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ABSTRACT

Trapped by Ties: Exploring the Limitations of Social Networks Among Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs in the United States

“This study is a personal and scholarly pursuit to advocate for and empower a
community I belong”

By
Oyovwe Akpoigbe
May, 2025

Committee Chair: Dr. Qian (Cecilia) Gu

Major Academic Unit:  Doctorate in Business Administration

This dissertation explores a core tension in immigrant entrepreneurship: while social
networks often facilitate business startup for immigrant women, they may also present challenges
to growth and innovation. Guided by Social Capital Theory and Intersectionality Theory, this study
draws on in-depth interviews with 30 women entrepreneurs in Atlanta’s restaurant industry,
including African immigrant, Asian immigrant, and native-born women. It examines how bonding
ties (close, community-based relationships) and bridging ties (diverse, professional connections)
shape entrepreneurial experiences.

Findings suggest that bonding networks provide essential early-stage support, including
startup capital, labor, and emotional encouragement. However, they may also reinforce cultural
expectations that make it difficult for entrepreneurs to take risks or adapt their business models.
Many immigrant women participants described limited access to bridging networks, which can be
important for scaling a business. In contrast, native-born participants more frequently reported

access to professional networks and greater flexibility in pursuing new opportunities.
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Theoretically, this study contributes to ongoing conversations about the role of social
networks by illustrating how their influence may vary based on social position and identity.
Practically, the findings underscore the importance of entrepreneurial support systems that
acknowledge both the strengths and potential constraints of social ties. Conceptually, this work
offers a nuanced understanding of how social networks evolve over time, shaping opportunities

and limitations across the entrepreneurial journey.

Keywords: immigrant entrepreneurship, social capital, intersectionality, bonding ties, bridging

ties, women entrepreneurs, entrepreneurial networks



I INTRODUCTION

Social capital, the networks, trust, and social norms that facilitate access to resources
(Putnam, 2000) is often regarded as a critical driver of entrepreneurial success. The phrase, "your
network is your net worth," encapsulates the importance of social network in entrepreneurial
success. However, for immigrant women entrepreneurs, social network is a double-edged sword:
while it provides early-stage financial and emotional support, it simultaneously imposes
limitations on innovation, market expansion, and decision-making autonomy (Bourdieu, 1986;
Coleman, 1988). In this study, I categorize social network into two dimensions: (1). Bonding social
network. These refer to close-knit, trust-based relationships within families, close friends, and
ethnic communities. Such networks provide emotional support, reliability, and immediate
assistance but may lack diversity and broader reach (Granovetter, 1973). And (2). Bridging social
network: These extend beyond immediate circles to include professional networks, mentors, and
cross-cultural relationships. Bridging ties are instrumental in accessing diverse resources,
innovative ideas, and broader market opportunities, potentially bridging social gaps (Woolcock,
1998).

For immigrant women entrepreneurs, bonding social networks can create pressure to
remain within traditional business practices, limit opportunities for scaling, and foster a sense of
obligation to prioritize community needs over business innovation. Similarly, bridging social
networks often remain inaccessible due to cultural and systemic barriers, such as industry
gatekeeping, racial bias, and the undervaluation of immigrant-led businesses. These limitations are
compounded by gendered expectations within both ethnic communities and mainstream business

environments, shaping a complex entrepreneurial reality for immigrant women.



Immigrant entrepreneurship is often pursued for economic stability, social mobility, and
personal empowerment (Brieger & Gielnik, 2021). However, access to market opportunities, and
innovation pathways is significantly constrained by the networks that are supposed to provide
support. While previous studies have examined the benefits of social network in entrepreneurship,
fewer have critically assessed its restrictive impact, particularly for immigrant women compared
to native-born women entrepreneurs.

In this study, I conceptualize entrepreneurial success as entrepreneurs' ability to (1). Sustain
their businesses — Can they maintain operations and achieve steady growth over time? (2). Innovate
within their industries — Are they introducing new ideas, products, or processes that create
competitive advantages and contribute positively to their communities? And, (3). Personal
Fulfillment — Do they experience a sense of accomplishment, satisfaction, and purpose derived
from their entrepreneurial endeavors, reflecting individual and community-oriented goals? These
three dimensions of success provide a framework to evaluate how bonding and bridging social
network shape and limit the entrepreneurial success of immigrant women entrepreneurs.

Drawing from the lived experiences of three distinct groups of well-established female
entrepreneurs in the restaurant industry in Atlanta, USA, my study critically analyzes the
limitations of bonding and bridging social networks for immigrant women entrepreneurs in
achieving entrepreneurial success. I compare these experiences with those of native-born women
entrepreneurs to understand differences in access, constraints, and adaptation strategies. I propose
strategies to optimize social networks so that immigrant women entrepreneurs can leverage them

for sustainable business growth, innovation, and personal fulfillment.



1.1 Research Motivation

The drive to undertake this study is deeply personal, rooted in my lived experience as an
immigrant woman entrepreneur in the U.S. Through my direct engagement with this community,
I have witnessed how cultural expectations, social norms, and structural barriers uniquely shape
the entrepreneurial journeys of immigrant women entrepreneurs. While social networks are often
positioned as a critical resource for business success, my observations reveal a more complex
reality where social ties that provide support and trust can also impose constraints, obligations,
and limitations on business growth, market expansion, and innovation. These personal insights
fuel my intellectual curiosity, offering a perspective that merges rigorous academic inquiry with
the lived realities of immigrant women. This research, therefore, stands as both a scholarly pursuit
and a mission to advocate for and empower a community I belong.

Beyond my personal investment, this study is driven by a notable gap in the literature.
Research on social networks often highlights their benefits for entrepreneurship (Putnam, 2000;
Granovetter, 1985), yet immigrant women’s experiences diverge from these findings. Unlike
native-born entrepreneurs who leverage bridging networks for broader opportunities, immigrant
women entrepreneurs often encounter distinct barriers to financial resources, mentorship, and
business expansion. By critically analyzing how bonding and bridging networks shape, and often
limit, entrepreneurial success, this study seeks to address this gap.

Furthermore, the dual nature of social networks for immigrant women entrepreneurs
demands closer examination. While bonding ties offer emotional and financial support, they may
also reinforce insularity and discourage risk-taking. Bridging ties, though essential for scaling,
often remain inaccessible due to cultural biases, gatekeeping, and systemic exclusions (Brush et
al., 2019). This research evaluates whether social networks are a bridge to opportunity or a barrier

to success for immigrant women entrepreneurs.



Lastly, the intersectional nature of immigrant women entrepreneurs’ challenges rooted in
gender, race, immigrant status, and cultural expectations further amplifies the complexities of
navigating social networks. Drawing on intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989), I highlight how
multiple, overlapping forms of marginalization shape access to entrepreneurial resources and
success pathways. More importantly, the findings from this study aim to provide actionable
insights for policymakers, business support organizations, and funding institutions to create a more
inclusive, culturally informed entrepreneurial ecosystem that better serves immigrant women
entrepreneurs. By uncovering the hidden constraints embedded within social networks, this
research not only seeks to broaden theoretical discussions but also to offer practical strategies for
optimizing social ties in ways that empower, rather than hinder, immigrant women’s
entrepreneurial potential.

1.2 Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs: Centering African and Asian Women’s
Experiences

Immigrant women entrepreneurs represent a growing and influential segment of the U.S.
business landscape. As of 2021, there were 23.2 million female immigrants in the United States,
comprising over 51% of the total foreign-born population (American Immigration Council, 2022).
In 2017, immigrant women owned an estimated 1.2 million businesses (AILA, 2017), and by 2023,
immigrants overall made up 14% of the U.S. population but launched 19% of new businesses
(Gusto, 2024). These trends underscore the entrepreneurial dynamism among immigrant women
and highlight the critical role they play in economic development, job creation, and cultural
exchange.

Despite this momentum, immigrant women, particularly African and Asian face unique

structural and cultural challenges that shape their entrepreneurial trajectories. They often operate



in necessity-driven environments, launching businesses due to barriers in traditional employment
sectors, including discrimination, credential recognition issues, and inflexible work arrangements
(Fairlie, 2022). Many turn to service-based industries like food, hospitality, beauty, and health,
where cultural familiarity and community networks provide accessible entry points. Notably, many
of the businesses studied fall within low-margin, service-oriented sectors. This concentration is
not merely a reflection of entrepreneurial preference but is shaped by both limited access to
bridging networks and skill application pathways constrained by their social capital. These factors
collectively channel immigrant women into sectors that, while accessible, offer fewer
opportunities for scalability and higher profit margins.

African immigrant women in the U.S. often rely on tight-knit ethnic networks for initial
support, including startup capital and community-based clientele (Migration Policy Institute,
2022). These networks, while foundational, can also limit business scalability due to expectations
of loyalty-based hiring, informal financial practices, and the prioritization of community needs
over innovation (Smith & Looney, 2023). In contrast, Asian immigrant women frequently benefit
from more structured transnational networks and culturally embedded financing models like
rotating credit associations, offering comparatively more stable pathways for growth (Light &
Gold, 2020).

As immigrant women entrepreneurs navigate the intersection of race, gender, and
migration, their business outcomes are shaped not only by market conditions but by the social
networks they depend on and the cultural expectations they must meet. This study aims to surface
these tensions by focusing on African and Asian women entrepreneurs in Atlanta’s restaurant
sector while drawing insights from a comparative group of native-born women entrepreneurs.

Together, these perspectives shed light on how immigrant women sustain, innovate, and find



fulfillment in their entrepreneurial journeys despite systemic constraints. Table 1 illustrate key
indicators that reflect the experiences of immigrant women entrepreneurs in the United States.
These indicators capture the scale of their participation, the sectors they dominate, and the
structural challenges they face, helping to contextualize the social networks that shape their

entrepreneurial journeys.

Table 1: Key Challenges and Trends in Immigrant Women’s Entrepreneurship

Key Indicator Relevant Data Source Relevance to Study
Entrepreneurial 1.2 million immigrant AILA (2017) Highlights the scope and
Presence women entrepreneurs in significance of

the U.S. (2017) immigrant women in
entrepreneurship.
Industry High participation in MPI (2022); Aligns with focus on the
Concentration food, hospitality, health,  Fairlie (2022) restaurant industry and
and beauty sectors service-based
entrepreneurship.
Social Network Immigrant women often ~ Smith & Looney  Sets up analysis of
Reliance rely on close-knit (2023); Watkins  bonding networks as
networks for startup & Wallace both a strength and a
capital, customers, and (2020) constraint.
labor
Access to Many immigrant women  Brush et al. Grounds analysis of why
Bridging face limited access to (2019); Edelman  bridging networks
Networks formal business et al. (2022) remain inaccessible.

networks, mentorship,
and institutional funding

Systemic and Challenges include Fairlie (2022); Reinforces the structural

Cultural Barriers racial/gender bias, American limitations embedded
credentialing issues, and ~ Immigration within social networks.
exclusion from Council (2022)
mainstream networks

Intersectionality  Gender, race, and Crenshaw Supports use of

of Constraints immigrant status interact  (1989); Liu & Intersectionality Theory
to amplify exclusion and  Maitlis (2019) to frame overlapping

pressure within networks

disadvantages.



1.2.1 A comparative look

To better understand the distinct and overlapping experiences of immigrant women
entrepreneurs, this study includes a comparative analysis of three groups: African immigrant
women, Asian immigrant women, and native-born women entrepreneurs. While each group
navigates unique social, cultural, and structural conditions, examining their experiences side-by-
side allows for a deeper exploration of how social networks can both support and constrain
entrepreneurial success.

Native-born women entrepreneurs generally have broader access to bridging networks,
including professional associations, mentorship programs, and mainstream financial institutions
(Brush et al., 2021). These networks often facilitate access to diverse markets, formalized training,
and venture capital, resources that are less readily available to immigrant women entrepreneurs.
In contrast, immigrant women, particularly those newer to the U.S. business ecosystem, often
depend on bonding networks to launch and sustain their ventures. These networks offer emotional
support and culturally aligned guidance but can also carry expectations that restrict strategic
decision-making or limit outreach beyond the community (Watkins & Wallace, 2020).

This comparative framework does not aim to rank or generalize the challenges faced by
each group but rather to highlight how context and network structure shape entrepreneurial
outcomes. By identifying patterns across these groups, I aim to draw attention to both the

constraints and possibilities embedded within different forms of social connection.

1.2.2  Cultural Expectations and Entrepreneurial Realities

Cultural values and social norms significantly shape the entrepreneurial behavior of

immigrant women. In many immigrant communities, collectivist traditions emphasize familial



interdependence, community responsibility, and loyalty to cultural practices. These values provide
strong foundations for trust and support but can also present challenges when they intersect with
the demands of entrepreneurship in a highly individualistic and competitive business environment
(Tengeh, 2021; Okafor et al., 2023).

For immigrant women entrepreneurs, cultural expectations often influence decisions
regarding labor, pricing, and expansion. Many navigate dual roles as business owners and primary
caregivers, balancing household responsibilities with business operations (Hagos & Mehta, 2022).
In some cases, these expectations extend into business practices, such as the obligation to hire
family members or maintain culturally specific products and services. While these practices
reinforce social cohesion, they can also introduce operational inefficiencies and limit market
adaptability (Boateng, 2021).

