hundreds and hundreds of applications but without luck. [..] so quickly
after that experience, I decided to start my own company.”
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Similarly, other participants described how despite their efforts, they were unable find
employment, which would match their individual skills, expectations or financial needs. P5
highlighted, how despite his language skills and educational merits completed in Finland,

finding a job remained challenging:

” I have completed high-school in Finland and got enrolled in a university of
applied sciences. I speak almost fluent Finnish. However, I felt it was nearly
impossible to find a job, which led me to look into entrepreneurship.

4.2.3.2 Self-employment as an alternative to unstable/ low-skilled work

Not all the interviewees were completely unemployed before starting their own business.
Some interviewees stated, that before establishing their own venture, they had been able to
obtain paid employment in Finland. These jobs were usually in businesses owned by other
people with an immigrant background, such as restaurants. Interviewees felt that these were
often the only places they were able to find employment as immigrants themselves. These
jobs, however, were often described low-skilled, part-time, temporary, or otherwise not
matching their previous experience or career goals. While this type of employment provided
some source of income, it was often not seen as a stable option for long-term financial
stability. Interviewee P4 described his experience of being an employee in an ethnic

restaurant prior to pursuing entrepreneurship:

I previously worked at a Kurdish restaurant. But I am not a cook [...] The
hours were long and irregular. Also, the work was hard.”

Some participants described how these kinds of employment experiences didn’t correspond
to their expectations regarding working conditions, income levels, or career advancement
opportunities. As a result, they continued looking for alternative options while being
employed. Interviewee P3 described his experience of working in a low-skilled job before

deciding to pursue entrepreneurship:

“I worked first as an employee at a restaurant. But it was not what I wanted,
and I started look for other opportunities elsewhere.”
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Interviewee PS5, a barber, described his experiences working as a light-entrepreneur in a
barbershop owned by another owner. His experience was that he had to take on almost as

much responsibility about his work as an entrepreneur himself, but the income was lower.

” Before I worked as a light-entrepreneur in another owner’s barbershop,
renting a (barber) chair. However, I was tied to the schedules of my boss. Also,
I had to pay rent for the chair and handle the finances and legal obligations by
myself.

4.2.3.3 Avoiding unemployment benefits and the financial necessity

For several interviewees, the financial necessity played a central role in the decision to start
a business. Some of the interviewees who had not been able to find employment in Finland
described strong reluctance to rely on unemployment benefits. This affected their decision
to transition to entrepreneurship. Instead of staying unemployed or being dependent on
government benefits, they emphasized the importance of making one’s own living.
Interviewee P1 described how after long but unsuccessful job sear process, his decision to
start his own company was closely related to his reluctance to be dependent on the state

benefits:

“I had decided that I will not take the money from Kela, so quickly after that
experience, | decided to start my own company.”

This reflects how entrepreneurship was seen as an alternative means to secure income in the
situation where employment opportunities were scarce. For P1, starting his business was
closely connected to his unwillingness to rely on the government's benefits and create an

independent source of income.

Similarly, other participants described a sense of personal responsibility when it comes to

financial independence. Interviewee PS5 described his experiences in the following way:

“As an immigrant, I feel it is my duty to work, I don't want to be the one who's
considered as ‘lazy.’”

This reflects how the desire to avoid unemployment benefits was related not only to financial
necessity, but also to personal attitudes towards work and social standing. For several
participants, earning one’s income was described as a key factor in maintaining a sense of

self-responsibility and reliance. Overall, these accounts highlight in addition to the limited
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employment opportunities, the desire to avoid dependence on unemployment benefits and
to secure one’s financial standing were shaping the participants’ decision to pursue

entrepreneurship.

4.2.2.Personal factors and motivations

This subsection presents the findings from individual factors that influenced participants’
decisions to become entrepreneurs. It focuses on personal characteristics, previous
experiences, and resources that shaped the participants’ ideas of self-employment as an
alternative way of making a livelihood. The results describe how these factors worked

together with external incentives when becoming an entrepreneur.
4.2.2.1 Entrepreneurial personality traits

Several interviewees reported that their decisions to become entrepreneurs were partly
shaped by their personality traits or personal interests. The majority participants described
themselves as independent individuals and as people who want to be in the decision-making
process regarding their personal lives and work, thus referring to personality traits that are
often associated with entrepreneurship. While these qualities alone may not have been
enough to initiate the initial process of becoming an entrepreneur in Finland, they provided
a sense readiness, when entrepreneurship began to seem like the best option for making a

living. P4 expressed this as follows:

” I have always been somewhat interested in the idea of working for myself.
Even when I was applying for regular jobs, I was thinking, that someday I
might start something of my own.”

