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The Chances of the second Generation in
Families of migrant Entrepreneurs

Quality of Life Development as a biographical Process

Ursula Apitzsch

The hypothesis presented in this paper! is that, from a biographical perspective, those
engaged in ethnic businesses? will give their quality of life* a high evaluation despite hard
working conditions. This is because the business project represents a biographical
achievement of economic and social integration in society that counteracts the prevailing
racist prejudice and xenophobic stereotypes. However, this positive evaluation is coupled
with objectively poor working conditions, which strongly influence the life of the spouses
and the younger generation. This is the case independently of the level of their
engagement in the business work, which is frequently intensive. Work in ethnic
businesses has been understood as extreme self-exploitation and exploitation of others:
long working hours, intensive work pressure, marginal working shifts, lack of free time
and breaks during work, as well as the exploitation of the labour of family members, are
characteristics of work in ethnic businesses. Moreover, ethnic businesses are mostly
located on the fringes of the national economic systems (Rath, 2000), in sectors with low
entry barriers that are abandoned by indigenous entrepreneurs because of the intensive
and inferior working conditions and low profit margins (Waldinger, 1990).

The relative well being of the parents might be accompanied by worsening opportunities
for the younger generation to accumulate educational, social and cultural capital and
towards integration in society.

A hypothesis further to be elaborated is that there are gender-specific processes related
to different roles, work and care responsibilities and different kinds of ties to business
and home. Because of these differences, female children of ethnic entrepreneurs might
tend to strive for better educational qualifications and to have higher expectations for a
vocational career in the labour market. Male children, even if they are also oriented
towards a vocational career outside the family business, might develop less human capital
through poor educational performance (cf. Delcroix, 2001).
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Motivations for migrant self employment

The success of ethnic entrepreneurship has been explained by their personal willingness
to work hard in order to achieve the economic goals of the migration project, but also by
the ethnic solidarity that supplies entrepreneurs with necessary resources (Bonacich,
1973; Light/Karageorgis, 1994; Light/Gold, 2000). The capacity of ethnic entrepreneurs to
rely on the labour of family members is regarded as a considerable part of the ethnic
resources available (Light/Gold, 2000). According to others (Moallem, 1991; Min/Jaret,
1985), family resources provide compensation for the absence of resources of the
privileged social classes entering entrepreneurship, which secure ethnic entrepreneurs’
successful business projects (Light/Karageorgis, 1994; Light/Gold, 2000).

Some initial answers to the question of the quality of life of ethnic entrepreneurs are
provided by the marginality of ethnic entrepreneurship, as well as the specific,
ambivalent and stressful character of entrepreneurial activity in general. This implies
being independent from orders given by others, but in turn, being extremely dependent
on clients and market movements; being free to act, but forced to establish routines,
being dependent on the visions that enable creativity, but also forced to act permanently,
being free from the risk of losing the job, but permanently running the risk of failing as
an entrepreneur ( Johannisson/ Senneseth, 1993).

The importance of intrinsic motivation to entrepreneurship has been identified as a
component that influences the self-perception of entrepreneurs and their sense of the
quality of life (Newby et al., 1999). Recent biographical research (Apitzsch and Kontos,
2003) has stressed that the self-evaluation of migrants in relation to their entrepreneurial
projects is complex, multi-layered, and in some respects positive. This ,,after all positive*
self-evaluation is explained by the embeddedness of the entrepreneurial activity in a
wide-ranging biographical process (Apitzsch, 2003; Kontos, 2004) deriving social
recognition from the entrepreneurial activity and entrepreneurial success. Of great
importance in this context is the sense of being able to earn one’s own living in an
economy that excludes migrants and condemns them to be passive receivers of welfare
benefits, blaming them at the same time for being unwilling to work and live at the
expense of the state (Kupferberg, 2003).

Critique of precarious life conditions in ethnic family
business

Ethnic businesses are mostly family businesses, which means that the internal
organisation of family units will be the main focus of the proposed project. The “new
economics of migration” regards families or households as collective actors striving not
only “to maximise expected income, but also to minimise risk and loosen constraints
associated with a variety of market failures” (Massey et al., 1993: 436). Consequently some
family members may work in the family business while others are occupied in the local
market or work abroad.

