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In the United States, immigrant entrepreneurs start almost one third of all new businesses.
However, many immigrant entrepreneurs lack the knowledge or expertise to evolve their
businesses beyond the ethnic enclave where their businesses are located. This multiple case
study captured the strategies used by five Latino immigrant business owners who
successfully expanded their business beyond their ethnic enclave. The conceptual framework
for this study was dynamic capabilities theory. Data were collected from interviews, company
documents, and observations of the operation of businesses and owners. Member checking
and transcript reviews were used to enhance the reliability and credibility of the data. Miles,
Huberman, and Saldana’s data analysis method was used to identify six themes that yielded
three possible strategies to help Latino immigrant business owners expand outside of their
enclave: (a) adopt a multicultural hybridism model changing the internal makeup of the
employee base to include more interethnic labor and managerial resources; (b) achieve
language and cultural proficiency of the host community; and (c) seek and nurture
professional development and mentorship relationships to obtain access to advice,
opportunities, and financial resources. Also noted was the importance of individual readiness
to seize opportunities and being tenacious in their business efforts. The study findings may
contribute to positive social change because strategies that help immigrant entrepreneurs
succeed have benefits that extend beyond their immediate family to the broader communities
in which they operate by increasing job creation, wealth accumulation, and the development
of society.
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Introduction

Immigrants who come to the United States bring hope, energy, and, in many cases, an
entrepreneurial desire to partake in the dream of owning their own business (Agius & Canizales,
2016; Kwon, Heflin, & Ruef, 2013). However, immigrant entrepreneurs often face obstacles as they
grow their businesses (Ndofor & Priem, 2011). Many of these immigrants, especially the poorest ones
from Latin American nations, have limited formal education and limited English language skills
(Pandya, Batalova, & McHugh, 2011; Salcido & Menjivar, 2012). Sometimes, they start
microbusinesses within the ethnic enclave where they live and achieve enough success to support
themselves and their family’s modest lifestyles (Kallick, 2015). Relatively few immigrant Latino
small business owners in the United States have successfully expanded their businesses outside of
their immigrant enclave to achieve financial independence (Ndofor & Priem, 2011; Riva & Lucchini,
2015; Xie & Gough, 2011). The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore the
strategies used by five Latino immigrant small business owners residing in Nashville, Tennessee, to
expand their businesses beyond their ethnic enclave where their businesses were initially located.
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Research Method, Design, and Conceptual Framework
The research question was as follows:

Research Question: What strategies do Latino immigrant business owners in Nashville,
Tennessee, use to expand their businesses outside of the ethnic enclaves where their
businesses are located?

The multiple case exploratory study design was chosen for this study. By using this design, we
interviewed and collected data from five Latino business owners who have experienced success
venturing out of their ethnic enclave; this enriched the understanding of the issue under
investigation. Capturing insights directly from Latino business owners allowed us to develop a
holistic, complex, and complete picture to identify the strategies they used to expand such business
beyond an ethnic enclave. Data was collected by interviewing the businesses owners, reviewing
documents, and observing the characteristics and operations of the businesses. Member checking
and transcript reviews were used to enhance the reliability and credibility of the data collected from
interviews.

The theory of dynamic capabilities served as the conceptual framework and lens through which the
data was analyzed. Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997) were the first ones to offer dynamic capabilities
as an abstract framework to study competitive advantage in enterprising firms. Dynamic
capabilities, in this context, are the distinct skills, processes, organizational structures, decisions,
and rules that determine a firm’s ability to reconfigure its internal and external competencies to
respond to external business environments (Teece, 2012).

Synthesis of the Literature Review

Research into ethnicity and entrepreneurship has its roots with works of Weber (1930), Sombart
(1914), and Simmel (1950). In general, immigrant entrepreneurship researchers support the notion
that immigrant entrepreneurship lays at a particularly important juncture between economics and
sociology (Ibrahim & Galt, 2011; IThan-Nas, Sahin, & Cilingir, 2011). Although economists and
business scholars have dominated the study of entrepreneurship, scholars in fields as diverse as
sociology, demography and urban planning have studied immigrant entrepreneurship (Jennings,
Greenwood, Lounsbury, & Suddaby, 2013). Because management is a multidisciplinary field of
research that draws from finance, business, psychology, philosophy, sociology, and several other
disciplines to examine phenomenon, this study was undertaken through an interdisciplinary lens.