Similarly, some interviewees linked their personality traits to preference to active and
flexible way of doing things. Interviewee P6 described, how she felt that her personality

characteristics aligned with entrepreneurship:

“I’m this kind of person [...] I like to do things by myself. I have ADHD, I’'m
always doing something, and it’s hard for me to sit down. I don’t care about
being boss (managing others), but I like to be my own boss.”

For some of the interviewees, the idea that they have personality traits that predispose them

to entrepreneurship may have only after they have already started their business. In these
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cases, entrepreneurship wasn’t necessarily considered as natural or expected path, but rather
as something, that later appeared to fit their personal characteristics: Interviewee P3

described his experience as follows:

” Ever since [ was a child, I have had this desire to do things my own way. Not
as my parents or relatives tell me to. However, I didn't think I would become
an entrepreneur when I was younger. Now that I am an entrepreneur, I have
realized that this fits my personality”

Overall, participants described several personality characteristics — such as independence,
preference for self-direction and the desire for autonomy — which were perceived to be
aligned with being an entrepreneur. These traits were not always seen as their primary drivers
to pursue entrepreneurship, but they were seen to affect how individuals reacted to their

employment conditions and how they perceived self-employment on a personal level.
4.2.2.2 Utilization of existing skills

Becoming an entrepreneur provided several participants an opportunity to utilize their pre-
existing skills, that they had acquired before their arrival to Finland. These skills were often
acquired through previous work experience, informal learning, or working in family
businesses. In several cases, these skills could not be utilized during their job search periods
in Finland. As reported in the earlier section, the experience for many interviewees was that

despite their pre-existing skills, they couldn’t find matching employment opportunities.

For some interviewees, entrepreneurship enabled the utilization of these skills into the
Finnish context and converting them into a source of income. Interviewee P3, who now runs
a barber salon in central Helsinki, described how the skills he had developed in his home

country, now laid the foundation for his business:

“My first exposure to cutting hair was in my home country when I was in the
army. I cut my comrades’ hair and realized I was quite good at it. So, when [
arrived in Finland, after an unsuccessful job search, I started to think that
maybe I could become a barber, as I saw many other immigrants having their
own barber shops here. So, I took a short vocational course to become a barber,
and from there on, I opened my own business.”

Similarly, other participants described how their previous work experience — despite not

being officially recognized in the Finnish labor market context — was still in a central role
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when they were starting their businesses. Participant P1 illustrated, how his background as

a baker in his home country influenced his decision to start his own company:

“I was a baker in my home country. My father had his own baker’s store,
where I had worked since I was kid. I don’t have any formal education for
being a baker, but I know that I am skilled at it. When I came to Finland, they
(working life counselors) told me, that I can’t find a job as baker without the
education or the language skills. However, I wanted to pursue this profession,
so soon after, I decided to start my own business."

In these cases, the skills learned practical or informal learning created the basis for
entrepreneurship and choosing a field for which the persons’ skills were suitable. This
allowed the participants to continue working in their field of expertise even after facing

challenges of finding employment through traditional paths.
4.2.2.3 Mixed motivations to start entrepreneurship

Some interviewees explained that they had been exposed to entrepreneurial environments
before their arrival to Finland. This experience was often obtained through being involved
in family-business or other work experiences in their home countries. These experiences
provided familiarity about entrepreneurship and to some participants, created an initial idea
of becoming an entrepreneur at some point of life. For these participants, entrepreneurship
wasn’t necessarily a completely new or unexpected option, but rather one possible career

path among others.

While all of them had tried finding paid employment (or had managed to get, for example,
part-time work), their previous exposure to entrepreneurial activities seemed to influence
how they viewed self-employment as a means of creating a livelihood. In these accounts,
entrepreneurship was seen as a familiar option that could be considered when the

opportunities for finding paid employment were limited.

Interviewee P3 described his experiences being involved in a family-business, which had

provided him to early experiences about entrepreneurship:

“My family owned a restaurant in my home country. I had an idea what it is
like to run a business, and I was helping them when I was younger.”

P4, whose family had run a photography shop in his home country described, how this

experience made him more open to the idea of starting his own business in Finland:
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” Before coming here (Finland), I ran a photography shop with my father. It
was small, but it taught me how to run a company. Already before my arrival
in Finland in 2011, I knew that obtaining a job probably wouldn’t be easy. So,
this (entrepreneurship) was kind of my plan B that I had in my mind. Even
though the country and legislation are different, running a small business is
basically same everywhere.”

The results highlighted that in these cases, the motivations to become an entrepreneur
weren’t shaped by a single factor. Instead, they were a result of combination of previous
exposure to entrepreneurship, personal interest and the challenges faced in the Finnish labour

market.