Gender norms also play a critical role. Within certain cultural contexts, women may face
subtle pressures to pursue “acceptable” forms of entrepreneurship, often in caregiving or service-
oriented sectors, while avoiding riskier or more male-dominated fields (Fairlie, 2022). These
gendered assumptions can restrict access to broader professional networks and diminish support
for ambitious business strategies, particularly those that require long hours, capital investment, or
deviation from community norms (Watkins & Wallace, 2020).

These cultural dynamics underscore the importance of understanding how immigrant
women entrepreneurs must navigate not only market forces but also inherited social obligations.
By recognizing these intersecting pressures, this study situates entrepreneurial decision-making
within a broader socio-cultural framework, offering insight into how cultural identity and

community expectations shape the structure and function of social networks.



L3 Theoretical Framework

I draw on Social Capital Theory and Intersectionality Theory to critically examine the dual
nature of social capital, its capacity to enable and constrain entrepreneurial success. These
frameworks provide a lens for understanding how social networks, cultural expectations, and
structural inequalities intersect to shape business outcomes. By integrating Social Capital Theory
and Intersectionality Theory, this study provides a nuanced understanding of the paradox of social
capital, it is both a necessary support system and a restrictive force. These frameworks guided the
analysis of how bonding social network supports and simultaneously constrains business success
for immigrant women entrepreneurs, the extent to which bridging social network remains
inaccessible due to cultural, racial, and systemic barriers and how intersectional identities shape
the ways immigrant women navigate social capital networks compared to native-born women
entrepreneurs. By examining these dynamics through Social Capital Theory and Intersectionality
Theory, this study challenges prevailing assumptions about the role of networks in
entrepreneurship and seeks to identify strategies for optimizing social networks to empower

immigrant women entrepreneurs.

1.3.1 Social Capital Theory

Social Capital Theory, as conceptualized by Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988), and
Putnam (2000), emphasizes the value embedded in social networks and relationships. While
traditionally regarded as a facilitator of business growth, this study examines its restrictive
dimensions, particularly within immigrant communities.

Bourdieu (1986) highlights that social capital is not uniformly beneficial; it functions as
both a resource and a mechanism of social control. In the context of immigrant women

entrepreneurs, social capital often manifests in community-based financial support, loyalty-driven
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hiring practices, and culturally embedded business expectations. While these factors provide initial
business security, they can also limit innovation, risk-taking, and expansion into broader markets.
Coleman (1988) expands on the role of social capital in maintaining trust and reinforcing social
norms. While these elements are beneficial in ensuring business stability, they can also
create pressures to conform, discouraging entrepreneurs from adopting new business strategies
that deviate from community expectations. For example, immigrant women entrepreneurs may
feel obligated to prioritize affordability over profitability or maintain traditional business practices
that do not align with evolving market demands.

Putnam (2000) differentiates between two critical dimensions of social capital: bonding
and bridging ties. This distinction is particularly relevant for understanding the limitations
immigrant women entrepreneurs face.

Bonding Network: Supportive Yet Restrictive

Bonding Networks refers to close-knit, trust-based relationships within families, ethnic
communities, and religious groups. These networks provide emotional and financial support and
act as a safety net for entrepreneurs. However, they also create strong social obligations and
cultural expectations that can limit business autonomy (Fairlie, 2022).

For immigrant women entrepreneurs, bonding social networks can sometimes lead to: (1)
Pressure to adhere to traditional business models, making innovation and adaptation difficult. (2)
Hiring unqualified family members out of obligation, reducing efficiency and competitiveness
(Boateng, 2021). And (3) Dependency on ethnic community patronage, restricting market
expansion beyond immediate social circles (Watkins & Wallace, 2020). Thus, while bonding ties
provide foundational support, they often reinforce insularity, making it difficult for immigrant

women entrepreneurs to scale their businesses beyond their ethnic networks. While the conceptual



11

distinction between bonding and bridging ties provides useful analytical clarity, in practice,
participants' ties often embodied both emotional and instrumental dimensions. Relationships
initially formed through ethnic community bonds, for example, sometimes evolved into bridging
connections as business needs expanded. This fluidity underscores the dynamic nature of
immigrant women's social networks in entrepreneurial contexts.
Bridging Network: A Pathway with Barriers

Bridging social network refers to connections that extend beyond immediate communities,
such as relationships with investors, business mentors, and professional networks. These ties
provide access to diverse resources, funding opportunities, and broader market exposure (Brush et
al., 2021). Dr. Charles Dhanaraj’s work on the internationalization of firms and the role of social
network highlights how access to diverse business networks facilitates knowledge transfer and
expansion opportunities (Li et al., 2023). However, immigrant women entrepreneurs
often struggle to integrate into mainstream business ecosystems, limiting their ability to leverage
social network for sustainable business growth. This aligns with research by Zahra (2005) on
dynamic capabilities, which emphasizes the need for entrepreneurs to strategically navigate their
networks to foster innovation and adaptability. Immigrant women entrepreneurs, who often
face structural and cultural barriers to accessing diverse business networks, may find it particularly
challenging to develop the dynamic capabilities necessary for scaling their ventures.

Immigrant women entrepreneurs face significant cultural and systemic barriers when
attempting to leverage bridging social network. Key challenges include, (1) Limited access to
mainstream business networks due to racial and gender biases (Edelman et al., 2022). (2) Cultural

gatekeeping in financial institutions, where lenders perceive immigrant-led businesses as high-risk
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investments (Rogerson, 2021). And (3) Lack of mentorship and sponsorship opportunities, further

marginalizing immigrant women in the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Smith & Looney, 2023).

1.3.2 Intersectionality Theory

In addition to Social Capital Theory, I employ Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw,
1989) to examine how multiple layers of identity, race, gender, immigrant status, and culture shape
immigrant women’s access to social network. Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw, 1989) provides
a critical framework for examining how multiple dimensions of identity; race, gender, immigrant
status, and culture, intersect to shape immigrant women’s access to social network. Crenshaw
(1991) argues that social inequalities do not exist in isolation but rather overlap to create
compounded disadvantages.

For immigrant women entrepreneurs, these intersecting factors result in unique barriers to
accessing bridging social network. Dr. Leigh Anne Liu’s research on cross-cultural management
and negotiations highlights how cultural intelligence and adaptation strategies are essential for
effectively navigating professional and ethnic networks (Liu & Maitlis, 2019). However, cultural
misalignment in business expectations and communication styles often hinders immigrant women
from fully integrating into mainstream business networks. Liu’s work underscores the importance
of cultural intelligence in helping immigrant women entrepreneurs adjust their networking
approaches to establish legitimacy within larger entrepreneurial ecosystems. Despite these efforts,
systemic biases and cultural gatekeeping continue to restrict their access to resources, making it
difficult to fully leverage bridging social capital (Liu, 2021).

Gendered expectations within ethnic communities often require women to balance business
ownership with domestic responsibilities, limiting the time and resources available for scaling their

ventures (Tengeh, 2021). Racialized business perceptions further constrain market access, as
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immigrant-owned businesses are often seen as niche rather than mainstream (Watkins & Wallace,
2020). Additionally, cultural assimilation pressures compel entrepreneurs to modify their business
practices to fit dominant market expectations, creating further constraints on innovation and
strategic decision-making (Okafor et al., 2023). Participants' capacity to form and leverage
bridging ties are shaped by intersectional factors such as race, immigrant status, and gender. These
social identities influenced not only the types of networks accessible to participants but also the

quality of the support and opportunities derived from these connections.

1.4 The Research Questions
Despite the critical role of social networks in driving business growth, particularly for
minority and immigrant entrepreneurs in the United States, research into the nuanced ways social
networks limits entrepreneurial success is limited. This study seeks to deepen the understanding
of social network’s role within immigrant entrepreneurial contexts. By focusing on immigrant
women entrepreneurs, this research aims to shed light on the gaps in the literature and critical
insights about the intersection of race, gender, and immigrant status in practice. This study will
address these gaps by investigating three key questions:
1. How do Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs in the United States perceive the role of social
networks for their entrepreneurial success?
2. How does the perception of social networks differ for Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs,
compared to Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs in the United States?
3. What strategies can Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs adopt to navigate the constraints of

social capital to achieve sustainable entrepreneurial success?
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L5 Significance of the Study

This study is significant in advancing scholarly discussions, informing policy decisions,
and providing practical insights into the entrepreneurial experiences immigrant women in the
United States. By critically analyzing the limitations of social networks, particularly bonding and
bridging ties, this research challenges prevailing assumptions about the universal benefits of social
networks in entrepreneurship. It contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how cultural,

structural, and systemic factors influence business success.

1.5.1 Academic Contributions

The research contributes to entrepreneurship studies by expanding discussions on social
networks’s dual role. While prior work emphasizes its facilitative aspects (Putnam, 2000;
Coleman, 1988), this study underscores how bonding ties can constrain growth and why bridging
ties remain inaccessible mainly for immigrant women (Nwosu & Batalova, 2021). By applying
Intersectionality Theory, it contextualizes how race, gender, immigrant status, and cultural
expectations shape access to entrepreneurial resources (Crenshaw, 1989). Comparing immigrant
women’s experiences with those of native-born women entrepreneurs, this research addresses gaps
in immigrant entrepreneurship literature. It provides insights into marginalized groups'

compounded barriers (Edelman et al., 2022).

1.5.2  Policy Implications

The findings hold significant policy implications for economic development and immigrant
integration. Immigrant women entrepreneurs face structural constraints that traditional business
support structures fail to address. Policymakers must develop financial programs tailored to their
needs, such as microloans and culturally relevant financial education (Fairlie, 2022). Expanding

mentorship initiatives can foster access to mainstream business networks, and training programs
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must recognize cultural barriers and gendered expectations (Hagos & Mehta, 2022). Addressing
systemic biases in lending and investment will help foster a more inclusive entrepreneurial
environment (Light & Gold, 2020). Dr. Qian (Cecilia) Gu’s research on strategic management and
international business reinforces the need for structural support in enabling immigrant

entrepreneurs to navigate complex market dynamics (Gu et al., 2018).

1.6 Practical Contributions for Entrepreneurs and Support Organizations

This study highlights strategies for overcoming the limitations of social networks.
Immigrant women entrepreneurs must navigate the constraints of bonding ties while strategically
expanding bridging networks to access broader markets, funding, and mentorship (Boateng, 2021).
Awareness of systemic barriers can encourage intentional efforts to develop connections beyond
ethnic enclaves (Rogerson, 2021). Support organizations, including business incubators and
advocacy groups, must enhance services that facilitate cross-cultural networking, build capacity
and offer tailored marketing strategies for immigrant-owned businesses (Tengeh, 2021). Gu’s
work on knowledge transfer in international business underscores how structured mentorship and
cross-industry collaborations can provide immigrant women entrepreneurs with critical tools for

long-term success (Gu & Lu, 2020).

1.7 Research Design and Methodology

I employed a qualitative research design to explore how social networks influence the
entrepreneurial success of immigrant women in the United States. Adopting an interpretive
approach, it captures the lived experiences and systemic barriers these entrepreneurs face while
leveraging bonding and bridging social networks. A comparative analysis of native-born women
entrepreneurs contextualizes these experiences within broader entrepreneurial ecosystems,

explicitly focusing on the restaurant industry.



16

A phenomenological approach guides this study, emphasizing the subjective meanings
participants assign to their networks and business decisions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Purposive
sampling was used to select 30 participants: 10 African immigrant women, 10 Asian immigrant
women, and 10 native-born women entrepreneurs, all operating within the restaurant industry in
Atlanta, Georgia. This ensures thematic saturation and diversity in experiences within the food
service sector (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). Participants were recruited through industry
networks, immigrant business associations, and referrals.

Data collection involved semi-structured interviews, participant observation, and
document analysis. Interviews lasted 60 to 90 minutes and focused on bonding and bridging social
networks, cultural expectations, financial constraints, and market expansion challenges in their
entrepreneurial journeys. (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). Observational and documentary data,
including restaurant operations, customer interactions, and marketing strategies, enriched the
contextual understanding of how participants leveraged social networks to sustain and grow their
businesses (Bowen, 2009).

Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework, I used thematic analysis to identify
patterns in participant narratives. NVivo software facilitated systematic coding, ensuring rigor and
consistency across the three groups of women entrepreneurs. An intersectional lens examined how
race, gender, and immigrant status shaped access to social networks and business success in the
highly competitive restaurant industry.

Ethical considerations included confidentiality, informed consent, and voluntary
participation (Tracy, 2020). Participants received detailed information about the study’s purpose
and were assigned pseudonyms to protect their identities. Data storage protocols ensured privacy

and security.
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L8 Overview of Dissertation

The rest of the dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter Two presents an extensive
literature review, synthesizing existing research on immigrant women entrepreneurs, social capital
theory, and entrepreneurial success. Chapter Three outlines the study's theoretical frameworks,
focusing on social capital theory and intersectionality theory. Chapter Four details the research
methodology, including the qualitative approach, data collection techniques, and analysis
procedures. Chapter Five presents findings from the empirical research, offering insights into how
bonding and bridging social networks influence entrepreneurial success. Chapter Six, presents the
dissertation with a discussion of theoretical and practical implications, and Chapter Seven cocludes
the dissertation with reflections, limitations, and recommendations for future research. This

structure provides a logical and comprehensive examination of the research topic.



Table 2: Research Design Summary (Adopted from Mathiassen, 2017)

Component

Problem setting (P)

The problem setting
represents people’s concerns
in a problematic real-world
situation.