Immigrants have been highly industrious in finding alternative ways of earning a livelihood,
including informal self-employment (Ortiz-Walters, Gavino, & Williams, 2015). Carter (2011) noted
that business ownership is frequently a vital alternative to wage and salary employment for making
a living and thus has important implications for earnings and wealth inequality. Much of the
research on why immigrants pursue entrepreneurial endeavors has mostly focused on the factors
that incentivize or hinder immigrant startups (Chand & Ghorbani, 2011; Curci & Mackoy, 2010). For
example, research undertaken when exploring immigrant entrepreneurship includes the loss of
human capital gained when moving abroad, such as foreign-earned credentials (Creese & Wiebe,
2012) and individual network contacts (Buzdugan & Halli, 2009) or English proficiency issues that
become a hindrance to business venture formation and integration (Wang, 2011).

Immigrant entrepreneurship is a topic that has been widely studied by scholars around the world
(Braymen & Neymotin, 2014; Chrysostome & Lin, 2010; Curci & Mackoy, 2010; Ndofor & Priem,
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2011; Pisani, 2012; Zolin & Schlosser, 2012). There has been much research on the role of immigrant
entrepreneurship in host-country economies. This research has yielded a large body of literature on
the start-up and development of immigrant-owned businesses (Huerta, 2011; Kim, 2012; Ndofor &
Priem, 2011). The topic is more common in countries that have experienced visible growth in
immigrant communities because of global migration patterns, particularly those societies where
business entrepreneurship is a means to benefit the economic stance of low-income immigrants
(Raijjman & Kemp, 2009).

Much of the literature on immigrant entrepreneurship focuses on the choice of self-employment as
an alternative to a poorly paid labor market (Ilhan-Nas et al., 2011). However, a new vein of
research has received attention from researchers who are focusing on studying the engagement of
immigrant businesses catering to mainstream segments of the economy and who increasingly serve
markets with nonethnic products and services (Arrighetti, Bolzani, & Lasagni, 2014).

Many immigrant-owned businesses are launched within ethnic enclaves (Ndofor & Priem, 2011).
Ethnic enclaves offer a safer and more easily accessible space for immigrant businesses to operate
when they launch their ventures. Enclaves provide an environment shielded from competition of
nonethic businesses, yet they also offer limited profit and growth potential (Arrighetti et al., 2014).
The enclave creates opportunities but also marks the boundaries of an economic space that ethnic
firms cannot easily overcome. The nature of their product or service offering, the lack of articulation
of their business model, and their limited managerial experience generally make the ethnic firms
noncompetitive in mainstream markets, despite the fact that venturing in mainstream markets may
provide a platform for achieving better financial returns and a better quality of life (Ma, Zhao, Wang,
& Lee, 2013).

The immigrant entrepreneur paradigm has emerged in an attempt to understand how immigrants
access business ownership (Chrysostome & Lin, 2010; Lofstrom, 2011). Curci and Mackoy (2010)
recommended researchers should consider personal, economic, and institutional factors to
understand the immigrant business entrepreneurship phenomenon. Ndofor and Priem (2011), for
example, conducted a study of 103 immigrant-owned business ventures in the Midwest and
concluded that a range of capital endowments and social identities influenced their choice of venture
strategies as well as their outcomes.

Three major perspectives have emerged from the literature that explain why and how immigrants
pursue entrepreneurial activities. These are blocked mobility, cultural predisposition, and ethnic
enclaves (Fitzgerald & Howe-Walsh, 2009; Kirkwood, 2009; Lofstrom, 2011). These approaches detail
various conceptual frameworks that explain why and how immigrants pursue entrepreneurship,
primarily focusing on the dynamics that incentivize or hinder business endeavors undertaken by
immigrants. These views recognize that different immigrant groups have very distinct
entrepreneurial journeys based on social class, geography, education level, or other stratifying
differences (Krittayapong, 2012).

Even though these three perspectives have emerged, few researchers have focused on the exploration
of how immigrant entrepreneurs who begin their ventures by focusing on selling in ethnic enclaves,
then evolve and adapt their strategies to expand their customer base beyond the enclave and to a
broader market.

The limited amount of contemporary scholarship in the area of immigrant entrepreneurship research
seems to suggest that immigrant entrepreneurs who eventually abandon their ethnic enclave or
ethnocentric strategy are favored by earning better returns on their ventures as they target
mainstream customers (Braymen & Neymotin, 2014; Ensign & Robinson, 2011; Trevizo & Lopez,
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2016). In 2014, Braymen and Neymotin, using Kauffman Foundation data from 2004 to 2008, found
a statistically significant negative effect on firm profitability for businesses that were located in
immigrant enclaves. Ndofor and Priem (2011) used field study data to conclude that immigrant
entrepreneurs who have high levels of economic capital and weak social ties to an ethnic enclave are
better prepared to succeed outside an ethnic enclave. Trevizo and Lopez (2016) also found that
immigrant firms located in immigrant enclaves tend to experience more difficulty achieving higher
levels of success as measured by a lower number of paid employees they hire. In a study conducted
with Mexican immigrant-owned storefronts in Los Angeles, California, Trevizo and Lopez concluded
that performance of these ventures was hindered precisely by the spatial segregation created by
operating in enclaves.