4.3. Miscellaneous: experiences after starting a business in Finland

This section presents the findings related to the participants experiences after they had made
the transition to entrepreneurship in Finland. It focuses on how the participants described
their experiences and life as entrepreneurs in Finland, including the opportunities and
challenges related to self-employment. The section also covers how entrepreneurship was
perceived in relation personal identity, sense of purpose and social status, as well as how the

participants experienced operating in the Finnish context.

4.3.1.Personal satisfaction, purpose, and identity

Several participants described how establishing their own business had positively affected
their sense personal satisfaction and identity in Finland. Participant PS5 described that
entrepreneurship offered a renewed feeling of purpose and ownership of his own life, making
him feel” useful again”, after period of unemployment and loss of direction. His experience
highlighted the contrast between passivity and uncertainty between long and unsuccessful

job search and the active economic/social engagement when running one’s own business.

From the stories of some interviewees, it was possible to sense that they felt personal pride
that they did not need Kela's unemployment services but had managed to create their own

livelihood. P1 described his experiences as follows:

”” Taking money from the government was not an option for me. When I arrived
in the reception centre, | was first taken care of (financially) [...] From there
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on, I quickly got into vocational and language courses, then to part-time
employment, and now, to entrepreneurship.”

Many described feeling a sense of accomplishment of having overcome early challenges,
such as language limitations or navigating bureaucracy, which reportedly reinforced their

sense of resilience and capabilities. One participant (P5) stated:

” Starting this business showed me that I’'m capable of achieving something
here. After overcoming the initial obstacles, I feel I am more entrepreneurially
minded now, than I was before.”

4.3.2.Entrepreneurship as a pathway to social integration

A frequently recurring theme in the interviews was the role of entrepreneurship in the
participants social integration in Finland. Many interviewees described that business
ownership created opportunities for better social contact, relationship building, and
participation among Finnish-born population. Several interviewees reiterated that customer
relationships were particularly important in increasing their sense of belonging in Finnish

society. One interviewee (P2) described his experience as follows:

” It (being a business owner) integrates you like no other. While there still
exists some prejudice towards immigrants, when you practice this profession
long enough and clients get to know you, they no longer see the colour of your
skin.”

Interviewee P4 described his experience about the relationship between entrepreneurship

and integration in Finland:

” Having my business, living, and having a family here, has made me feel like
Finland is my home.”

Some interviewees explained that prior to starting their business, their social networks in
Finland consisted of either other people with an immigrant background, or communities of
the same language group/culture. One interviewee (P3) described his experience as

following:
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” After opening my shop, I started meeting Finnish customers every day. At
first, it was difficult to understand, but slowly I learned how people here
communicate. My own culture is very social and we talk a lot. It was first hard
to me to get used to the quiet nature of the Finnish people.”

It was not just customers who facilitated the intergration experience for the interviewees.
The experience was also strengthened by business cooperation for example between
suppliers or retailers. One interviewee (P1), whose restaurant sells packed goods outside his

store, described his experience of this as follows:

” 1 didn’t want to sell my products only to immigrant-owned shops. Nowadays
I have big Finnish clients, such as K-Market and Prisma [...] It feels like I have
succeeded as an immigrant entrepreneur”.

4.3.3.Navigating bureaucracy and language barriers

A frequently mentioned topic was difficulty of navigating through the Finnish bureaucracy.
Especially at the starting stage of their businesses, many interviewees described that they
had faced difficulties with tax obligations and regulatory requirements. It was often
mentioned that this was particularly difficult due to the language barrier. As stated in in the
earlier findings, most of the interviewees had no knowledge of Finnish on their arrival to
Finland, and for some, also their English skills may also have been insufficient to operate

effectively in official environments. As interviewee P6 put it:

” In the beginning it was very hard. I had a business in my home country, and
[ knew how to run it. [...] Here the laws are so different. Also, because I don’t
know the language, 1 feel like I must do 50% more than the Finnish
(entrepreneurs). Being an entrepreneur as a foreigner demands a lot from a
person.”

4.3.4.Limited access to networks and support

The accessibility to entrepreneurial business networks and guidance was also described as
limited for most participants. Although there exist organizations in Finland whose mission
is to help people with refugee backgrounds - such as Start-up Refugees (Finland.fi, 2026) -

only a few reported having received external assistance for their entrepreneurial activities in
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Finland. Some of the participants were not aware of such services existing. Interviewee P1

described his experience as follows:

” Nobody helped me during the start of my business. Well, my then (Finnish)
girlfriend helped me a little bit. But it only goes so far, so basically, I had to
figure out everything by myself.”

Another interviewee (P6) recounted her experiences as follows:

“I had no help from outside, and I didn’t know where to get it. I applied for
loans and started it (the business) on my own (finances).”