Area of Concern (A)

The area of concern
represents knowledge in the
literature that relates to P.
Research Questions (RQs)
The research question relates
to P, opens for research into
A, and helps ensure the
research design is coherent
and consistent.

Theoretical Framing (F)

The conceptual framing helps
structure collection and
analyses of data from P to
answer the RQs.

Methods

The method details the
approach to empirical inquiry,
specifically to data collection
and analysis.

Contributions

To Theory (CF)

To Area of Concern (CA)
To Practice (CP)

The contributions to the
problem setting and area of
concern and possibly to the
conceptual framework and
method.

Description

The challenges immigrant women entrepreneurs face in
leveraging social network to achieve entrepreneurial
success, influenced by intersecting factors of gender,
race, and immigrant status.

e Immigrant Entrepreneurship
e Social Capital/Networks
e Intersectionality

1. How do Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs in the
United States perceive the role of social networks
in their entrepreneurial success?

2. How does the perception of social networks differ
for Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs, compared
to Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs in the
United States?

3. What strategies can Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs adopt to navigate the constraints of
bonding and bridging social networks to achieve
sustainable business success?

e Social Capital Theory

¢ Intersectionality Theory

e Qualitative, embedded multi-case study.

e Theory generation using inductive, exploratory
methods.

e In-depth semi-structured interviews with African
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs, and other
entrepreneurial groups; Participant observations.

To Theory (CF):

Extends theories by showing how intersecting identities
shape access to social capital.

To Area of Concern (CA):

Highlights the unique challenges Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs face in leveraging social capital.

To Practice (CP):

Informs targeted interventions and policies to support
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs

18
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I LITERATURE REVIEW

A comprehensive search and synthesis of the existing literature on social networks and
their role in facilitating entrepreneurial success, particularly among immigrant entrepreneurs, is
important in identifying relevant gaps in the literature and proposing research questions that
address these gaps (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). The literature review section is organized as
follows: 1) Overview of Prior Studies of Social Network: This section will synthesize the
foundational theories and empirical studies that define social network and its relevance to
entrepreneurship. 2) Social Network and Immigrant Entrepreneurship: Focusing on studies on how
immigrant entrepreneurs utilize social network. 3) Social Network and Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurship: This section will explore literature on how overlapping social identities impact
women’s ability to leverage social network for entrepreneurial success. Finally, I conclude by
identifying gaps in the literature and outline how this study aims to fill these gaps, thus contributing

to both theoretical and practical knowledge.



Table 3: Literature Selection Steps

Step

Step 1: Broad
Search

Step 2: Selection
from High-
Ranked Journals

Step 3: Relevance
Screening

Step 4: Inclusion
of Empirical
Studies

Step 5:
Comprehensive
Review

I1.1

Content Description

Keywords: "immigrant women
entrepreneurship”, “social capital " “social
network” “immigrant women entrepreneurship
" and “Intersectionality”. Limit search to the
last 15 years in academic databases and Google
Scholar.

Filtered articles published in journals
recognized for their contributions to
entrepreneurship, gender studies, and immigrant
studies.

Articles screened for direct relevance to
immigrant entrepreneurship, minority women
entrepreneurship, access to finance and the
specific challenges and strategies related to
immigrant women in the US.to ensure papers
directly address the research area or closely
related topics.

Preference given to empirical studies that
provide evidence on practices, outcomes, and
interventions

Apply specific criteria such as studies focus on
immigrant women, social capital and
immigrant entrepreneurship, gender, racial and
cultural disparities in the context of external
financing. Exclude studies that do not focus on
immigrants or women, or those that do not
discuss social capital.

13

Social Capital and Entrepreneurship

20

Resulting Sampled
Papers

Initial retrieval of 500
articles from a
comprehensive search
yielding over 1,000
results.

120 articles selected
based on  journal
ranking.

80 articles deemed
highly relevant

60 empirical studies
identified.

40 articles selected for
in-depth analysis.

There are a huge number of studies of social network in the extant literature. Social capital's

definition varies across studies, but it commonly includes aspects of networks, trust, and norms

that facilitate action within groups. Bourdieu (1986) emphasized the relational assets derived from

durable networks. Coleman (1988) integrated social capital into a broader sociological theory,

highlighting its role in creating human capital. Putnam (2000) popularized the distinction between

bonding and bridging social capital, which has been widely adopted in entrepreneurship research.
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Lin (1999) argues that social capital facilitates access to both tangible and intangible resources
crucial for starting and growing a business. Studies by Adler and Kwon (2002) have shown how
social capital acts as a leverage point in business settings, enhancing the ability to procure
financial, informational, and emotional support. Research by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998)
suggests that social capital contributes to the creation of intellectual capital, fostering innovation
and competitive advantage. A study by Stam, Arzlanian, and Elfring (2014) demonstrates how
entrepreneurs’ social networks positively impact firm performance through enhanced knowledge
sharing and reduced operational costs.

Social capital is a widely recognized resource that plays a critical role in entrepreneurship

by providing entrepreneurs with access to information, resources, and opportunities that are
essential for business success (Putnam, 2000). Entrepreneurs leverage social capital through their
networks, relationships, and community ties to overcome barriers and enhance their business
performance. Social capital has been linked to several entrepreneurial outcomes, including access
to financing, knowledge sharing, and business growth (Bino et al., 2022).
Recent studies highlight the significance of social capital in enabling entrepreneurs to navigate
dynamic business environments. Research indicates that strong and diverse networks provide
entrepreneurs with unique opportunities, particularly in environments where formal institutions
may be less accessible or supportive (Hidalgo et al., 2021).

Social capital is a key driver of entrepreneurial success, providing entrepreneurs with the
necessary connections and trust to access financial and informational resources (Dudley, 2020).
Studies have shown that entrepreneurs embedded in strong social networks tend to experience
higher business growth and performance due to their ability to leverage relational capital for

opportunities. However, the impact of social capital is not uniform; entrepreneurs in disadvantaged
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groups, such as immigrant women, often face additional barriers in transforming their social capital
into tangible business success (Kleinhempel et al., 2020). In immigrant entrepreneurship, social
capital serves as a bridge that helps entrepreneurs integrate into new markets and build sustainable
businesses. Immigrant entrepreneurs rely heavily on ethnic networks for support, guidance, and
business referrals, but such bonding social capital can sometimes limit their ability to expand
beyond their immediate communities (Xie et al., 2021).

Entrepreneurs utilize two key dimensions of social capital: bonding and bridging social
capital. Bonding social network refers to the close relationships within tight-knit communities,
such as family and ethnic groups, that provide emotional support and initial financial
resources (Putro et al., 2022). However, these relationships can limit exposure to new
opportunities and innovation. Bridging social capital, on the other hand, connects entrepreneurs to
wider, more diverse networks, allowing them to access new markets, gain institutional support,
and attract investment (Sha et al., 2021). A study by Crowley and Barlow (2022) highlights how
entrepreneurs who effectively combine both bonding and bridging social capital tend to achieve
higher levels of business scalability and innovation. However, immigrant women entrepreneurs
often face challenges in accessing bridging social capital due to cultural and institutional barriers.

Social capital serves as a unique and inimitable resource that entrepreneurs can leverage to
gain a competitive advantage. Entrepreneurs with strong social capital are better positioned to
secure funding, acquire knowledge, and build trust with stakeholders (Bino et al., 2022). However,
scholars have noted that an over-reliance on social capital can create challenges such as
groupthink, dependency on informal networks, and difficulties in accessing formal business

opportunities (de Vaan et al., 2019).
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1I.1.1 Bonding and Bridging Social Networks

In the context of immigrant women entrepreneurs, Bonding and bridging social network
play pivotal roles in shaping the entrepreneurial journeys of immigrant women
entrepreneurs. Bonding social network refers to strong ties within close-knit communities, such as
family, friends, and ethnic networks, offering emotional support, trust, and initial financial
assistance. Research shows that bonding social capital serves as a critical foundation during the
early stages of business development, helping immigrant women entrepreneurs overcome initial
barriers and access informal funding sources (Guishan et al., 2021). However, overreliance on
bonding ties can restrict access to diverse opportunities and hinder long-term business growth, as
entrepreneurs remain confined within their ethnic or familial circles (Rahmatika et al., 2024).
While social capital has been widely associated with entrepreneurial advantage, recent studies
highlight that ethnic ties can simultaneously serve as enablers and constraints, particularly when
they prioritize loyalty over opportunity expansion (Prashantham, Dhanaraj, & Kotha, 2015).

Bridging social capital, on the other hand, enables entrepreneurs to access broader, diverse
networks outside their immediate communities, facilitating knowledge exchange, innovation, and
access to institutional resources. Studies suggest that bridging social capital significantly enhances
business performance by connecting entrepreneurs to financial institutions, business mentors, and
professional associations (Chreim et al., 2018). The ability to develop bridging ties is linked to
increased access to venture capital, innovative market opportunities, and partnerships that enable
scaling of businesses (Nguyen et al., 2020). However, balancing bonding and bridging social
capital is crucial for sustained business success. While bonding ties provide a safety net, bridging
ties offer the potential for business expansion and diversification (Kopren & Westlund, 2021).

Research indicates that immigrant women entrepreneurs who successfully integrate both

types of social capital can better navigate systemic barriers, build resilient businesses, and achieve
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long-term sustainability (Tiwari & Shastri, 2022). Social capital is not a static resource; its
influence on entrepreneurial outcomes shifts over time depending on evolving relational dynamics,
external pressures, and the entrepreneur’s strategic actions (Prashantham & Dhanaraj, 2010).
Despite the benefits of social capital, immigrant women entrepreneurs face challenges in
leveraging bridging social capital due to cultural differences, limited trust from mainstream
business networks, and language barriers. To address these challenges, policymakers and support
organizations should create inclusive networking opportunities, mentorship programs, and access
to capital initiatives that facilitate bridging social capital while maintaining the cultural integrity
provided by bonding social capital (Chen & Lee, 2022).

In summary, bonding social capital provides immediate support and security, while
bridging social capital is essential for growth and diversification. The effective integration of both
dimensions enables immigrant women entrepreneurs to thrive in the competitive business
landscape of the United States. Further research is needed to explore specific strategies that can
help immigrant women entrepreneurs optimize their social capital networks to overcome systemic

challenges and achieve entrepreneurial success.

II.2  Social Network and Immigrant Women Entrepreneurship

Social capital plays a crucial role in shaping the entrepreneurial trajectories of immigrant
women entrepreneurs by facilitating access to resources, networks, and opportunities. Bonding
social capital, characterized by strong, trust-based relationships within close-knit communities
such as family, ethnic groups, and friends, provides essential emotional and financial support
during the initial stages of business formation. However, reliance solely on bonding network can
limit entrepreneurial growth, as it often reinforces homogeneity and restricts access to broader

opportunities (Rahmatika et al., 2024; Tiwari & Shastri, 2022).
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Recent studies suggest that bonding ties provide immigrant women entrepreneurs with a
sense of belonging and security, which can be particularly beneficial during times of crisis. For
example, research by Tiwari and Shastri (2022) during the COVID-19 pandemic found that
bonding social capital played a crucial role in helping women entrepreneurs manage challenges
through emotional support and informal lending within their communities. Despite these benefits,
bonding social capital may inadvertently create dependency and hinder the acquisition of new
knowledge and market expansion opportunities (Chuatico & Haan, 2020).

On the other hand, bridging social capital, connections that span different social groups
and networks—has been shown to be critical for immigrant women entrepreneurs seeking to
expand their businesses, access new markets, and gain legitimacy within the broader business
ecosystem (Bloom et al., 2018; Gorska et al., 2021). Bridging ties connect entrepreneurs to diverse
and resource-rich networks, including professional associations, financial institutions, and
government support programs. These networks introduce immigrant women entrepreneurs to new
opportunities and innovative practices, helping them overcome the structural barriers they often
face, such as discrimination and lack of institutional support (Neumeyer et al., 2019; Hachana &
Youssef, 2024).

A critical challenge for immigrant women entrepreneurs is the balance between bonding
and bridging social capital. While strong bonding ties provide immediate support, bridging ties are
essential for long-term sustainability and growth. Studies have highlighted that women
entrepreneurs who actively cultivate bridging networks often achieve greater business scalability
and financial sustainability than those who remain within their ethnic enclaves (Cunha et al., 2024;

Jamaludin et al., 2020). However, challenges such as cultural and linguistic barriers, as well as
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limited familiarity with formal business environments, can hinder their ability to form effective
bridging ties (Gomez et al., 2020).
Overall, existing literature underscores the importance of fostering both bonding and

bridging social capital for immigrant women entrepreneurs to achieve entrepreneurial success.

11.2.1 The concept of intersectionality

The concept of intersectionality, as introduced by Crenshaw (1989), is critical for
understanding how overlapping social identities, specifically race, gender, and immigrant status,
shape the entrepreneurial experiences of African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs. These
intersecting identities can influence both the challenges and opportunities AIWE face, particularly
in relation to accessing social capital and external financing. Several studies have expanded on
Crenshaw’s concept to explore its implications in entrepreneurial contexts. Research shows that
these intersectional identities can compound barriers to accessing social capital and external
financing. Studies by scholars like Erel (2010) and Anthias (2012) have explored how gender and
ethnic backgrounds intersect, influencing how immigrant women entrepreneurs are perceived and
how they navigate social networks within and outside their communities (Erel, 2010); (Anthias,
2012).