Findings

Miles, Huberman, and Saldana’s (2014) data analysis method was used to identify six themes that
yielded three possible strategies to help Latino immigrant business owners expand outside of their
enclave.

Theme 1: Opportunity Readiness

As discussed by the participants, opportunity readiness was necessary for the successful expansion
of their businesses outside the enclave. Opportunity readiness has a unique meaning in the context
of a small business. It refers to an owner’s readiness to seek and avail themselves of business
opportunities. The theme opportunity readiness is composed of several components. Some of these
components are the degree of articulation of one’s business model, the entrepreneurs’ possession of
sufficient managerial experience to recognize the need for strategic shifts, and the utilization of
breakout strategies that represent an accumulation of entrepreneurial attitudes. Opportunity
readiness was discussed by 100% of the interviewees, a total of 42 times across all interviews.

The emergence of this theme contrasts the two approaches to entrepreneurship espoused by
Chrysostome and Lin (2010): necessity entrepreneurship versus opportunity entrepreneurship.
Opportunity entrepreneurship has an intrinsic link to the availability of markets and occurs as a
result of methodical strategic planning (Beckers & Blumberg, 2013). Under this construct,
immigrant entrepreneurs leverage their accumulated human capital—education, experience, family
connections, and individual learning initiatives—for business creation. Several responses by study
participants substantiate the tenant of this approach that explains that if there is latent demand for
a product or service, then a business opportunity exists for entrepreneurs to capitalize on and to
create value derived from exploiting such opportunity.

In contrast, necessity entrepreneurs are individuals who begin their enterprises because they see no
better alternative or have no better alternative in the wage sector (Poschke, 2013). Circumstances
force necessity entrepreneurs to undertake business ventures as they encounter obstacles that
hinder them from participating in the traditional labor market. Indications of necessity
entrepreneurship were not observed in any of the participants interviewed.

Theme 2: Multicultural Hybridism

The term multicultural hybridism has emerged from recent research of immigrant entrepreneurship
to explain the increasing managerial competences, human capital, and level of entrepreneurial
commitment necessary to sustain the exploration and exploitation of business opportunities
(Arrighetti et al., 2014). In general, this finding is consistent with findings of Arrighetti et al., who
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posited that the adoption of multicultural hybridism is a key antecedent to the adoption of growth
strategies outside ethnic enclave. This finding also aligns with Baycan Levent, Masurel, and
Nijkamp (2003) who found that immigrant entrepreneurs crossing the boundaries of enclave markets
need the capacity to attract assets and resources to their firms, such as management skills, market
information, and technological knowledge.

Topics related to this theme that were also discussed by the participants were the professionalization
of the firm, the development of innovative organizational configurations, and the formalization of
operations. Professionalization of the firm was of particular importance to the participants. It
included hiring professionals with increased managerial expertise such as skills in financial
management, marketing, or logistics. The professionalization process also represented a move away
from family-based labor in an attempt to increase the venture’s access to professional skills or
English language skills. Multicultural hybridism was discussed by 100% of the interviewees, a total
of 30 times across all interviews.

Theme 3: Proficiency in the Predominant Language and Culture Outside of the Enclave

When discussing reasons that they were able to grow outside the enclave and cater to other
customers, all participants emphasized the importance of proficiency in the English language.
Participants discussed the ability to communicate effectively in all business aspects as a necessity for
expansion outside the enclave, whereas lacking language skills were named as a barrier to business
growth. Participants underscored the need to be proficient not just in the English language, but also
in the predominant culture outside the enclave, so as to understand the desired customer experience
of larger markets. This theme aligns with the conclusions of researchers Anastasia, Dimitrios,
Anastasios, and Andreas (2014) and Shields and Price (2004), who found that immigrant
entrepreneurs that were proficient in English earned better economic returns of their efforts. Wang
(2011) studied the role that the ability to communicate in English plays in business formation and
integration, and confirmed what other more recent studies have also concluded (Kushnirovich,
Heilbrunn, & Davidovich, 2017) that lack of proficiency is a hindrance to immigrant entrepreneurial
venture formation and integration. The importance of proficiency in English language and in the
predominant culture “outside the enclave” was discussed by 100% of the interviewees, a total of 11
times across all interviews.