There exists state-sponsored financial support for all new entrepreneurs in Finland, called
Starttiraha (Ty0- ja Elinkeinoministerid, 2026). The purpose of this support is to provide a
monthly minimum income for starting entrepreneurs. Only one interviewee stated that he
had successfully applied for and received this support when starting his business. When
asked about the topic by interviewees, the majority stated that they had not known how to
apply for this support, or that the process seemed too difficult and uncertain. Some said they
only heard about the existence of this type of support long after they had founded their

company. One interviewee (P1) explained his experience as described:

” I heard there exists Starttiraha. I didn’t know how to fill the application. I got
the application, but there were so many questions to answer, and my Finnish
skills weren’t sufficient, so I couldn’t apply for it.”

4.3.5.Experiences of discrimination

Experiences of discrimination were also recounted when running a company as a refuge-
background individual. Some interviewees reported having experienced situations, where
their immigrant background seemed to have negatively influenced customer behavior. One
of the interviewees (P3) recounted the discrimination he had experienced while running his
business. Although his other experiences in Finland were mostly positive, he described that
more than once, a customer had turned away from his shop after seeing that the owner was

of foreign origin. As he stated:
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” In the beginning, a few times a customer came inside, and when they saw
that I’'m a foreigner, they turned away at the door. I however don’t think about
it too much, as I am more focused on how to run my business and I try not to
think about the negative things.”

Despite these experiences, he stated that he didn’t consider the broader Finnish environment
as particularly discriminatory. Instead, he viewed his experience to what he referred to as
“normal” ignorance towards people from different backgrounds. A similar perspective was
expressed by another interviewee (P5), who took the same approach to the matter, without
associating it purely with the Finns. Interviewee P5 described his point of view on the subject

on the following way:

“The phenomenon is global and part of human nature."

Together, these narratives illustrate how the interviewees’ experiences of discrimination
were expressed as subtle and situational, while the participants interpreted them as relatively

neutral and generalized terms.

4.3.6.Competition between immigrant entrepreneurs

Competition between immigrant-owned businesses was also mentioned by some
interviewees. Many reported, that they felt that their businesses often compete with their
Finnish counterparts by being a cheaper alternative. The increase in the number of
immigrants in Europe after the year 2015 was seen to have increased the competition
between the businesses owned by individuals from a refugee-background. As interviewee

P6, who is a barber shop owner, put it:

“10 years ago, it was easier. Now there are so many immigrant barbers, that it
is harder to attract customers solely by cheap price.”

Interviewee P4, also a barber, stated his experiences about the phenomenon in this market

segment in a similar fashion:

“Before the Finnish were a bit hesitant to use our (immigrants’) services. But
I feel nowadays I feel that more Finns prefer to go to our shops. Maybe it’s
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because the economy is declining nowadays. But anyway, it has brought more
competition.”

4.4. Summary of findings

The findings showed that decision to pursue entrepreneurship for the most interviewees was
a result of several motivations, including labour market conditions as well as personal
preferences regarding work. All participants reported initially having the idea of obtaining
paid employment when they arrived in Finland. These objectives were however often
complicated by the issues they had faced when entering the Finnish labour market. The
participants’ accounts described facing issues while navigating in the Finnish labour market
environment, often related to their status of being individuals of a refugee/immigrant
background. Many participants stated, that when arriving in Finland they first faced issues
accessing the labour market resources. For example, it was stated that finding information
about jobs online was often found difficult due to language barriers, as the online job bulletin
boards are operating mostly in Finnish language. Moreover, majority of the participants had
no existing professional networks in Finland, thus preventing them from finding “hidden”

employment opportunities, which are not posted publicly.

During their job search processes, the participants described having faced several barriers in
their attempts to obtain employment, including the lack of language skills, non-recognition
of foreign work/educational experience as well as the competition for jobs with the Finnish
applicants. Also perceived discrimination from the employers’ side was frequently reported.
For many participants, these barriers resulted in prolonged job search periods. Some
participants had managed to secure paid employment in Finland. However, these jobs were
often working part-time jobs unrelated to their skills, education or career goals, such as jobs

at co-ethnic restaurants.

In these circumstances, the participants’ accounts recurringly described, that
entrepreneurship was pursued mainly due to the lack of satisfactory options available in the
labour market. The participants’ stories showed that the decision to choose entrepreneurship
was only made after facing the unsatisfactory conditions in the normal labour market.
Personal values, such as the reluctance to live on unemployment benefits were also seen as

influencing factors in pursuing self-employment.
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While the participants’ accounts highlighted the role of need in their decision-making to
pursue self-employment, several participants stated possessing personality traits typically
considered as entrepreneurial. Personal attributes such as the desire for independence,
autonomy and the willingness to work hard for one’s own livelihood were repeatedly
mentioned in the participants’ accounts. For some participants, entrepreneurship also served
as vehicle for professional utilization of their previous work/educational experience

previously unrecognized by the Finnish job market.