The relevance of family relations, as well as spouses and children’s work in ethnic
business has implicitly been conceptualised in research on ethnic business, especially in
the framework of “ethnic” versus “class” resources. In this concept, the significance of
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ethnic resources, i.e. resources available through ethnic solidarity and ethnic social
relationships, is emphasised as a way of understanding the entrepreneurial activity of
members of ethnic minorities who are poorly supplied with class resources, i.e. economic
capital, education, symbolic capital and access to influential economic and institutional
networks (Light and Rosenstein, 1995; Light and Gold, 2000). The notion of social
embeddedness of ethnic business refers to the ways in which networks of social relations
and acquaintances generate the trust needed for entrepreneurial activity, and support
and discourage breach of trust in economic transactions. Wider networks, however, are
also related to ambivalence, support and burdens. The ambiguity entailed by social
relationships has been stressed in recent research in terms of support for and constraints
on entrepreneurship. Constraints are seen, for instance, in the form of exaggerated
claims on the entrepreneur legitimised through ethnic solidarity and the principle of
reciprocity (Portes and Sensenbrenner, 1993; Granovetter, 1995).

The family is seen as the unit in which trust and reciprocity develop in a more
comprehensive sense. Thus, in research on (ethnic) entrepreneurship, there is a risk of
regarding a kin or family group as a harmonious entity and implying that all its members
share the fruits of success equally. A focus on group/collectivist strategies and group
solidarity has led to gender bias and gender blindness, as well as generation bias and
blindness in studies on ethnic entrepreneurship. These studies have been insensitive to
the ways in which the gender and generational division of labour shape the outcomes of
upward mobility for specific individual members of a group. The result has been
blindness to gender and generational specificity in the functioning of the power structure
in many ethnic communities. This approach overemphasizes ethnic group “solidarity”
and also fails to see the costs of entrepreneurship: inequality and oppression of ethnic
labour. This has been shown by research on the garment industry (Morokvasic, 1988;
Morokvasic, 1991; Phizacklea, 1990; Waldinger, 1990).

Consequently, on a socio-political level, the assumption of low quality of life in ethnic
business has produced a vehement critique of ethnic business as an inferior and
precarious form of work (Rath, 2000; Phizacklea, 1988), as well as a critique of the socio-
political discourse on self-employment in European countries which promotes self-
employment as a reasonable and valuable path to social inclusion (Meager/Bates, 1999).
This critique has also stressed the previously raised issue of the integration of the labour
of women (mothers, spouses) and the younger generation into the business work process
as an exploitation of family labour (Anthias, 1992).

However, both ethnic business research and self-employment research have so far tended
to neglect the issue of agency. In ethnic business research, agency figures as a collective
achievement of actors firmly embedded in social relations. Agency is neglected in
researching self-employment when it is mainly seen as a response to the threat of social
exclusion and the focus is on policies and on outsourcing activities of big firms. The
existing intrinsic motivation to entrepreneurship, mostly observed among small
entrepreneurs (Carland et al., 1984), has scarcely been taken into account in the case of
ethnic business. The failure to consider agency has wide-reaching implications and also
makes ethnic business research gender blind. The key importance of gender in ethnic
business has been shown by feminist research (Westwood/Bhachu, 1988; Morokvasic,
1988, 1991). Taking into account the agency of ethnic entrepreneurs opens up a
perspective on gender relations in ethnic business research. Furthermore, it does justice
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to the multi-layered nature of self-employment, e.g., by relating intrinsic motivation to
self-evaluations.

Overcoming the split between objective and subjective factors, the proposed research
works with a biographical approach that sheds new light on the processes of quality of life,
such as identifying objective opportunities which have enabled or led to the realisation of
biographical plans and choices. In this, we follow the approach developed in the
framework of the ,,human development* discussion, focusing, among other things, on the
capacity of the subjects to realise what they consider important for their well-being (Sen,
1993) as a central aspect of quality of life (ul Haq, 1995: 20; Sen, 1993). We understand
individual “choices* as embedded in biographical processes in terms of biographical
plans, action schemes and trajectories. This helps us to better understand the crucial
issue of social policy: what people want and what people need (Veenhoven, 2001).