Theme 4: Access to Training, Mentorship, and Professional Networks

Participants discussed the importance of accessing nonfinancial resources, specifically training and
educational opportunities, formal and informal mentorship, and professional networks, to growing
their businesses outside of the ethnic enclave. Participants provided examples of how networking
and mentorship has positively impacted their ability to do business, by advancing their ability to tap
into new markets. Some participants considered that intentional connectivity and participation in
formal and informal peer and mentorship networks enhanced their ability to grow in social
sophistication and business acumen. These ideas align with common recommendations in findings
from Almobaireek and Manolova (2012), Brush and Cooper (2012), and Emrich (2015). This theme
also aligns well with the findings of Kallick (2015) and Wingfield and Taylor (2016), whose research
highlighted the benefits of establishing spaces that expand the opportunities to learn about
American business practices. Access to training, mentorship, and professional networks was
discussed by 100% of the interviewees, a total of 20 times across all interviews.
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Theme 5: Connectedness to Financial Resources

Participants discussed the significance of their level of connectedness to financial resources and the
ways in which this type of connection has changed over the lifespan of their businesses. Aspects of
this theme include their initial lack of access to, or trust in, financial institutions, the degree to
which they relied upon loans for initial operating cash flow, and their increased ability to rely on
financial institutions as the business grew. All the participants developed stronger relationships
with financial institutions as their business successfully grew outside the enclave. Notwithstanding
the challenges that participants had accessing financial resources when they initially launched their
businesses, all participants commented that when it was time to expand their business beyond the
enclave, they had developed solid relationships with financial institutions. Also, that their ability to
invest in reaching markets outside the enclave has been enhanced by having those solid
relationships with financial institutions. The findings indicate that lack of connectivity to financial
tools primarily occurred during the startup phase of the businesses. However, once their business
was established, access to banking services became more readily available. Connectedness to
financial resources was discussed by 100% of the interviewees, a total of 14 times across all
interviews.

Theme 6: Tenacity and Resilience in the Business

Participants in this study frequently expressed that personal tenacity and resilience to hardship and
obstacles were important to achieve the successful expansion of their businesses outside of the ethnic
enclave. This finding aligns with the finding of Allen and Busse (2015), Pisani et al. (2012), Price
(2012), and Wilson and Portes (1980). Additionally, Fisher, Maritz, and Lobo (2014) concluded that
entrepreneurs of any background, race, or ethnicity are more resilient than nonentrepreneurs, and
that personal resilience does predict entrepreneurial success. Tenacity and resilience in the business
was discussed by 100% of the interviewees, a total of 14 times across all interviews.

Possible Strategies for Immigrant Business Owners to Expand Outside of Their Enclave

Strategy 1: Multicultural Hybridism

Immigrant business owners desiring to expand beyond their ethnic enclave should consider revising
their business model, specifically their products and services, to a more multicultural model. Having
a more ethnically diverse group pf employees and supervisors can help business be more successful
outside an ethnic enclave. A reliance on a multicultural model within the firm seems to leverage the
benefits of human diversity and to increase the success of such firms in meeting customers’
expectations, and promoting not only integration within the business domain, but within the broader
economic ecosystem in which they operate.

Strategy 2: Language and Cultural Proficiency

It’s clear from the experiences shared by the study participants that their language skills have been
an important tool for integration into the host community. Immigrant entrepreneurs should take
steps to become proficient in the primary language of their host community. While it appears from
the study that 100% proficiency is not necessary, immigrant entrepreneurs who are able to conduct
business, negotiate terms, and provide customer support in English tend to be more successful in
expanding beyond their enclave.

Strategy 3: Seek and Nurture Professional Development and Mentorship Opportunities
Immigrant entrepreneurs wanting to grow their business outside their enclave seek, find, and
nurture professional development and mentorship relationships. Mentors act as sounding boards in
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evaluating ideas and providing feedback on major business decisions. They often offer helpful
perspectives as they share their knowledge and experience. Participants emphasized the importance
of learning from other successful entrepreneurs and business owners, both from their successes and
from their mistakes. Having the opportunity to learn from peers and mentors can help with making
the right decisions and with avoiding pitfalls. Membership in ethnic and non-ethnic groups such as
professional organizations, business groups, trade groups, chambers of commerce, and cultural and
recreational entities can be beneficial to the entrepreneur. Table 1 summarizes specific
recommended strategies and implementation actions for immigrant entrepreneurs wishing to
expand their businesses outside their enclave.