Some participants also described having interest in entrepreneurship even before their arrival
in Finland. A few interviewees described having exposure to entrepreneurial activities
through working in their families’ businesses back in their home country and thus having
some interest and experience in running a business. Some stated, that self-employment was
their “Plan-B career” for which they were, to a degree, mentally prepared even before their

arrival to Finland.

After becoming entrepreneurs, the interviewees described their experiences as refugee-
background business owners in Finland. Several participants reported that entrepreneurship
had improved their professional satisfaction and sense of meaning in their life. It was
repeatedly stated that financial self-sufficiency and contributing to the local economy
improved their self-perception, especially after periods of unemployment or unstable part-
time jobs. Finally, the interviewees described challenges they had faced in running their
businesses in Finland, such as navigating the bureaucracy, limited access to entrepreneurial
networks or assistance, experiences of discrimination and the competition between other

immigrant/refugee-owned businesses.

The findings’ key themes divided in necessity- and opportunity-based motivations are

depicted in the graph below:

Necessity based motivations IOpportunity-based motivations

Limited access to labour market| Entrepreneurial personality traits
resources (desire for independence, autonomy,
personal diligence)
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Barriers to employment
(language skills, non-
recognition for foreign
experience, competition,

Utilization of existing skills and
qualifications or previous
entrepreneuriall experiences

discrimination
Entrepreneurship due to lack of Mixed motivations to start
satisfactory employment options| entrepreneurship (entrepreneurship

as a Plan-B)

Table 3. Necessity and opportunity-based motivations

5. Discussion and conclusion

The research discussion and conclusions are outlined in this chapter. This section
summarizes the body of research, based on findings and analysis from the previous chapters.
Furthermore, suggestions for further study are offered in the chapter. The purpose of this
study was to increase understanding of how what factors influence individuals with a refugee
background to make the decision to pursue entrepreneurship. The next section describes how

the collected data and findings are linked to the existing academic research and literature.

The findings reveal that the participants’ decisions to enter entrepreneurship in Finland were
shaped by various factors related to labour market conditions and personal attributes. The
route to self-employment often followed similar path, while having distinct differences on

personal level. This process is discussed in detail in the following sections.

5.1. Labour market experiences and emergence of entrepreneurship

This section provides insights into the participants’ initial motivations and stages of
transitioning to self-employment. It discusses how the findings relate to the existing
literature on necessity entrepreneurship and immigrant/refugee entrepreneurship and what

new perspectives emerged from the findings.
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5.1.1.Pre-entrepreneurial challenges in the labour market

As the findings showed, majority of the participants had initially tried to obtain employment
in the Finnish labour market before their decision to transition into entrepreneurship but
faced barriers often related to their background or non-recognition of skills. These findings
are consistent with the existing literature by studies such as Beaujot et al. (1994), which
highlight that immigrant populations often face situations in the labour market, where their
chances of getting wage-employment are reduced for instance due to non-recognition of

certificates, lack of language skills.

These findings highlight that the refugees often faced an unequal position in the Finnish
labour market. It also suggests that in the Finnish labour market, there might exist an
‘invisible barrier’ for refugees’ employment, which may be based on socio-structural,
bureaucratical or legal contexts. It could imply, that these barriers may be sometimes related
to the job description requirements, such as specific job requiring full proficiency in Finnish
or having Finnish work/educational experience, or sometimes related to the individual
reasons, such as some employers’ preferences for hiring native Finns due to its relative
straightforwardness. This could be concluded that even if there exist job vacancies in the
labour market which are seemingly open to everyone, it can be more relatively difficult for

refugee-background individuals to obtain them.

5.1.2.Turning point towards entrepreneurship

The employment challenges had led to circumstances where some participants started to see
themselves as being stuck because of the pro-longed periods of unemployment. Some had
been able to obtain employment, but it was often low-skilled or otherwise deemed as not
sufficient and the accessibility to better positions was considered as challenging. In this
regard, the employment barriers the participants had faced can be considered as cumulative,
meaning that participants could had faced several challenges at the same time and/or
repeatedly. Repeated and pro-longed setbacks in the labour market could be viewed as
turning points, where the idea of self-employment often started to emerge as a new livelihood

strategy.
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These notions closely align the findings with the concept of necessity entrepreneurship
discussed in the previous studies such as Reynolds et al. (2001) and Acs (2006) which
classify self-employment due to the lack of other options as necessity entrepreneurship.
Based on these experiences, it is important to note that necessity entrepreneurship doesn’t
inevitably emerge after facing individual instances of challenges in the labour market.
Rather, it likely occurs after several overlapping experiences have accumulated, which may
create a broader sense of exclusion regarding the available opportunities in the labour

market.