The dynamic concept of the biographical embeddedness of the quality of life is process-
oriented. It refers to intergenerational aspects, such as the intergenerational impact of the
quality of life (Noll, 2000). The frequent involvement of family members of the ethnic
entrepreneur in business work raises the question of quality of life not only for the other
adult members of the family, the spouses and possibly the grandparents, but also for the
younger generation.

Considering migrant family business in an
intergenerational perspective

Families “are made up of men and women and generations with different

- sometimes opposing - interests, needs and resources. Consequently, families are
locations of conflict and negotiation among members with regard to the allocation of
prestige, responsibility, assets, decision making, group identity and moral credibility”
(Light/Gold, 2000: 132).

Feminist research has revealed the complexity of gender relations in ethnic businesses.
Women who have experience in paid work, although subordinate, are less prone to be
marginalised in family business. They have experienced empowerment, which is also
transferred to the family firm, and have access to and control over the products of their
labour (Westwood/Bhachu, 1988: 6).

As mentioned above, feminist analysis has criticized the assumption of harmony in
theoretical work on ethnic business and stressed the gender blindness of this research
(Anthias, 1992; Phizacklea, 1988). The position of children in ethnic business has been less
explored than the position of women. An exception is the work of Miri Song (1999) who
has studied negotiation activities between family members in the ethnic business family
in the shape of the virtual “family work contract” which regulates mutual expectations
and obligations in the case of Chinese takeaways in England.

Research has shown that with each succeeding generation conflicts within family
businesses tend to increase, and that rates of self-employment decline (Goldscheider,
1980). Issues of contention between generations nearly double between the first and third
generation (Fenn, 1995). Children may reject economic activities their parents select for
them in ethnic ownership. Sometimes parents feel that self-employment is not a desirable
path. They make efforts to keep their offspring away from the family occupation and
instead encourage educational achievement as a path to other careers (Rubin, 1994).
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It is obvious that work organisation in ethnic family business has a strong impact on the
lives of the second generation. Children are frequently involved in the business (Song,
1999). Even when children of ethnic entrepreneurs are not involved with their labour in
the business work, they are frequently deprived of a normal family life because of the
exhausting working hours of both parents in the business (Apitzsch/Kontos, 2003). Our
question is how the specific work situation in ethnic business impacts on the life chances
of the children, who may be involved or not in business work, and how resources and
chances for the second generation are shaped under the living and working conditions in
ethnic businesses. While parents may possibly be content with their life conditions in
terms of a biographical achievement, at the same time their children might have poor
educational chances and life prospects. Can resources which are available to the parents
be transferred to their children, and under what conditions? Are resources that enable
ethnic entrepreneurship an asset or rather an obstacle to resource accumulation for the
second generation?

There are different forms of integration of men, women and children in ethnic business.
These forms of integration will have to be taken into account in analysing the quality of
life in ethnic business.

Migrant women as a “resource” for ethnic entrepreneurs

Migrant women are involved in the ethnic economy in various ways and degrees of
formality. A woman can be a business partner and co-entrepreneur, she can be employed
in the business of the husband, she can be declared as an assisting family member, or she
can be involved in an informal and unregistered way. In terms of division of labour, she
can be involved in entrepreneurial-managerial tasks, she can be in charge of the
bookkeeping or of another skilled function in the production process of the enterprise, or
she can be a marginal help. Wives are mostly fully integrated in the tasks of the business
as assisting family members without formal payment or social insurance (Light/Gold,
2000). Most feminist researchers have stressed the issue of exploitation: “enclave
employment is most exploitative for women” (Gilbertson, 1995).

Migrant women as autonomous entrepreneurs

However, migrant women can also be autonomously self-employed. In some rare cases the
husband is the assisting family member, but mostly he is not involved in the business at
all or the enterprising woman is not living in a partnership. The number of autonomously
self-employed ethnic women has been growing rapidly in recent years. Many self-
employed women previously worked in a family business. A transition from assisting
family member to autonomous entrepreneur has been noted (Kontos, 2001).

US ethnic business research reveals that migrant women’s entrepreneurship is mostly
located in the informal sector, that it depends on community members as customers and
is limited to a labour force of female co-ethnics (Moallem, 1991). European research has
shown that ethnic women entrepreneurs, in contrast to ethnic male entrepreneurs, do
not rely on ethnic resources by employing co-ethnics (Hillman, 1998). In the case of
employment of co-ethnics, these are mainly women, since women can give orders only to
other women (Phizacklea, 1988: 22). Ethnic women entrepreneurs also do not rely on
family labour as men do (Anthias/Mehta, 2003). This would mean that they are unlikely to
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involve the labour of their children in their business work. Therefore, the question will be
on which basis family relationships and care duties are shaped in the family of a female
ethnic entrepreneur, and what impact these relationships have on the future of the

children.