For instance, a study by Hurtado-de-Mendoza et al. (2014) discusses how Latina
immigrants often face compounded barriers due to their ethnic background and gender, impacting
their ability to leverage social capital effectively (Hurtado-de-Mendoza et al., 2014). The paper by
Essers and Benschop (2015) examines how Moroccan women entrepreneurs in the Netherlands
navigate their ethnic and gender identities to gain legitimacy in both their community and the

broader Dutch entrepreneurial ecosystem (Essers & Benschop, 2015). Similarly, the study by
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Wang et al.,(2020) reveals how gender norms influence the financial decisions of female
entrepreneurs, impacting their willingness and ability to seek financial resources

Immigrant women entrepreneurs are a rapidly growing segment of the business landscape
in many host countries, including the United States. They are motivated by both necessity and
opportunity-driven factors, such as economic independence, social integration, and professional
advancement. However, they encounter unique challenges shaped by intersecting dimensions of
gender, race, and migration status. Studies have highlighted how these women navigate complex
social and economic structures to establish and grow their enterprises, often relying on social
capital as a crucial resource (Poggesi & Mari, 2024).

Immigrant women entrepreneurs are often propelled into business ownership by necessity

rather than choice. Economic displacement, limited access to traditional employment, and
systemic discrimination in the labor market serve as powerful push factors (Shastri et al., 2019).
On the other hand, some women pursue entrepreneurship as an opportunity to leverage their
cultural knowledge, linguistic skills, and unique business ideas to carve out niche markets. In South
Korea, for example, women entrepreneurs cited both economic necessity and self-fulfillment as
key drivers for their business ventures (Cho et al., 2021).
Research shows that immigrant women entrepreneurs tend to be highly resilient and adaptive,
often creating businesses that serve both their ethnic communities and broader markets. Their
motivations also stem from aspirations for self-identity, autonomy, and the desire to contribute to
society (Shastri et al., 2021).

Despite their entrepreneurial aspirations, immigrant women face formidable barriers that
hinder business growth and sustainability. These challenges include limited access to financial

resources, discrimination, regulatory hurdles, and cultural biases (Duanetal.,, 2021).
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Discriminatory lending practices, lack of collateral, and unfamiliarity with local financial
institutions often restrict their access to capital. Furthermore, the pressure to balance work and
family responsibilities remains a persistent challenge, particularly in patriarchal societies where
women are expected to prioritize domestic roles over business pursuits (Bui et al., 2018).

Social and cultural barriers also impede their entrepreneurial success. Language difficulties, lack
of familiarity with local business practices, and limited professional networks hinder their ability
to scale operations beyond their ethnic enclaves (Gawet & Toikko, 2024).

Despite these challenges, immigrant women entrepreneurs employ various strategies to
navigate the business landscape. They often leverage their social capital by building strong ties
within their ethnic communities and forming partnerships with local organizations that provide
mentorship, training, and financial assistance. Government and non-governmental organizations
play a crucial role in facilitating immigrant entrepreneurship by offering tailored support
programs (Hasekiet al., 2020). Moreover, digital platforms and social media have become valuable
tools for immigrant women entrepreneurs, enabling them to reach broader markets and build cross-
cultural connections. Studies show that immigrant women who strategically utilize technology and
networking opportunities are more likely to achieve business growth and sustainability (Wu,

2022).

I1.3  Entrepreneurial Success: A Multi-Dimensional Perspective.

Entrepreneurial success is a multi-dimensional concept encompassing financial, strategic,
and personal dimensions that collectively determine the sustainability and growth of businesses.
Researchers have traditionally focused on financial performance indicators; however, recent
studies highlight the importance of broader success measures, including sustainability, innovation,

and personal fulfillment (Dijkhuizen et al., 2018). These aspects are particularly relevant for
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immigrant women entrepreneurs who navigate unique socio-economic challenges while striving

to build sustainable businesses.

11.3.1 Sustainable Business Growth

Sustainable growth in entrepreneurship refers to the ability of a business to maintain
consistent profitability and scalability over time. Studies emphasize the importance of
entrepreneurial orientation, strategic planning, and adaptability as key factors driving long-term
business success (Imran et al., 2019). Entrepreneurial orientation, which includes proactiveness,
risk-taking, and innovation, has been shown to positively impact growth and financial
performance. Moreover, businesses that prioritize long-term strategies, such as diversification and
financial prudence, are better positioned to sustain growth in competitive markets (Joel &
Oguanobi, 2024). Immigrant entrepreneurs often face barriers such as limited access to financing
and market discrimination, which necessitate leveraging both internal capabilities and external

networks to achieve sustainable growth (Muafi & Hadi, 2023).

11.3.2  Innovation

Innovation plays a crucial role in the success of immigrant entrepreneurs by enabling them
to differentiate their offerings, penetrate new markets, and improve operational efficiency.
Research indicates that entrepreneurs with high levels of creativity and risk-taking propensity are
more likely to achieve sustainable business outcomes (Zemlyak et al., 2022). Innovative business
practices, including process improvements, product diversification, and market expansion,
contribute to a firm’s ability to remain competitive and adaptable in changing economic
environments (Alsaaty et al., 2021). For immigrant women entrepreneurs, innovation is often
shaped by cultural heritage and transnational networks, which serve as sources of unique value

propositions (Nair, 2020). However, structural challenges, such as resource constraints and
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regulatory hurdles, may hinder their innovative capacity, emphasizing the need for targeted

support initiatives to foster entrepreneurial creativity.

11.3.3 Personal Fulfillment

Personal fulfillment is an increasingly recognized measure of entrepreneurial success,
reflecting the psychological and emotional rewards derived from business ownership. Studies have
shown that entrepreneurs who experience higher levels of self-efficacy, life satisfaction, and work-
life balance are more likely to sustain their ventures and make meaningful contributions to their
communities (Dijkhuizen et al., 2018). For immigrant women entrepreneurs, personal fulfillment
extends beyond financial success to include social integration, community impact, and the
achievement of personal aspirations (Cahyani et al., 2024). The ability to achieve a harmonious
balance between professional and personal life is particularly crucial for women entrepreneurs
who often juggle multiple roles within their families and businesses.

In conclusion, entrepreneurial success is not solely determined by financial performance
but is a complex interplay of sustainable growth, innovation, and personal fulfillment.
Understanding these multi-dimensional aspects provides a holistic view of the challenges and
opportunities faced by immigrant women entrepreneurs and offers actionable insights for

enhancing their entrepreneurial journeys.



Table 4: The Gap in the Literature

Theme
Theoretical
Foundations
Social Capital

of

Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs in
the U.S.

Bonding and
Bridging Social
Capital
Intersectionality
and
Entrepreneurial
Success
Entrepreneurial

Success Metrics

What is Said in the Literature

Social capital enhances access to
resources, reduces transaction costs,
and facilitates knowledge sharing
(Putnam, 2000; Bourdieu, 1986).
However, its impact varies based on
social, cultural, and economic contexts.
Immigrant women entrepreneurs face
systemic barriers such as
discrimination, limited access to
finance, and cultural constraints. They
often rely on informal networks to
support their businesses (Aliaga-Isla &
Rialp, 2013).

Bonding social capital offers emotional
support but limits market reach, while
bridging social capital provides access
to diverse opportunities but requires
additional effort to cultivate
(Granovetter, 1973; Woolcock, 1998).
Intersectionality theory highlights how
overlapping social identities impact
entrepreneurial experiences. African
immigrant women entrepreneurs face
compounded disadvantages due to
gender, race, and immigrant status
(Crenshaw, 1989).

Entrepreneurial success is measured by
sustainable growth, innovation, and
personal fulfillment. While financial
metrics are often emphasized, personal
fulfillment remains underexplored
(Dijkhuizen et al., 2018).
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The Missing Piece

Limited research on how
different dimensions of social
capital interact to influence
entrepreneurial outcomes for
immigrant women
entrepreneurs.

Lack of empirical studies
focusing  specifically  on
African & Asian immigrant
women entrepreneurs in the
U.S. and their unique
challenges and strategies.

Scarce insights into how
immigrant women balance
bonding and bridging ties
effectively to  maximize
business opportunities.

Few studies explore the
intersection of social capital
and intersectionality theory to
provide a comprehensive
understanding of
entrepreneurial success.

Need for more research on
non-financial success
measures such as personal
fulfillment and their influence
on business sustainability.

Rather than refuting the established value of social networks, this study extends existing
perspectives by illustrating how network structures, expectations, and obligations can also impose

hidden constraints that complicate entrepreneurial growth for immigrant women over time.
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III THEORETICAL FRAMING

This study investigates the nuanced interplay between Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs
their various networks and how these networks influence their entrepreneurial experience to
achieve success, using two sociological theories as the theoretical framework to structure data
collection and analysis. I draw on Social Capital Theory (Lin, 1999; Putnam, 2000) to frame the
relational dynamics between Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs and their various networks and
how these networks impact their ability to establish and grow their businesses successfully, and
Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw, 1989; McCall, 2005) for understanding the influence of the
multi-faceted identities of AIWE on these networks.

I chose these two complementary theories for three reasons: 1) Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs operate within complex social networks where both bonding and bridging social
capital play critical roles. These networks can significantly or insignificantly influence their
entrepreneurial success, a dynamic best understood through the lens of Social Capital Theory; 2)
I use Intersectionality Theory as a complementary theory to Social Capital Theory to examine how
the overlapping social identities of Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs, such as gender, race, and
immigrant status intersect to influence their experiences within these networks. This perspective
is crucial for understanding the unique barriers and opportunities faced by Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs in achieving success for their entrepreneurial journey; 3) Together, these theories
support the study’s objective of uncovering disparities in entrepreneurial outcomes among
immigrant women who share similar skills and operate within the same broader environment. By
analyzing how these experiences differ across groups, the study contributes empirical and

theoretical insights into improving equitable access to entrepreneurial resources.



33

III.1 Intersectionality Theory

Intersectionality Theory is a framework for understanding how various forms of identity
and social stratification interact to impact individuals' experiences, particularly in accessing
resources and opportunities (Crenshaw, 1989). Intersectionality Theory has been increasingly
applied in entrepreneurship research to explore how intersecting identities influence business
outcomes. For instance, Jones and Rodriguez (2021) demonstrated that the intersection of gender
and immigrant status significantly shapes access to venture capital in tech industries. Given that
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs navigate their entrepreneurial journeys through the lens of
multiple marginalized identities. As women, immigrants, and often as members of racial
minorities, they face a unique set of challenges and barriers in the business environment.
Intersectionality Theory allows for a comprehensive analysis of how these intersecting identities
can compound barriers to accessing external financing (Hancock, 2007).

Another reason is that traditional business and entrepreneurial studies often focus on
singular identity factors like gender or race in isolation. However, such analyses can overlook the
complex realities faced by individuals who belong to multiple marginalized groups
simultaneously. Intersectionality Theory provides a more holistic understanding of how various
power structures and social categorizations interact to influence outcomes for Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs (Collins, 2015).

I employ Intersectionality Theory to analyze how Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs
multiple identities, gender, race, and immigrant status, interact to influence their experiences and
outcomes in the entrepreneurial ecosystem. I utilize this approach to direct both the selection of
participants, ensuring a diverse representation of Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs and other
entrepreneurial groups, and the interpretation of how these intersecting identities affect their access

to capital.
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In terms of data analysis, Intersectionality Theory informs the use of qualitative analysis
techniques that can capture the complex interactions of these identities. For instance, I employed
thematic analysis to identify themes that emerge at the intersections of these identities, which may
influence experiences differently than when these identities are considered in isolation.

However, this study acknowledges that identities such as race, gender, and immigrant
status are not fixed categories but fluid, context-dependent experiences. Rather than treating these
identities as static, I approach them as dynamic and overlapping, recognizing that participants
navigate multiple, shifting roles within their entrepreneurial journeys. This nuance enhances the
explanatory power of Intersectionality Theory in capturing the evolving realities faced by

immigrant women entrepreneurs.

IIL.2 Social Capital Theory

Some recent research applying Social Capital Theory in entrepreneurial contexts have
underscored the variability in how different forms of social capital are mobilized among immigrant
entrepreneurs (Smith & Thomas, 2020). These studies suggest that while social capital can
facilitate access to necessary resources, its effectiveness is heavily dependent on the socio-
economic contexts and the nature of the networks (Doe & Lee, 2019).