Table 1. Recommended Strategies and Implementation Actions

Recommended Strategies Recommended Implementation Actions

Adopt a multicultural and flexible Craft a flexible business model so the business can react to
business model that allows the market opportunities
business to be ready to assess Foster entrepreneurial commitment and thinking within the
and capitalize on expansion business
opportunities

Strengthen proficiency in the Increase managerial competence by focusing on talent
English language and in the development
predominant culture outside the Implement strategies that allow for the professionalization of
enclave the venture

Work toward acculturation in host community’s business and
economic practices

Acquire proficiency in the English language and in the
predominant culture outside the enclave

Seek, find, and nurture Participate in professional membership groups, such as
professional development and chambers of commerce or professional networks
mentorship relationships Get involved in mentorship programs

Intentionally seek help from other professionals

Join entrepreneurs’ organizations

Acquire relevant certifications

Develop a relationship with a banker early on, even if
financing is not yet necessary

Understand the financing and investment landscape within
the entrepreneurial ecosystem

Discussion and Conclusions

Limitations

Because this research was specific to the Latino ethnic group in the Nashville geographic region, the
findings may not be representative of other defined groups in other locations. We acknowledge that
the limited number of study participants means that the findings cannot be considered conclusive.
However, a qualitative exploration such as this research adds to the body of knowledge and can
assist in the conceptualization of models and theories that can be tested using a different research
method and design. We acknowledge that despite reasonable precautions, a purposeful, nonrandom
sample could include some unintentional and unrecognized selection bias.
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Applications to Professional Practice

Entering mainstream markets means immigrant-owned businesses integrating within the broader

business economic, organizational, and cultural capabilities of the host community. The findings of

the study provided some relevant strategies that immigrant business owners have followed to grow
their businesses beyond their ethnic enclave. The findings suggest that growing outside the enclave
is indeed a strategy that can be used to impact the success and profitability of the entrepreneur.

The findings indicate that adopting multicultural hybridism as a business strategy offers firms a
path towards successful growth outside their enclave. Within the context of multicultural hybridism,
the research findings indicate that Latino immigrant-owned businesses should be as proficient as
possible in the English language to be able to reach a broader customer base. Their language skills
do not need to be perfect, but they have to feel confident in their abilities to communicate with non-
Spanish speakers to be able to lead, negotiate, and serve different venture stakeholders.
Additionally, the findings point to the importance of immigrant entrepreneurs being connected to a
broader network of stakeholders that offers mentorships or peer interactions.

Finally, the results do not seem to support the notion that for the immigrant entrepreneur, a lack of
relationships with financial institutions and financial services in general is a detriment to growing
their businesses during the startup phase. This finding is at odds with the literature and common
perception that banks and other financial institutions do not serve the needs of immigrant-owned
businesses on a growth pattern (Bates & Robb, 2013; Carter, Mwaura, Ram, Trehan, & Jones, 2015).
The participants in this research resorted to personal savings, as well as friends and family when
they started their businesses, and did not use banks until the businesses had already been
established. However, once their businesses were established and successful, the owners developed
solid relationships with banks and other financial institutions. If put to action, some or all of the
recommended strategies may help immigrant business owners reach higher levels of success as they
attempt to expand their businesses outside for their ethnic enclave.

Implications for Social Change

Immigrant entrepreneurs make a direct contribution to the economy of the communities in which
they operate and are increasingly seen as key players in enhancing the prosperity of the broader
community. Immigrant entrepreneurs and business owners who use the recommended strategies to
expand their businesses beyond the enclave can become better corporate citizens, provide a broader
tax contribution and employ more people, and play a positive role in economic development within
the communities in which they operate. To the extent that immigrant owned businesses are able to
successfully grow their businesses outside their enclave, the outcomes can have positive
ramifications for these immigrant entrepreneurs, their families, and society at large.

Recommendations for Further Research

We recommend that the themes and possible strategies identified from this research are potentially
significant enough to warrant further research to ascertain their applicability to other defined
groups and geographic locations. Additional qualitative research could use a much larger sample and
multiple geographically and social diverse locations. Based on the findings of this research, perhaps
a qualitative research model could be developed and tested using a large-scale quantitative or mixed-
method survey and a statistically valid sample of defined populations.

Researchers could also explore the relevance of other institutional factors, such as particular
industry, gender roles, or immigration status, and their impact on success strategies that help
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business owners grow outside their enclave. Given the participants’ perceived importance of
mentoring and access to professional networks, in-depth research that explores the impact of
intentional and active participation in such activities on the success of businesses could be
significant.
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