Children who are integrated via their labour in ethnic business

Only recently has children’s labour in ethnic business been investigated. In the case of
Chinese takeaways in England. M. Song (1999) has analysed the internal family relations
between parents and children that emerge in the form of a virtual “family work
contract”. She draws attention to the ambivalent attitude of the children to their position
in this context.

Neither the impact of the integration of children’s labour in ethnic business nor that of
the integration of the labour of both parents in the business on the future chances of the
children has yet been explored, and this study aims to correct these omissions. Human
capital is a major resource for economic and social integration in modern societies. The
analysis relies on the assumption that accumulation of human capital in childhood is a
product of the attention and time devoted by parents to the educational tasks of the
children, understood as social capital in family relationships (Coleman, 1988).

Children of ethnic entrepreneurs who are not
integrated in the business

There has so far been no investigation of the impact of the working conditions in ethnic
business on the life chances of the children when these are not regularly integrated in the
business work. The mechanisms and processes of accumulation of human, social and
cultural capital have to be explored.

The educational and vocational orientation of the next generation has to be be
investigated from a gender-specific perspective on the migration project of the parents
that conditions the intergenerational and vocational orientation of the second migrant
generation. We apply this finding from migration research as a hypothesis to ethnic
business, in asking about the gender-specific evaluation of the business project of the
parents and its impact on the vocational life plans of the children. The quality of life in
ethnic business and the interdependence with processes of the transfer of human, social
and cultural capital to the younger generation have to be shown.

Moreover, family members’ and children’s labour in ethnic business raises the issue of
their (long-term) integration in the negotiation of business strategies. This concerns
especially the question whether social capital, e.g., in terms of a clientele, can be kept by
the younger generation when they go on to other businesses or professions - as earlier
research among native French business owners and the younger generation in their
families suggests (Bertaux and Bertaux-Wiame, 1981; 1988). With regard to immigrant
families, a comparable accumulation of social capital over generations, such as keeping a
clientele, could indicate aspects of longer-term processes of social integration. A related
question for the planned research is whether attempts to leave ethnic niches and “break
out” could be realised through the contribution of children, for instance through their
capability to master technological innovation. The research will thus also show whether
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and how the younger generation contributes to the response of business to technological
innovation, opening up new market or other opportunities in this way.

We have argued that this process is taking place in a field made up of the influences of
family and business strategies, personal interests of the individual persons, cultural
bonds, individualisation tendencies and socio-political influences, and that these factors
influence the individual persons in a gender-specific manner (Auster et al., 1984). To
compensate tendencies for being excluded, diasporic bonds (James, 1994) are activated in
order to support the life chances of the younger generation. The life of the younger
generation might in this sense be more globalised and transnationalised than that of the
first generation (Anthias, 1998).

Policy perspectives

Research on educational performance in OECD countries (OECD 2001) has revealed that
poor educational performance correlates with low social class, and that lower class
children are mostly children of migrants. Our research on the quality of life processes is
concerned with issues of education among the specific group of migrant children in
families of ethnic entrepreneurs.

In consequence, the expected benefits for the scientific discussion are firstly an
improvement in our understanding of the critical relationship between self-employment
in the form of ethnic business and quality of life, and secondly the development of a
biographically and intergenerationally sensitive instrument, with which we can analyse
the quality of life.

Our findings about the mechanisms governing the inheritance of inequality and the
mechanisms of transfer of resources to the next generation will contribute to the
formulation of policies for the support of families engaged in ethnic business. Factors will
be identified that assist or hinder the young generation in the development of their own
life plans and the accumulation of resources. These include both educational resources
and motivational resources, such as life plans and the younger generation’s own wishes.