5.1.3.Entrepreneurship as an alternative to overcome structural barriers

Several accounts stated having thought that by becoming self-employed, the barriers causing
issues in the labour market, such as the language or legal requirements or perceived
discrimination, would not be as professionally limiting. These could also be seen as ways
to gain more control over one’s occupational situation. Some who had previous work
experience which was not deemed as applicable on Finnish by the employers, the idea
emerged that they could utilize their existing skills or qualifications by pursuing
entrepreneurship. These notions closely align the previous literature such as Beaujot et al.
(1994) and Lang et al. (2024) which state that immigrants facing such barriers in the labour

market might consider self-employment as an alternative.

5.1.4.0pportunity factors

While the findings indicate that the entrepreneurship emerged closely aligned with the
necessity-based attributes, the interview data also suggested the existence of opportunity-
related motivations. The narratives highlighted how several interviewees described
themselves as having entrepreneurial personality traits. Some participants had secured
employment prior to their self-employment, but often in positions that were perceived as
unstable or mitch-matched with their career goals, skills or aspirations. Some interviewees
had been exposed to entrepreneurial environments in their home countries and generally held

a relatively positive image of self-employment.

While the narratives align with the previous literature by Lang et al. (2024) and Beaujot et

al. (1994) on immigrant and refugee entrepreneurship, their interpretation within the existing
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necessity and opportunity entrepreneurship framework may be challenging. If self-
employment was pursued due to a desired career choice and, for example, a job on unwanted
field was rejected, then, reflecting on the previous literature, this suggests opportunity
entrepreneurship (Giacomin et al., 2023). These narratives suggest that both opportunity-
and necessity-related motivations coexisted, making it ambiguous to determine which
factors were more influential in the decision to enter self-employment. These notions are
echoed by Fairlie & Fossen (2019) who argue on the subjective nature of the distinctions
between necessity and opportunity entrepreneurship. As a researcher, it can pose a challenge

in determining where the "necessity ends and where the opportunity starts".

It is also important to note that the opportunity elements were often perceived to have
activated only after the initial necessity-based decision to enter self-employment. Moreover,
as argued by Fairlie & Fossen (2019), how individuals themselves interpret their initial
motivation may change over time. These notions suggest how due to their subjective nature,
the concepts of necessity and opportunity entrepreneurship and their specific characteristics
can be challenging to be applied as scientifically strict and defined frameworks. It is difficult
to unambiguously determine how much weight each has in the final entrepreneurial decision

without more extensive research.

5.1.5.Conclusion of the labour market experiences and the transition into

entrepreneurship

Most participants had first tried to find employment in the labour market, but often faced
several barriers related to language requirements, qualifications or perceived exclusion. As
these experiences in the labour market accumulated, the idea of entrepreneurship started to
emerge as an adaptive response. The results were strongly aligned with the concept of
necessity entrepreneurship, while opportunity related features, such as the desire for
autonomy, personal aspirations or previous experiences of entrepreneurship also influenced
the decisions. Overall, the findings suggest that refugee entrepreneurship emerged as

dynamic interplay of both necessity- and opportunity-related motivations
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5.2. Experiences after becoming an entrepreneur

While the previous section provided insights into the participants’ initial motivations and
stages of transitioning to self-employment, the interview data also provided an opportunity

to map the experiences of being a refugee-background business owner in Finland.

5.2.1.Increased professional esteem

The findings highlighted how establishing their own business had positively affected the
participants professional satisfaction and identity in Finland. This occurred especially in
situations where the person had been unemployed for a long time before becoming an
entrepreneur. This indicated that prior unemployment had negative impacts on professional
self-image for many, and starting a business helped improve these perceptions. Some
interviewees were able to utilize their own skills or qualifications as entrepreneurs, and this

reinforced their professional satisfaction.

Moreover, the sense of doing one’s part in the local economy instead of unemployment and
the related social contacts were factors that contributed to increased reported integration in
Finland. For example, the customer relationships and their positive impact on belonging to
the Finnish society indicated that before entrepreneurship, contact with native Finns was
more limited and that running a business improved the situation. These notions align with
the studies by Barth & Zalkat (2021), Christensen et al. (2020) and Louise & Jiang (2018)
which highlight that entrepreneurship can play a strengthening role in the integration of
immigrants with refugee backgrounds. These findings suggest that positive psychosocial
consequences may occur as a by-product of entrepreneurship for people with a refugee

background.