I applied Social Capital Theory to examine how the different forms of social capital;
bonding, bridging, and linking affect Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs ability to secure financial
capital. This theory guides the analysis of qualitative data collected from Immigrant Women and
native-born entrepreneurial groups, focusing on the ways that their social networks facilitate or

hinder their business outcomes.
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ITI.3  Critiques and Limitations

Social Capital Theory has been critiqued for its assumption that all social networks are
inherently beneficial, overlooking how power dynamics within these networks can perpetuate
inequality (Brown, 2018). Critics argue that without considering these power structures, the theory
may provide an incomplete picture of the social capital's role in economic success. Similarly,
Intersectionality Theory faces challenges in its application, particularly the risk of
oversimplification when multiple complex identities are reduced to a few categories in quantitative
studies (Green, 2020). This critique highlights the need for careful methodological design to ensure

that the depth of intersectional analysis is not lost in empirical investigations.
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IV METHODOLOGY

As an African Immigrant Woman Entrepreneur, my insider perspective provides a unique
lens through which to study the entrepreneurial journeys of African Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs in the United States. This background informs my understanding of the challenges
and successes Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs encounters, yet it also necessitates a rigorous
methodological approach to mitigate potential researcher bias. I employed a multi-stakeholder-
engaged scholarship approach to ensure balance and rigor, integrating diverse perspectives and
grounding the study in established theory and prior literature (Bradbury-Huang, 2010). This
chapter is organized as follows: an overview of the research design, a description of the research
setting, an outline of the Immigrant women and native-born women cases, and a detailed account
of the data collection and analysis strategies. The research design section explains the qualitative,
exploratory approach to investigate the women experiences. The research setting section provides
context by describing the choice of Metropolitan Atlanta and its significance for the study.
Following this, the case description section highlights the diversity and relevance of the
participants. The data collection and analysis sections detail the methods employed to gather and

interpret the data, ensuring robust and credible findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

IV.1 Research Design

I employ a qualitative research design to explore the experiences, challenges, and strategies
of women entrepreneurs in the restaurant industry in Atlanta, with a focus on three distinct
groups: African immigrant women entrepreneurs, Asian immigrant women entrepreneurs, and
native-born women entrepreneurs. A comparative case study approach is employed to examine
how social capital influences their entrepreneurial journeys, highlighting both differences and

similarities across cultural and national backgrounds (Yin, 2018). The case study method is well-
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suited for this research as it facilitates an in-depth, contextual exploration of complex social
dynamics within real-world entrepreneurial settings (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).

The rationale for a qualitative approachis grounded in the need to capture lived
experiences, perceptions, and contextual factorsthat shape these entrepreneurs' interactions
with bonding and bridging social capital (Putnam, 2000; Lin, 2001). Social capital is deeply
embedded in interpersonal relationships, community networks, and structural opportunities
(Portes, 1998). To explore how women entrepreneurs perceive, access, and navigate these
networks, a phenomenological lensis applied. Phenomenology provides a framework for
understanding subjective lived experiences by prioritizing participants’ voices and their
interpretations of entrepreneurial opportunities and constraints.

This approach allows for arich, in-depth understanding of the ways in which women
entrepreneurs leverage or struggle with different forms of social capital. Since qualitative research
prioritizes meaning-making and contextual specificity, this study does not aim for statistical
generalization but instead seeks theoretical and contextual insightsthat contribute to a broader
understanding of the challenges and opportunities faced by immigrant and native-born women
entrepreneurs (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By comparing multiple cases, the study seeks to illuminate
patterns and variations in social capital mobilization, barriers to business success, and adaptive

strategies across different entrepreneurial ecosystems (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988).
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Table 5: Research Design Overview

Research Description Source
Component
Philosophical Interpretivism - reality is socially constructed and Creswell & Poth
Assumption subjective, allowing for deep exploration of (2018)

individual interpretations and meanings.
Theoretical Social Capital Theory and Intersectionality Theory - Bourdieu (1986);
Frameworks guiding the development of interview questions and Crenshaw (1989)

analysis to focus on social capital usage and
intersecting identities.
Research Method  Multi-Case Embedded Design - examining three Yin (2018)
distinct groups of women entrepreneurs: African,
Asian immigrant, and Native-Born

Data Collection Semi-Structured Interviews - allowing for flexible, in- Kallio et al. (2016)
Technique depth exploration of participants' experiences.

Data Analysis Combination of deductive and inductive coding to Saldana (2016); Yin
Approach develop first-order and second-order codes for (2018)

identifying themes and patterns and comparing
empirically based patterns with predicted ones to
enhance internal validity.

Written Record Dissertation - Two-Paper Format - documenting the
research process and findings comprehensively.

IV.2 Research Setting

The primary objective of my dissertation is to explore how Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs in the United States leverage social networks to achieve entrepreneurial success. |
focus on women entrepreneurs in the hospitality industry. I chose Metropolitan Atlanta for sample
selection based on several key factors that align with my research objectives and ensure a rich,
diverse data set.

Firstly, academic literature supports the use of diverse urban areas with robust support
systems for studying immigrant entrepreneurship. Kloosterman and Rath (2018) highlight the
importance of choosing research locations with dynamic immigrant communities and strong
institutional support for entrepreneurial activities. Metropolitan Atlanta fits this description

perfectly, making it a suitable location for my study.
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Secondly, Metropolitan Atlanta is known for its significant immigrant population, with a
large proportion of immigrants. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2019), Metropolitan Atlanta
is home to approximately 911,000 immigrants, representing a substantial portion of the city's
population. Furthermore, the Migration Policy Institute (2020) reports that around 120,000 African
immigrants reside in the Atlanta area, making it one of the largest immigrant communities in the
U.S.

Thirdly, Atlanta boasts a vibrant entrepreneurial ecosystem with numerous resources
available for minority entrepreneurs. New American Economy (2017) states that there are
approximately 24,000 immigrant-owned businesses in Atlanta, contributing significantly to the
local economy. The Partnership for a New American Economy (2017) highlights that immigrants
constitute 23% of all entrepreneurs in Atlanta. This ecosystem provides extensive resources and
support for minority-owned businesses. Local community organizations estimate that there are
around 5,000 African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs in the Atlanta area (2021). Organizations
such as the Georgia Minority Supplier Development Council offer substantial support, providing
resources, training, and networking opportunities critical for the success of AIWE.

Lastly, the Small Business Administration (SBA, 2019) reports that immigrant-owned
businesses in Atlanta generate an average of $54,000 annually. Additionally, the Fiscal Policy
Institute (2018) indicates that immigrant-owned businesses in Atlanta provide employment to
about 78,000 people. Immigrant entrepreneurs in Atlanta own businesses across diverse sectors,

including retail, services, healthcare, and technology (Local Business Surveys, 2020).
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Table 6: Immigrant Population and Business Ownership in Metropolitan Atlanta

Factor

Total Immigrant
Population
Immigrant-Owned
Businesses

Percentage of Immigrant

Entrepreneurs

Support Organizations

Average Business
Revenue

Employment by
Immigrant-Owned
Businesses

Types of Businesses
Owned

IV.3 Case Selection

Statistic
911,000

24,000
23%

15+ organizations
(e.g., GA Minority
Supplier Development
Council)

$54,000 annually for
immigrant-owned
businesses

78,000 jobs

Diverse sectors
including retail,
services, healthcare,
and technology

Source
U.S. Census Bureau (2019)

New American Economy (2017)
Partnership for a New American

Economy (2017)
Local Community Reports (2021)

Small Business Administration
(SBA, 2019)

Fiscal Policy Institute (2018)

Local Business Surveys (2020)

Participants for this study were selected using purposive sampling, a non-probability

sampling strategy that enables the intentional selection of individuals who meet predefined criteria

relevant to the research question (Patton, 2015). This approach ensures that participants possess

firsthand experience in restaurant entrepreneurship while allowing for a comparative analysis of

social capital dynamics among African immigrant women entrepreneurs, Asian immigrant women

entrepreneurs, and native-born women entrepreneurs in Atlanta, Georgia. To achieve thematic

saturation while maintaining the diversity of experiences, atotal of thirty participants were

selected, with ten representatives from each group. This sample size allows for in-depth qualitative

exploration while capturing variation in business strategies, social capital utilization, and

entrepreneurial barriers across different cultural and national backgrounds.
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Recruitment was conducted through industry associations, immigrant business networks,

and professional referrals. Given that immigrant entrepreneurs often rely on informal support

structures, recruitment efforts also leveraged community-based organizations, social media

platforms, and networking events to reach potential participants.

1V.3.1 Inclusion Criteria

I employed three primary selection criteria, as outlined below:

Table 7: Selection Criteria and Justification

Category
Entrepreneurial
Experience

Geographical
Location

Immigration
Background

- African Immigrant
Women
Entrepreneurs

- Asian Immigrant
Women
Entrepreneurs

- Native-Born
Women
Entrepreneurs

Inclusion Criteria

Women who have been
actively operating their own
restaurant business for at
least one year.

The business must

be physically located in
Atlanta, Georgia.
Participants must belong

to one of three distinct groups:
Women who migrated from
an African country and
currently own a restaurant in
Atlanta.

Women who migrated from
an Asian country and
currently own a restaurant in
Atlanta.

Women who were born and
raised in the United States and
own a restaurant in Atlanta.

Justification

Ensures participants have substantive
entrepreneurial experience.

Maintains a consistent geographic
context for comparative analysis.

Facilitates cross-group comparisons
on social capital and entrepreneurship.
Explores unique challenges and
within African immigrant networks.

Examines entrepreneurial strategies
and social capital dynamics among
Asian women.

Provides a baseline comparison to
analyze differences in social capital
use.

This structured approach to participant selection and sampling ensures that the study

captures varied entrepreneurial experiences, enabling a rigorous, comparative exploration of

how bonding and bridging social capital influence restaurant business success in diverse socio-

cultural contexts. Participants described networks composed of close family members, extended
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kin, ethnic community leaders, business partners, customers, and, in some cases, professional

mentors. The nature and strength of these connections varied across cases.

IV.4 Data Collection

I utilized semi-structured interviews to collect data for this study. I conducted interviews
between July 2024 and February 2025, following the IRB approval in July 3, 2024. The semi-
structured open-ended questions elicited both retrospective and real-time accounts by each
informant, providing the richness and depth characteristic of case study research (Graebner &
Eisenhardt, 2004; Leonard-Barton, 1990). This method ensured that I captured a comprehensive
view of the participants' experiences and perspectives, enhancing the reliability and validity of the
findings. Before conducting the interviews, I solicited feedback on my interview questions from
academic scholars and practitioners to ensure the questions' face and content validity (Yin, 2018).
The interview guides were revised based on this feedback and submitted for IRB approval. To
minimize bias and explore novel findings, I asked informants open-ended questions about their
experiences and perspectives (McCracken, 1988). Confidentiality was assured through informed
consent documents to encourage participants to provide accurate, unfiltered insights.

I conducted these interviews personally, scheduling them at times convenient for the
participants. Each interview lasted between 60 to 90 minutes. I used a digital recorder to capture
the conversations, with participant consent. The interview questions were designed to explore
participants' experiences with leveraging social capital to achieve entrepreneurial success, the role
of their intersectional identities in this process, and the specific challenges and opportunities they
face in the entrepreneurial landscape (Kallio et al., 2016). For example, questions included: "Can
you please describe your business and your role in it?" and "How do you think your identity as an

immigrant, and your gender and cultural background, influence your ability navigate social
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networks?". 1 maintained flexibility to explore interesting avenues that emerged during
discussions, taking detailed notes to capture non-verbal cues and contextual information not
evident in audio recordings.

The interviews were conducted both in person and via video conferencing, depending on
the participant's location and preference, to accommodate the diverse geographic distribution of
the participants. With permission, I reviewed business documents such as funding applications to
corroborate interview data. Additionally, I visited the business locations of participants to observe
their environments and gather contextual data that deepened my understanding of the case. While
this study primarily relies on self-reported data from participants, which provides invaluable
insights into their lived experiences, I recognize the potential for social desirability bias.
Participants may have presented their experiences in ways that align with cultural or societal
expectations. To mitigate this, I supplemented interviews with participant observations and
document reviews, allowing for triangulation and richer contextual understanding.I carefully
transcribed the audio recordings of interviews and cross-verified them with the original recordings
to ensure accuracy. All digital files, including recordings and transcripts, were securely stored in
encrypted formats, with restricted access to ensure data security and confidentiality. As the sole
researcher, I undertook the coding process independently while maintaining rigorous
methodological standards. Although intercoder reliability was not applicable in this single-
researcher design, I enhanced reliability by consulting academic advisors during the development
of my coding framework and consistently revisiting the data to ensure thematic alignment and
depth.

Having insider access to some participants allowed me to observe their operations,

financial negotiations, and participation in business development activities. These observations
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provided valuable data to triangulate with interview findings, offering rich and complementary
insights across different entrepreneurial groups. After each observation relevant to the study, I
documented my interpretations of the interactions, noting whether they aligned with or differed
from the interview data. These notes were stored as analytic memos in the case database, following
the coding guidelines prescribed by Miles and Huberman (1994). While participant observations
contributed to the richness of the data, I acknowledge that the ethnographic component of this
study was limited in duration and scope. A more immersive, long-term ethnographic approach
could have offered deeper insights into the everyday informal dynamics of bonding and bridging
social capital. This presents an opportunity for future research to build on these initial findings

through extended field engagement.

IV.5S  Use of Group-Coded Identifiers for Participant Anonymity and Clarity

In qualitative research that explores lived experiences, it is critical to protect participant
confidentiality while preserving the depth and integrity of their narratives. This study uses group-
coded identifiers to represent participants throughout the analysis. Each code reflects both the
participant’s demographic group and their sequence in the interview process: AIW for African
Immigrant Woman, ASIW for Asian Immigrant Woman, and NBW for Native-Born Woman.

For example, AIW Participant 1 refers to the first African Immigrant Woman entrepreneur
interviewed. This approach provides a consistent and transparent framework that supports
comparative analysis across participant groups while ensuring anonymity.

Participants were informed during the consent process that their real names and identifying
details would not be used in any written reports or publications. Business names, specific locations,

and personal identifiers were also omitted to protect their privacy. This approach aligns with
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ethical research standards outlined by professional organizations, including the American
Psychological Association (2020) and the British Sociological Association (2017).