Our research addresses two aspects of work in ethnic business that are related to the
central aims of social policy as formulated in the European Social Agenda (2000-2005): the
improvement of “quality of work” and the establishment of balanced ways of combining
working life and personal life, as well as the well-being of the second generation. The
issue of integration of the labour of children in ethnic business contradicts the prevailing
notion of childhood in Europe. Children are thought of as being dependent and requiring
economic resources, rather than active producers in the economic process. Research on
parent-child exchange emphasises the transfer of care and welfare from parents to
children (Cheal, 1983; Rossi/Rossi, 1990). Children’s productive integration into economic
activity is thought of as a custom from the past, or as a necessity caused by poverty in the
Third World, whereas protective legislation and mandatory schooling limit children’s
labour (Anderson, 1980; Lewis, 1986). Childhood, as an idealised stage, is a normative
expectation and a right for children in contemporary Europe (Aries, 1972).

Family business is a field of informal and unregulated work, that is hardly regulated
through policy. Policies have been discussed, which would tend to formalise the work of
assisting family members - in this case only spouses are included in this category - in the
family business. The work of children has been invisible for policy, and there is a policy
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vacuum in this field. Thus, our further research will shed light on a hidden side of ethnic
business. On the basis of the findings, suggestions for supporting and regulating policies
to improve the protection of families and children in ethnic business will be formulated.
The goal of such policy suggestions will be to minimise the inheritance of inequality in
ethnic business and at the same time to maintain the benefits of ethnic business, which
makes social and economic integration a possibility for migrants threatened by exclusion.
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NOTES

1. The paper refers to the ongoing RTD research project “The Chances of the Second Generation
in Families of Ethnic Entrepreneurs: Intergenerational and Gender Aspects of Quality of Life
Processes (Acronym: EthnoGeneration)” financed by the EC. As scientific coordinator of this
project, 1 developed the research proposal together with Maria Kontos, Lena Inowlocki and
Regina Kreide, all members of the research group at the Institute of Social Research, J.W. Goethe-
University Frankfurt/Main. The cooperating European project partners are: Floya Anthias and
Akosua Boahene, Oxford Brookes University and Ron Ayres, University of Greenwich (UK); Feiwel
Kupferberg, Gestur Gudmundsson, Lise Lund, The Danish University of Education, Copenhagen;
Maria Liapi, Katy Kylakou, Vassiliki Sioufa, Centre for Research on Women’s Issues, Athens;
Mirjana Morokvasic and Cristina Catarino, Université Paris X (Nanterre). The study will explore

quality of life processes in different European countries in relation to welfare and educational
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policies (cf. Kreide 2003) that assist families in their socialisation tasks. The analysis will focus
primarily on northern European countries (UK, France, Denmark, Germany) since ethnic family
businesses of more than one generation exist mostly in countries with a longer history of
immigration and ethnic economy. For a more comprehensive view of the phenomenon, we shall
also investigate a southern European country (Greece) in which ethnic businesses comprising
more than one generation are a new, but growing, phenomenon. We will analyse the different
policies that have an impact on the quality of life of ethnic entrepreneurs, male as well as female,
focusing especially on welfare and child care policies. With Denmark, we chose a country with
highly regulated self-employment and welfare policies, with France, a country with fewer self-
employment support -policies but a widespread day care and day school system. In the UK,
ethnic economies have emerged in the framework of immigration from the Commonwealth and
have increased through a targeted promotion of self-employment, joined by a day school system.
In Germany ethnic business is rather young and has developed out of new work migration flows.
There are insufficient public institutions that provide day care for children. In Greece, migrant
entrepreneurship has been very high, mainly in the informal sector and recently has also
reached the formal sector. Neither self-employment policies nor welfare policies concerning
childcare are well developed. The sample will be drawn from ethnic businesses in the food sector
since this branch is highly occupied by ethnic entrepreneurs. In each country interviews in 35
ethnic entrepreneur families will be conducted with the parents’ generation and with the
members of the children’s generation who are 16 to 26 years old and living at home. Together
with their analyses, the interviews will be part of a common database. On the basis of the
theoretical elaboration of the comparative analyses, recommendations for EU policies will be
formulated.

2. Ethnic business is defined as migrant family business. On the basis of their niche economies,
these family groups are considered to be able to develop economic resources out of ethnic
networks, ethnis skills and ethnic financing models (Gold and Light, 2000).

3. Quality of life will be understood as the synthesis of a biographical evaluation of the life course
and thus will try to integrate subjective and objective definitions.
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