5.2.2.Issues faced as entrepreneurs in Finland

The narratives also reported the analogous challenges the participants faced as entrepreneurs
with a foreign background, such as language barriers in official, legal or practical contexts
related to running a business. These findings are consistent with studies such as the
Lambrecht & Wauters’ (2008) and Abebe (2023) which highlights how language related

barriers often complicate refugee entrepreneurs operating their businesses and may limit for
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example the accessibility of official or advisory organizations. The findings suggest an
amount of the ‘invisible’ workload that the entrepreneurs coming from a refugee background
are often subject to when compared to their native counterpart. Furthermore these, narratives
reflect that the feeling of being an outsider previously experienced in the labour market may

continue even after becoming an entrepreneur.

Differences in the cultural and social environments between the countries of origin and
Finland were often found challenging, especially during the initial stages of running a
business. This supports the previous research on immigrant entrepreneurship by Lambrecht
& Wauters (2008) and Rath & Kloosterman (2000) who highlight how the cultural distance
between the country of origin and the new home country may create uncertainty and
challenges for immigrant entrepreneurs. This suggests that understanding the Finnish
customer behaviour and preferences may take time and thus influence the company’s

performance.

Some accounts also reported having experienced discrimination or exclusion when running
their business, indicating that operating as a business owner with a refugee background may
have its additional social challenges. Such incidents — unrelated to the work itself - could
impact the perceived meaningfulness of work for the entrepreneurs of refugee background.
These experiences are consistent with the previous literature by Wauters & Lambrecht
(2008) who argue that entrepreneurs with an immigrant background are at greater risk of
social conflict due to their background. Furthermore, this suggest that in some cases, the
previously experiences feelings of exclusion in the labour market may extend to the

individual’s entrepreneurial pathways as well.

Finally, some of the participants described the increasing competition between immigrant
entrepreneurs that has been growing recently. This reveals a challenge that refugee
entrepreneurs might face when operating in the same market segment, but which may not
affect the native Finnish business owners in the same way. Although market conditions may
change with the economic cycles and trends, this finding can be considered noteworthy in

terms of business profitability and prospects of refugee owned businesses.
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5.2.3.Conclusion of the experiences after becoming an entrepreneur

For most participants, the transition into entrepreneurship increased their professional
satisfaction. Furthermore, many narratives reported an improved sense of belonging and
integration in the Finnish society, highlighting how self-employment often had positive
psychosocial outcomes in addition to the financial aspects. However, for some participants,
experiencing structural, cultural, and social challenges continued even after starting their
businesses. Overall, entrepreneurship served as a vehicle for empowerment for many,

while for some, challenges related to their refugee background nevertheless persisted.

5.3. Contributions

The findings of this study provide new insights into the literature on necessity
entrepreneurship in the context of refugees in Finland. By focusing on the experiences of
this group, this research offers contributions to understanding factors that might shape the

transition of people with refugee backgrounds from the labour market to entrepreneurship.

The main implications of this study are its empirical results and the alignment and expansion
of existing literature on refugee and necessity entrepreneurship. The study demonstrates how
the structural barriers and the limited opportunities in the labour market often shape the
emergence of entrepreneurship among refugee-background immigrants, thus contributing to
the existing literature on necessity entrepreneurship. However, the study discovered that the
entrepreneurial decisions were often also influenced by motivations related to opportunity-
aspects. These observations echoed the previous notions in the literature that have challenged

the division of entrepreneurial motivations into purely necessity or opportunity labels.

In addition to its theoretical contribution, this study also provides practical value for
reinforcing labour market and integration policy. The study revealed that people with refugee
backgrounds often end up in entrepreneurship due to structural employment challenges. The
results can be utilized in the labour market policymaking in understanding and addressing
these challenges. Moreover, the study further highlighted the issues that entrepreneurs with
refugee background often face as business owners in the Finnish context, such as the

bureaucratic challenges or the accessibility to advisory services. These results can potentially
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be used to in planning the accessibility of such services for entrepreneurs with a refugee

background.

5.4. Limitations and future research

While this study provides insights into the mechanisms of refugee entrepreneurship in the
Finnish context, it is not without its limitations. Firstly, the extent of the research is
geographically limited to Finland, and more specifically in the capital region of Uusimaa.
The experiences of individuals of refugee background living outside big cities may different.
Furthermore, the while findings may be applicable to countries with similar culture and
labour market characteristics such as the Nordic states, the generalizability of the results may

be less applicable to countries with a higher cultural distance.