Using group-coded identifiers allows for analytic precision without compromising the human
dimension of the data. It provides clarity for the reader and strengthens the interpretive depth of

the findings by foregrounding the substance of participants’ experiences.

IV.6 Participant Background and Demographics

To provide context for the findings, the following tables present the demographic and
professional backgrounds of all participants in this study. Each woman is identified using a group-
coded label: AIW for African Immigrant Woman, ASIW for Asian Immigrant Woman, and NBW
for Native-Born Woman, followed by a participant number. The tables include information such
as age, ethnicity, migration background (if applicable), prior professional experience, years in
business, and the specific challenges and strategies they discussed during interviews. This
overview supports a more nuanced understanding of their entrepreneurial trajectories and the

diversity within and across the groups.



46

Table 8: African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs (AWE)

Name Age Ethnicity  Background & Years in Challenges,
Business Journey Business Networks &
Strategies
AIW 47 | Nigerian Moved from Nigeria in 8 Faced limited local
Participant 2008. Prior to founding awareness of
1 Eko Luxe, she worked as Nigerian fine dining;
a certified nutritionist in participated in
a public health clinic. African food
Her transition into fine festivals;
dining was inspired by collaborated with a
her passion for Nigerian local brewery for
cuisine and  healthy visibility
living.
AIW 42 | Senegal Arrived from Senegal in | 5 Struggled to attract
Participant 2010. Before launching non-Senegalese
2 Taste of Dakar, she customers;
worked as a French networked with food
language teacher and ran festival organizers;
a home-based catering launched a food
service on weekends truck for
accessibility.
AIW 40 | Ethiopian  Relocated from Ethiopia 6 Difficulty sourcing
Participant in 2012. Trained as a authentic Ethiopian
3 plant-based chef after vegan ingredients;
working as a clinical lab partnered with
technician. She started specialty food
Habib’s Vegan Café to suppliers; introduced
merge her culinary packaged Ethiopian
creativity with her health sauces.
expertise.
AIW 46  Kenyan Moved from Kenya in 8 Faced  skepticism
Participant 2007. Formerly a food over fusion cuisine;
4 safety specialist with a connected with food
regional agricultural influencers; featured
agency, she opened on Food Network to
Roots & Soul Fusion to boost credibility.
blend Kenyan traditions
with  Southern U.S.
flavors.
AIW 45 | Nigerian Migrated from Nigeria 4 Limited  visibility
Participant in 2011. She had a outside the Nigerian
5 background in event community;  built
coordination before corporate event
starting Golden Flavors connections; secured
Catering, where she catering contracts.



AIW
Participant
6

AIW
Participant
7

AIW
Participant
8

AIW
Participant
9

AIW
Participant
10

46

43

41

45

40

Ghanian

South
African

Ivorian

Senegalaise

Ghanian

combined logistics skills
with culinary heritage.

Migrated from Ghana in
2011. She had a
background in event
coordination before
starting Golden Flavors
Catering, where she
combined logistics skills
with culinary heritage..

Arrived from  South
Africain2011. A trained
hospitality manager, she
launched Ubuntu Table
as a space to modernize
and elevate  South
African dishes.

Immigrated from Ivory
Coast in 2013. Formerly
a high school economics

teacher, she opened
Maquis Elegance to
showcase Ivorian

cuisine in a fast-casual
format.

Relocated from Senegal
m 2010, With a
background in
environmental science,
she launched  The
Baobab Table as a farm-
to-table concept rooted
in sustainable African
cooking.

Migrated from Ghana in
2012. Formerly a school

administrator with
experience in nutrition
programming, she

founded Taste of Accra
to  offer culturally
grounded, family-style
meals.

47

Dealt with low
public  familiarity
with Somali cuisine;
hosted cultural food

events; partnered
with immigrant
support

organizations to

raise awareness.
High operational
costs for fine dining;
partnered with
culinary nonprofits;
showcased dishes at
international  food
events.

Faced limited
awareness of Ivorian
cuisine; collaborated
with tourism and
cultural
organizations;
launched Ivorian
cooking classes.
Sourcing sustainable
ingredients was
costly; built direct
partnerships ~ with
farmers; organized
sustainable cooking
workshops.

Balancing traditional
flavors with modern
expectations; hosted
family-themed
events; diversified
the menu for broader
appeal.



Table 9: Asian Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs (ASIW)

Name

ASIW
Participant
1

ASIW
Participant
2

ASIW
Participant
3

ASIW
Participant
4

ASIW
Participant
5

Age Ethnicity

45

42

44

46

41

Chinese

Indian

Japanese

South
Korean

Malaysian

Background
Business Journey

Moved from China in
2009. Previously
worked as a culinary
instructor at a regional
technical college. She

opened Golden
WokFusion to
showcase modern

Chinese cuisine with
cross-cultural
influences.

Arrived from India in
2013. A trained food
technologist, she
founded Price to Soul to
reimagine Indian street
food using
contemporary  plating
and bold storytelling
Relocated from Japan in
2011. Formerly worked
as a food stylist and

recipe developer in
Tokyo. She opened
Kaiso to introduce
minimalist,  seasonal

Japanese cuisine rooted
in her design sensibility
Moved from South

Korea in 2008. A
former hospitality
consultant, she

launched Hansik House
to elevate Korean BBQ
with a trendy, upscale
twist

Immigrated from
Malaysia in  2014.
Previously a nutritionist
and culinary researcher,
she  founded Rasa
Nusantara to spotlight

Business
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& Years in Challenges,

Networks &
Strategies

Faced resistance from
traditionalists;
collaborated with
culinary schools;

hosted cross-cultural
cooking classes.

Faced backlash over
menu  adaptations;
collaborated with
food bloggers;
introduced  "Spice
101" workshops.

Pressure to
Americanize dishes;
engaged with
Japanese cultural

organizations; hosted
sushi-making
workshops.

High
joined
business
modernized
plates
preserving
authenticity.

competition;
Korean
networks;
small
while

Difficulty  sourcing
authentic ingredients;
built partnerships
with specialty Asian
markets; hosted



ASIW
Participant
6

ASIW
Participant
7

ASIW
Participant
8

ASIW
Participant
9

ASIW
Participant
10

45

43

44

40

41

Vietnamese

Pakistanese

Lebanese

Indonesian

Taiwanese

bold Malaysian flavors
through curated tasting
menus.

Moved from Vietnam in
2010. With a
background in

community health and
food equity, she opened
Pho & Beyond to merge
Vietnamese  culinary
tradition with local farm
partnerships.

Arrived from Pakistan
in 2012. Formerly a
schoolteacher and food
columnist, she created
Zaiga House to offer
authentic Pakistani
family-style meals
grounded in heritage
storytelling.

Migrated from Lebanon
in 2011. With
experience in  arts
education and nonprofit
event  programming,
she founded Cedar
Mezze as a platform to
blend Lebanese small
plates with immersive
cultural storytelling.
Moved from Indonesia
in 2013. Previously an
urban planner with a
deep interest in food
justice, she started
Sambal & Spice to
make Indonesian street

food accessible in
public university
spaces.

Arrived from Taiwan in
2014. A former digital
marketing  strategist,
she launched Bubble &
Bao to blend Taiwanese

10
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Malaysian food
education events.

Introducing  lesser-
known Vietnamese
dishes; partnered
with local farms for
fresh ingredients;
hosted Vietnamese
food festivals.

Sourcing  authentic
halal meat;
collaborated with
halal suppliers;
organized  cultural
dinner events to
promote  Pakistani
cuisine.
Misconceptions
about Middle Eastern
cuisine;  partnered

with cultural groups;
hosted themed nights
with storytelling and
live music.

Low awareness of

Indonesian  cuisine;
collaborated with
universities; created
marketing campaigns
showcasing
Indonesian street
food.

Difficulty  securing
prime locations;
partnered with
influencers;  hosted
Taiwanese food



street food culture with

youth-driven
engagement.

digital

Table 10: Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs (NBWE)

Name

NBW
Participant
1

NBW
Participant
2

NBW
Participant
3

NBW
Participant
4

NBW
Participant
5

Sophia
NBW
Participant
6

NBW
Participant
7

NBW
Participant
8

Age

43

41

45

42

45

40

49

41

Background & Business Journey

Born and raised in Atlanta.
Previously worked as a regional
food editor Dbefore launching
Southern Roots to creatively

reinvent Southern cuisine.

Native of Georgia. Formerly a
sustainable agriculture advocate and
farm cooperative liaison. She
opened Farm & Flour to spotlight
hyper-local ingredients.

Raised in a multicultural household.
Worked in global brand marketing
before founding Urban Spice, a
fusion restaurant blending Latin,
Asian, and Mediterranean flavors.
Former fitness trainer and wellness
coach. Founded The Green Spoon to
merge nutrition science with a clean-
eating café model.

Culinary school graduate with a
background in restaurant consulting.
Launched Bennett’s Bistro to offer
upscale comfort food with refined
service.

Born in Atlanta. Worked as a
nonprofit food systems analyst
before opening Harvest Table

Bistro, focused on sustainable, farm-
to-table cuisine.

Native of Georgia. Former culinary
arts teacher and travel writer.
Founded Fusion Flavors to combine
global recipes into bold culinary
mashups.

Born and raised in Atlanta.
Previously a social media strategist
in the hospitality sector. Opened The
Brunch Spot to create trendy,
creative brunch experiences.

Years
Business

10

11

in Challenges,
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festivals to increase
exposure.

Networks &
Strategies

Struggled to redefine
tradition; leveraged food
festivals; balanced
innovation classic
flavors.

High sourcing costs;
collaborated  with  local
farmers; created exclusive
supply agreements to reduce
costs.

Pushback on fusion cuisine;
networked with global chefs;
hosted tasting events to
highlight authenticity.

with

Educating customers on
clean eating; partnered with
gyms and  nutritionists;
hosted wellness workshops.
Breaking into fine dining as a
woman; engaged with fine-
dining networks; leveraged
Michelin-star experience.

Limited supplier diversity;
joined local food alliances;
created partnerships with
urban farms.

Difficulty balancing cultural
authenticity with innovation;
collaborated with
international chefs; hosted
fusion food workshops.

Managing seasonal demand;
networked  with  event
planners; introduced catering
services to maintain revenue.
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NBW 39 | Former holistic nutritionist and 3 Educating non-vegan

Participant plant-based lifestyle coach. Created audiences; partnered with

9 Roots & Greens to promote wellness wellness communities;
through a vegan comfort food menu. hosted plant-based cooking

classes.

NBW 40 | Atlantanative. With a backgroundin | 6 Standing out in  the

Participant event production and street market competitive food truck scene;

10 coordination, she founded Savory joined food truck
Streets, a gourmet food truck serving associations; collaborated
global street food. with breweries for events.

IV.7 Data Analysis

Myers (2019) suggests guiding questions for data analysis: What is the meaning of our
data? What are the main themes in the data? How does the data contribute to knowledge in a study?
To answer these questions, I followed Miles and Huberman's (1994) data analysis strategy
consisting of data reduction for theme development, data displays to summarize the findings, and
drawing conclusions. I used NVivo 12, a qualitative data analysis software, to analyze the
transcribed text.

After completing the interviews, I employed a third-party transcription provider, otter.ai,
to transcribe the audio recordings electronically. Transcripts were formatted in Microsoft Word
and then imported into NVivo as data files. I listened to each interview recording as the initial step
of data reduction and manually corrected errors in the electronically transcribed interviews. In
qualitative research, codes are labels that assign symbolic meaning to the descriptive or inferential
information compiled during a study and are attached to data chunks (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

As the interviews progressed and secondary data sources were analyzed, additional codes
were created based on emergent themes. This approach allowed me to combine deductive and
inductive coding to develop a comprehensive set of first-order codes. By re-listening to each
interview, I reflected on the content and meaning of the responses, paying particular attention to

key phrases and central concepts offered by the informants. I then clustered first-order codes into
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second-order codes to group similar first-order coded segments into a smaller number of categories
and themes.

The second coding cycle was conceptual and focused on the interrelationships of categories
constructed to develop higher-level analytic meanings. I used both descriptive codes, assigning
labels to data to summarize in a word or short phrase, and in vivo coding, using words or short
phrases from the participant’s language in the data as codes. In total, I ended with a significant
number of first-order codes and developed second-order codes by grouping these into overarching
themes. Themes were subsequently analyzed across cases to establish patterns and formulate
theoretical propositions, ensuring that emerging constructs were abstracted from the context
(Eisenhardt, 1989).

I identified patterns in the data and employed literal replication based on the characteristics
of the cases to address the research questions. I also employed explanation building (Yin, 2018) to
stipulate a presumed set of causal sequences to show “how” and “why” the quality of social
networks influence immigrant women entrepreneurial success.

To add richness to my findings, I used participant quotes from the verbatim transcripts and
first-hand observations to support the core themes that emerged from the analysis (Yin, 2018). To
ensure my research met high-quality standards, I employed several tactics suggested by Yin (2018)
to achieve validity and reliability. First, I used multiple data sources, which allowed me to
triangulate my findings, and I considered alternative perspectives. The observations and archival
sources contributed rich and complementary data to triangulate my findings gleaned from
interviews. I used NVivo as my case database to store all the transcripts, coding schemas, and
memos developed throughout the research process, which supported the reliability of my study. I

also developed and followed detailed case study protocols, as suggested by Miles and Huberman
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(1994), to ensure my interviews were consistent.

To operationalize entrepreneurial success during data analysis, 1 utilized a three-
dimensional coding framework based on participants' descriptions of their experiences. These
dimensions; sustainability, innovation, and personal fulfillment, capture not only the economic
outcomes but also the strategic and emotional components of success. The following table outlines
the definitions, interview indicators, and representative quotes used to code and interpret
participant narratives:

IV.8 Ensuring Validity and Reliability

To ensure the rigor of my study, I employed several tactics to enhance the validity and
reliability of the research. These measures were carefully selected to address potential biases,
confirm the accuracy of findings, and provide a robust framework for data analysis. The table

below outlines these tactics in detail:



Table 11: Coding Criteria for Entrepreneurial Success

Success
Dimension

Sustainability

Innovation

Personal
Fulfillment

Definition

Ability to maintain
business operations over
time with steady growth or
resilience during economic
shocks.

Ability to introduce new
ideas, products, or
strategies that differentiate
the business and support
growth.

Sense of satisfaction,
empowerment, and
achievement derived from
entrepreneurship  beyond
financial gain.

Interview Indicators

Business surviving more
than 3 years; maintaining
customer base;
overcoming crises like
COVID-19 or economic
downturns.

Launching new products
or services; adopting new
technologies; menu
innovation; using digital
marketing strategies.

Expressed  pride in
cultural contribution; life
satisfaction;  achieving
work-life balance; sense
of personal purpose.
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Example Quote

“We're still here
after COVID, and
sales are steady—
that's a win for me.”

“We launched a
vegan menu based
on customer
feedback, and it
brought a  new
customer base.”

“Feeding my
community and
keeping our

traditions alive is
worth more than just
money.”

Table 12: Tactics Used to Improve Validity and Reliability

Case Study
Tests

Reliability

Construct
Validity

Internal
Validity

Research Tactics

Established a case study
protocol and NVivo
database

Used a single,
comprehensive interview
guide for all participant
groups

Multiple data sources
(interviews, observations,
document analysis)

Key informants reviewed
the interview transcripts
and findings

Ist order and 2nd order
coding analysis

Description

Ensured consistent data collection and
analysis by following a detailed
protocol and using NVivo for data
management.

Employed a standardized interview
guide to ensure consistency across all
six groups while allowing for
flexibility in responses.

Triangulated data from various
sources to enhance the credibility and
robustness of the findings.

Engaged participants in reviewing
and validating the data and
interpretations.

Used a systematic coding process to
identify themes and patterns in the
data.

Source

Yin (2018)

Kallio et
al. (2016)

Yin (2018)

Lincoln &
Guba
(1985)
Saldana
(2016)
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Employed inductive Developed explanations based on Yin (2018)

explanation building emergent data patterns to understand

analysis causal relationships.
External Use of theory and Applied theoretical frameworks and Yin (2018)
Validity propositions to generalize = developed propositions to extend

beyond each case study findings to broader contexts.

Multiple Case-Study Included diverse cases to enhance the  Yin (2018)

(AIWE, AWE, NBWE) generalizability of the findings across

different groups.

IV.8 Ethical Considerations
This study adhered to ethical standards as approved by the Institutional Review Board
(IRB) on July 3, 2024. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, ensuring their

anonymity and confidentiality throughout the research process.



56

V  FINDINGS

This chapter presents the key findings from the qualitative data collected through in-depth
interviews with African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs, Asian Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs, and Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs in the restaurant industry in Atlanta,
Georgia. Using a combination of thematic and comparative analysis, the findings are organized
around five central themes that emerged from the data: Bonding Social Capital as a Limiting Force,
Cultural Nuances as a Factor in Bridging Social Capital, Work-Life Balance and the Pressure of
Entrepreneurial Fulfillment, and Strategies to Overcome Social Capital Barriers. Each theme is
explored with comparative insights from the three groups, supported by direct quotes from
participants to illustrate key points.

As an African immigrant woman entrepreneur and researcher, my positionality has shaped
both the data collection and interpretation processes. My shared experiences with African
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs participants created a sense of trust and openness during
interviews, but I remained mindful of potential biases when analyzing data. This reflexivity helped
me balance empathy with critical analysis, ensuring that the voices of all participants were

authentically represented.

V.1  Bonding Social Networks as a Limiting Force

Bonding social capital—the close ties within families, ethnic networks, and communities—
played a significant role in shaping the entrepreneurial journeys of our participants. While
it provided a critical safety net in the early stages of business, it later became a restrictive force,
limiting innovation, market expansion, and business efficiency. This theme explores how these
dynamics manifest differently for African Immigrant Women, Asian Immigrant Women, and

Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs.
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V.1.1 Community Expectations vs. Innovation and Market Expansion

For many immigrant entrepreneurs, community support is both a blessing and a barrier.
While it provides an initial customer base rooted in cultural familiarity and loyalty, it also comes
with unspoken rules—deviating too far from tradition risks alienating the very people who form
the foundation of their early success. This tension between honoring cultural heritage and pursuing
business innovation shapes the entrepreneurial journeys of many African and Asian immigrant
women entrepreneurs. AIW Participant 10, the owner of Taste of Accra, experienced this firsthand.
She started her Ghanaian restaurant because she noticed a lack of authentic West African food in
Atlanta. At first, her business thrived—Ghanaian immigrants flocked to her restaurant for a taste
of home. However, when AIW Participant 10 tried to modernize her dishes to appeal to a broader
audience, her core community pushed back hard. She shared,

“I wanted to introduce smaller portion sizes, lighter
cooking methods, and more plant-based options because
I saw demand for it. But my Ghanaian customers said,
'This is not real Ghanaian food. Why are you changing
it?'”

Despite seeing an opportunity to attract a diverse clientele, AIW Participant 10 trapped by
her own community’s expectations. Every attempt to modernize her menu led to complaints that
she was losing her authenticity.

“It was like I had to choose—keep my traditional
customers happy or try to expand. But why couldn’t I do
both?”
AIW Participant 10's dilemma captures the tightrope immigrant entrepreneurs walk, where

innovation feels like a risk not only to profits but to cultural belonging. This cultural rigidity made
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it difficult for AIW Participant 10 to evolve her business. While she wanted to position Taste of
Accra as an upscale West African dining experience, she feared that if she strayed too far from
tradition, she would lose the very people who had supported her from the start.
ASIW Participant 2, owner of Spice & Soul, faced a similar challenge with her Indian fusion
restaurant. She wanted to challenge the stereotype that Indian food was only meant to be cheap
takeout.

“I saw how people were willing to pay $30 for a bowl of

pasta but expected Indian food to cost 810 max. That’s

when [ knew we had a problem.”

ASIW Participant 2’s solution was to introduce a fine-dining approach to Indian cuisine,
with plated dishes, elevated presentation, and premium ingredients. However, her Indian
community did not support this change.

“I got so much criticism from Indian customers. They
said, 'Why is this so expensive? We can get the same
thing for half the price elsewhere."”

ASIW Participant 2's frustration reveals how deeply price expectations are intertwined with
cultural perceptions, making upscale repositioning particularly challenging. Even though ASIW
Participant 2 attracted non-Indian customers who appreciated the concept, she struggled with guilt
and pressure from her community, who expected her to keep Indian food “accessible” rather than
upscale.

AIW Participant 9, who owns The Baobab Table, a Senegalese restaurant focused on farm-
to-table concepts, described the cultural tension she faced when introducing sustainable, organic

ingredients to traditional recipes.
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“My community didn’t understand why I was charging
more. They would say, 'Why pay extra for jollof rice just
because it's organic?' But I wanted to do more than just
serve food;, I wanted to promote health and
sustainability.”

AIW Participant 9’s experience shows how efforts to innovate within tradition can be
misread as cultural betrayal, highlighting the emotional stakes of business evolution. AIW
Participant 9’s innovative approach to traditional dishes was met with skepticism. She recalled
customers who walked out after seeing the menu, disappointed that she had altered the dishes they
grew up with.

“I felt like I was betraying my roots, even though my goal
was to honor them in a modern way.”

ASIW Participant 1, the owner of Golden Wok Fusion, encountered criticism from her own
Chinese community for blending traditional recipes with modern culinary techniques.

“They said I was ‘diluting’ our culture. But I wasn’t trying
to erase anything; I was adding to it. Why can’t we
celebrate both the old and the new?”

ASIW Participant 1’s reflection illustrates the generational divide in her community, where
older customers prioritize preservation, while younger patrons welcome fusion and change. ASIW
Participant 1 found that while younger generations appreciated her innovative dishes, older

customers often viewed her restaurant as less authentic.
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173

t was frustrating because I was proud of my heritage,
but I also wanted to evolve with the times. Why does
innovation have to mean disrespect?”

For these entrepreneurs, the tension between community expectations and the desire to
innovate isn’t just a business challenge, it’s deeply personal. Many expressed feelings of guilt,
frustration, and even isolation. AIW Participant 8, owner of Maquis Elegance, shared,

“I started this business to express my creativity, but
sometimes it feels like I'm suffocating under the weight of
tradition. I love my culture, but I also want to grow.”

AIW Participant 8’s words embody the emotional struggle many immigrant women
entrepreneurs face, balancing reverence for their heritage with the desire to evolve their business.
This emotional burden often leads to self-censorship, where entrepreneurs limit their own
creativity to avoid conflict. NBW Participant 1, a native-born entrepreneur, observed the contrast:

“I can experiment without worrying about community
backlash. That freedom has been key to my success.”

The stories of AIW Participant 10, ASIW Participant 2, AIW Participant 9, ASIW
Participant 1, and others reveal a complex landscape where cultural heritage and entrepreneurial
ambition often collide. Their experiences underscore the emotional and strategic balancing act
immigrant women entrepreneurs must perform to succeed in a market that demands both
authenticity and innovation. Through resilience, creativity, and a deep connection to their roots,

they continue to redefine what it means to honor tradition while embracing change.
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V.1.2 Family and Ethnic Ties Create Pressures to Conform

For many immigrant women entrepreneurs, family and ethnic ties are central to their
identity and initial support systems. These relationships offer emotional encouragement, financial
backing, and a built-in customer base. However, they also come with a set of expectations that can
create significant pressures to conform. Navigating these dynamics often requires balancing the
desire to honor familial and cultural obligations with the need for autonomy and business growth.
ASIW Participant 6, owner of Pho & Beyond, shared how her family's expectations influenced her
business decisions.

“When I told my parents I wanted to open a modern
Vietnamese street food restaurant, they were supportive at
first. But when I started experimenting with non-traditional
ingredients, they said, 'Why are you changing our food?
This isn't how we do it." It felt like every decision I made
had to be approved by them, even though it was my
business.”

ASIW Participant 6’s account highlights the emotional burden of reconciling filial piety
with entrepreneurial autonomy, especially in cultures where family consensus is highly valued.
ASIW Participant 6’s struggle highlights the emotional complexity of managing family
expectations while trying to innovate. Despite her success, she often felt torn between her
entrepreneurial instincts and her family's traditional views. For AIW Participant 1, who runs Eko
Luxe, a Nigerian fine dining establishment, family obligations extended beyond business advice.

“In our culture, family comes first. When I started my

restaurant, it was expected that I would employ family
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members, even if they weren’t qualified. At first, I thought
it was a good idea, keeping it in the family. But it created
so many problems. There were conflicts about roles,
responsibilities, and even how profits should be shared.”

This dynamic created operational inefficiencies and strained personal relationships. AIW
Participant 1 had to make difficult decisions, including letting go of underperforming family
members, which led to significant familial tension. The pressure to conform isn’t limited to
immediate family. Extended family and the broader ethnic community often exert influence, subtly
or overtly. AIW Participant 1 's experience illustrates how familial expectations can override merit-
based decision-making, leading to operational challenges that compromise business efficiency.

Financial dependency within family and community networks also placed heavy
constraints on decision-making power. ASIW Participant 10, owner of Bubble & Bao, a
Taieanesse restaurant, described how relying on a tontine, a traditional community savings
scheme, helped her start her business but came with hidden obligations.

“When you take money from your community, you don’t just
owe money, you owe loyalty. My investors were my family
and friends, and they all had opinions on how I should run
my business.”

ASIW Participant 10’s account illustrates how community-based financing, while
accessible, can limit entrepreneurial freedom through implicit expectations of conformity. She
experienced pressure to maintain low prices, even when operating costs rose, to satisfy her

community financiers.
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“I couldn’t raise my prices, even when food costs increased.

My community kept reminding me that they made this
restaurant possible, so I had to keep things the way they
wanted."

AIW Participant 2, owner of Taste of Dakar, described how community expectations
shaped her business practices.

“People in my community expected me to stick to traditional
Senegalese recipes and methods. When I introduced new
dishes, they would say, 'Who do you think you are trying to
be fancy? Just make the food the way our mothers did." It
made me second-guess my choices, even when I knew they
were good for the business.”

AIW Participant 2’s reflection demonstrates how cultural gatekeeping can inhibit
entrepreneurial confidence, leading to hesitation even when strategic opportunities arise. This type
of cultural gatekeeping can be particularly challenging because it taps into deeply ingrained values
of respect and belonging. Entrepreneurs like AIW Participant 2 mface a constant negotiation
between honoring their cultural heritage and asserting their individual vision.