It is also worth noting that although the results showed that employment opportunities in the
labour markets for refugee-background were perceived as limited, those refugees who end
up in countries that are culturally closer to their country of origin may have less cultural
(language, religion) distinctiveness with the locals. This may result that they may have better
employment opportunities than what is available for them in the Finnish or Nordic labour
markets and that necessity entrepreneurship as a phenomenon is not as evident in these

contexts.

Another limitation in the study comes from the sample size and the diversity of the
interviewees. The sample size of six respondents is relatively small, and many not fully
represent the range of experiences of all refugee-background entrepreneurs in Finland. Five
out of six participants were barbers, and this may affect the transferability of the results to
the interpret experiences of all refugees who are business owners in Finland. Furthermore,
all participants’ countries of origin were geographically relatively close to each other.
Further research could benefit from larger sample sizes and inclusion of refugee-background
entrepreneurs whose countries of origin have greater cultural and geographical distance. This

inclusion could lead to greater dispersion to the research results.

The entrepreneurs interviewed in this study were invariably small business owners. This may
limit the understanding of the experiences of all refugee entrepreneurs, some of whom may
be owners of larger businesses. Their experiences about entrepreneurship and its

mechanisms of origin may differ from the results presented in this study. Future research
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could expand its research to include refugee entrepreneurs who own medium-sized or larger

businesses.

5.5. Conclusion

This study aimed to clarify which factors influence immigrants with refugee background to
pursue entrepreneurship and how this process emerges for them. The study focused on the
extent to which the participants’ decisions to become self-employed appear as adaptive
strategies emerging from necessity-related factors to the challenges faced in the labour
markets. Furthermore, the study aimed to clarify, how do refugee-background entrepreneurs

perceive their self-employment in Finland and what are its implications in their integration.

This research topic is important, as in recent years, refugee immigration has increased in
Finland, often leading to disadvantageous situations in the labour market. A better
understanding of the factors determining the labour market challenges and it’s influence on
the emergence of entrepreneurship can help in policy-making that supports better conditions

in both the labour market and self-employment.

The research was conducted utilizing a qualitative method and the data was collected through
semi-structured interviews. The interview data was then analysed using a thematic approach.
The results highlighted that many interviewees had faced several structural barriers to
employment before self-employment. The accumulation of prolonged and recurring
challenges was often perceived as turning points, at which the idea of entrepreneurship
emerged as an alternative strategy for securing a livelihood in Finland. These findings were

strongly aligned with the existing literature on necessity and immigrant entrepreneurship.

However, the participants’ narratives also stated many features affecting the entrepreneurial
decisions that align with the previous literature’s concept of opportunity entrepreneurship.
Therefore, the motivations to pursue self-employment couldn’t be categorized purely as
necessity or opportunity based. Instead, they reflected the interplay between the necessity
and opportunity related features. The degree of necessity or opportunity may have fluctuated
between different interviewees, but for most cases, the entrepreneurial decisions contained

elements of both concepts.

Finally, in addition to the financial aspects, the participants described their experiences as

entrepreneurs in Finland. Many participants stated improved experiences of integration and
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professional self-confidence. However, the findings also indicated that some refugee-
background entrepreneurs may also continue to face structural, cultural or social challenges
even after becoming self-employed. These results were aligned with the previous studies
which highlight that refugee-background entrepreneurs often experience improved
integration and professional satisfaction after becoming self-employed, while issues such as

exclusion or bureaucratic challenges may continue after establishing a business.
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Appendix 1. Interview questions

Part 1. Background information
1. Can you tell me a little about yourself and your journey to Finland?

2. How long have you been living in Finland and how would you describe your

experience so far?

3. What kind of work did you do before arriving to Finland? What kind of education do

you have?

Part 2. Experiences of the labor market in Finland

4. When you first arrived in Finland, what were your expectations regarding work

opporunities?

5. What kind of challenges (if any) did you face when looking for employment in
Finland? (suggestions: language, recognition of qualifications, discrimination,

bureaucracy)

6. How have these experiences affected your career path?

Part 3. Motivation for Entrepreneurship

7. What do you consider as the main reason for choosing entrepreneurship instead of

regular employment?

8. Would you describe your decision to become an entrepreneurs as something you

wanted to do, or you needed to do (in lack of other options)?

9. Were there specific moments or turning points, that pushed you towards starting your

own company?



Part 4. Entrepreneurship journey
10. Can you describe how you started your business? What were the first steps?

11. What have been the main challenges in running your business? (such as permits,

networks, financing, cultural issues)

12. Have you received any support or training when starting your business? If yes, from

where?

Part 5. Reflections and future plans

13. Looking back, how do you feel entrepreneurship has affected your life, stability or

integration to Finnish society?

14. Do you think you would still choose to run your business, if there existed better

opportunities for employment in Finland? Why / why not?

15. What are your future goals — for your personal life and your business in Finland?