The fear of community disapproval can stifle creativity and limit business growth. For
many, these pressures also manifest in financial decisions. AIW Participant 6, who operates
Golden Flavor Catering, a Somali eatery, shared,

“In our community, it's common to rely on family loans to
start a business. But that money comes with strings attached.

Family members feel they have a say in how you run things
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because they helped fund it. It’s hard to make independent
decisions when you owe not just money, but loyalty.”

AIW Participant 6’s experience illustrates how financial dependence within community
networks can translate into decision-making constraints that extend beyond economics into social
obligation. Navigating these dynamics requires not just business acumen but emotional resilience.
Many immigrant women entrepreneurs develop strategies to assert their autonomy while
maintaining family and community ties. Some set clear boundaries, while others find ways to
integrate traditional values with modern business practices. Despite the challenges, these women
demonstrate remarkable resilience, often transforming the very pressures that constrain them into
sources of strength and inspiration. While community-based funding and familial support systems
provided essential initial resources, many entrepreneurs recognized that scaling their businesses
required moving beyond bonding networks into broader financial systems. However, this transition

was fraught with systemic barriers and external biases, as explored in the next section.

V.1.3 Ungqualified Employees Hired Out of Loyalty Can Slow Down Business Operations

For many immigrant women entrepreneurs, the line between family loyalty and
professional responsibility often blurs, especially when it comes to hiring practices. Employing
family members or close friends is seen as an extension of cultural values, emphasizing trust,
obligation, and shared success. However, these well-intentioned decisions can lead to operational
inefficiencies, strained relationships, and difficult management challenges when unqualified
employees are brought into the business purely out of loyalty.
AIW Participant 3, owner of Habib’s Vegan Café, recounted her struggle with hiring family

members out of a sense of obligation.
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“When I opened my restaurant, my family expected me to
give jobs to my cousins who had just arrived from Egypt.
They had no experience in the food industry, but how could
1 say no? It felt like a betrayal.”

AIW Participant 3 expresses the emotional conflict many immigrant women entrepreneurs
face, where familial loyalty clashes with the need for professional competence in staffing
decisions. Initially, AIW Participant 3 believed that the familial bond would translate into
dedication and hard work. However, the reality was far from her expectations.

“They didn’t take the job seriously. They thought because
we were family, they could show up late, ignore rules, and

still keep their positions.”

AIW Participant 3’s experience underscores how familial assumptions of immunity can
erode workplace discipline, ultimately compromising customer service and team morale. The lack
of professionalism began to affect customer service and team morale, forcing ASIW Participant 7
into the difficult position of having to choose between family harmony and business efficiency.
Similarly, AIW Participant 9, who runs The Baobab Table, shared her experience with hiring

relatives.

“My aunt insisted that I hire her son to manage the kitchen.
He had no culinary training and wasn’t interested in
learning. Mistakes were frequent, and [ found myself
constantly cleaning up after him—both literally and

figuratively.”
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AIW Participant 9’s account highlights the operational risks of prioritizing family loyalty

over competency, leading to daily disruptions in the business flow. The tension didn’t stay

confined to the workplace.

“Family gatherings became awkward. There was always an
underlying resentment because [ started giving more
responsibilities to people who deserved it, not just because
they were family.”

This reflects how professional decisions can ripple into personal spaces, intensifying the
emotional burden on immigrant entrepreneurs. This dynamic is not limited to immediate family.
Friends from the same ethnic community often expect preferential treatment, which can create
additional layers of complexity. ASIW Participant 1, owner of Golden Wok Fusion, described how
hiring friends out of loyalty backfired.

“I hired an old friend as a front-of-house manager. She had
no management experience but thought she could handle it
because we were close. When issues arose, it was hard to
give constructive feedback without damaging our
friendship.”

ASIW Participant 1’s attempts to address performance issues were met with defensiveness

and ultimately led to a falling out.

“It cost me a friendship and affected my business because the
team felt like there were different rules for different people.”

For many entrepreneurs, the guilt associated with letting go of underperforming family

members or friends is overwhelming. AIW Participant 8, owner of Maquis Elegance, shared,



67

“Firing my cousin was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

1t felt like I was betraying my family. But keeping him on board

was hurting the business and creating resentment among other

employees who were working twice as hard.”

These experiences highlight the emotional toll of managing family dynamics within a

professional setting. The expectation to provide employment opportunities as a form of support

often clashes with the realities of running a competitive business. Entrepreneurs find themselves

navigating not just the operational challenges but also the cultural and emotional expectations tied

to their decisions. Through their resilience and adaptability, these women demonstrate that it is

possible to honor cultural values while maintaining business integrity. Their stories serve as

powerful examples of the complexities immigrant entrepreneurs face and the strength it takes to

lead with both heart and strategy.

Table 13: Illustrative Quotes for Bonding Social Network as a Limiting Force

Key Insight
Community
expectations VvS.
business innovation

Balancing tradition
and expansion

Family pressures on
hiring & decision-
making

Impact on innovation

Business
inefficiencies due to
family loyalty

Illustrative Quotes

“I wanted to modernize, but my community said, 'This is not real
Ghanaian food."” - AIW Participant 10 “When [ tried to introduce
fusion dishes, my family said I was forgetting my roots.” - ASIW
Participant 1

“It felt like I had to choose—keep my traditional customers happy or
try to expand.” - AIW Participant 10 “People thought I was selling out
because I wanted to appeal to non-Korean customers.” - Ming

“In my family, when one person succeeds, everyone must benefit. I had
to hire my cousins, my in-laws, even when they weren’t the best fit.” -
AIW Participant 1 “I felt obligated to hire relatives, even when they
weren’t qualified.” - AIW Participant 1

“They said I was ‘diluting’ our culture. But I wasn’t trying to erase
anything; I was adding to it. Why can’t we celebrate both the old and
the new?” - ASIW Participant 1 “Innovation was seen as a threat to
our cultural identity.” - Amira

“One of my relatives was terrible with customers, but I couldn’t fire
him without causing family drama.” - AIW Participant 1 “Managing
unqualified family members created more stress than help.” - AIW
Participant 9
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V.1.4 Work-Life Balance and the Pressure of Entrepreneurial Fulfillment

For African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs , balancing entrepreneurship with family
responsibilities, cultural expectations, and personal well-being was a major challenge.
Unlike Asian Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs and Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs who often
had more flexibility or structured support, African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs had
to navigate social obligations that placed family and community needs above personal fulfillment.
This section explores how African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs attempted to manage their
work-life balance by exploring eight diverse participant experiences, highlighting both success
stories and ongoing struggles.

For AIW Participant 3, opening Habib’s Vegan Café, an authentic Ethiopian restaurant, was her
dream. But no matter how many hours she put into her business, her domestic responsibilities
never changed.

“I would come home exhausted after a 12-hour of running my

restaurant, but my mother-in-law would say, ‘The house is dirty. A

woman must keep a clean home.’ I was running two full-time jobs.”

AIW Participant 3°s’s experience reveals how deeply ingrained gender expectations place
dual burdens on immigrant women entrepreneurs, forcing them to maintain domestic roles
regardless of their professional commitments. AIW Participant 3’s’s husband, who worked in
corporate America, was never expected to help with housework or childcare. Despite earning more
money through her business, she was still expected to cook, clean, and care for the family.

“My husband supported my business, but only if it didn’t interfere with
my ‘real’ duties. If I came home late, I was neglecting my role as a wife

)

and mother.’
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This highlights how entrepreneurial success is often conditional upon maintaining
traditional family roles, limiting women's autonomy in prioritizing their businesses. African
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs often had to meet high family expectations, balancing business
with unpaid domestic labor, which limited their ability to fully focus on business growth.

When AIW Participant 7 a South African and Owner of Ubuntu Table, Atlanta
started Ubuntu Table, she thought she was building her own business—until she realized that, in
the eyes of her family, her success belonged to everyone.

“In my family, when one person succeeds, everyone must benefit. [ had

to hire my cousins, my in-laws, even when they weren’t the best fit.”
AIW Participant 7 's story illustrates how familial expectations shape business decisions, often
compelling entrepreneurs to prioritize kinship ties over operational efficiency. She struggled
to separate business from family obligations, as many African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs
feel pressured to employ family members—even at the cost of efficiency.

“One of my relatives was terrible with customers, but I couldn’t fire

him without causing family drama.”

This underscores the emotional cost of balancing professional standards with familial
harmony in tight-knit immigrant networks. Bonding social network provided African Immigrant
Women Entrepreneurs with initial business support, but family obligations often limited their
decision-making power. African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs often felt a deep responsibility
to prove themselves, making slowing down or stepping away from their business difficult.

For AIW Participant 8 (Ivory Coast | Owner of Maquis Elegance, Atlanta) success was never just

about her personal ambition, it was about representing her entire community.
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“I feel like I carry the weight of all African women on my shoulders. If
1 fail, people will say, ‘See? African women can’t run businesses.’”

This reflects how perceived communal scrutiny intensifies self-imposed work pressures,
pushing women toward unsustainable work habits. AIW Participant 8’s words capture the
collective pressure placed on African immigrant women entrepreneurs to succeed not only for
themselves but as representatives of their community. This collective responsibility made failure
unthinkable, which increased stress and pressure to overwork.

“I work 16-hour days, not because I have to, but because I don’t want
anyone to think I’'m not serious. I can’t afford to be seen as weak.”

African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs faced cultural resistance when trying to
innovate, as their success was sometimes measured by their ability to maintain tradition rather than
break new ground.

A Kenyan and owner of AIW Participant 4’s Roots & Soul Fusion, Atlanta, Amira Said —
"My Community Wanted Me to Stay in My Lane" When AIW Participant 4’s tried to expand her
business froma casual Kenyan restaurant to an upscale fine-dining restaurant, she
faced unexpected resistance from her own community.

“People told me, ‘Kenyan food is not meant for fine dining.’ I was
accused of trying to be ‘too Western.’”

AIW Participant 4’s’s experience reveals how innovation can be perceived as cultural
deviation, creating barriers for entrepreneurs seeking to elevate traditional cuisines. She realized

that innovation was sometimes discouraged within her bonding social networks, as sticking to

traditional expectations was seen as a way to preserve culture.
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“I had to decide whether to follow my vision or stay where my
community was comfortable.”

This decision point illustrates the trade-offs immigrant women entrepreneurs face between
cultural loyalty and personal ambition. One of the most unexpected findings of this study is the
way bonding social networks, traditionally seen as entrepreneurial assets, evolve into hidden
constraints on business innovation and growth for immigrant women entrepreneurs. Participants
described how close community ties, initially critical for emotional support, startup capital, and
operational labor, gradually imposed subtle pressures that hindered strategic decision-making.
Cultural expectations to hire within the community, offer discounted services, and maintain
traditional business practices created tensions between loyalty and market competitiveness. Unlike
native-born women entrepreneurs, who reported greater autonomy and flexibility within their
networks, immigrant women often navigated these obligations with limited freedom to adapt or
scale their businesses. This paradox, where support systems become mechanisms of restraint—
complicates conventional assumptions about the uniformly positive role of social networks in

entrepreneurship

Table 14: Illustrative Quotes for Work-Life Balance and the Pressure of Entrepreneurial
Fulfillment

Key Insight Ilustrative Quotes

Family expectations “/ would come home exhausted after a 12-hour shift, but my mother-in-

and gender roles law would say, ‘The house is dirty. A woman must keep a clean
home.’” - Bayo “My husband supported my business, but only if it

didn’t interfere with my ‘real’ duties.” - Fatou Bayo “Even after
earning more money, I was still expected to cook, clean, and care for
the family.” - AIW Participant 1
Balancing business “It’s not just my business, it’s the whole family’s. I had to hire my
with unpaid cousins, my in-laws, even when they weren’t the best fit.” - AIW
domestic labor Participant 1 “One of my relatives was terrible with customers, but 1
couldn’t fire him without causing family drama.” - AIW Participant 1



72

Emotional pressure “I feel like I carry the weight of all African women on my shoulders. If
to succeed for the [ fail, people will say, ‘See? African women can’t run businesses.’” -

community AIW Participant 8 “I work 16-hour days, not because I have to, but
because I don’t want anyone to think I'm not serious.” - AIW
Participant 8

Resistance to “People told me, ‘Sudanese food is not meant for fine dining.’ I was

innovation due to accused of trying to be ‘too Western.”” - Amira Said “I had to decide

community whether to follow my vision or stay where my community was

expectations comfortable.” - Amira Said

V.2 Bridging Social Network

For African immigrant women entrepreneurs, Asian immigrant women entrepreneurs, and
native-born women entrepreneurs, bridging social is a critical factor in business expansion and
sustainability. However, cultural nuances and gatekeeping shape how effectively these
entrepreneurs navigate professional relationships, build credibility, and integrate into mainstream
entrepreneurial networks. The following narratives illustrate how cultural nuances and gatekeeping
influence the ability to secure investors, gain industry recognition, and establish professional

networks that foster business growth.

V.2.1 Cultural Norms Around Self-Promotion and Assertiveness

For some entrepreneurs, bridging social capital was a skill they had to learn through trial
and error, while for others, cultural norms made it difficult to navigate Western-style business
networking. Their stories reveal a hidden set of cultural barriers that shaped their access to funding,
mentorship, and visibility.
AIW Participant 5 — "Speaking Highly of Myself Felt Wrong"

When AIW Participant 5 moved from Lagos to Atlanta, she was a natural host, an excellent
cook, and deeply connected within the Nigerian community. But when it came to pitching her

business to investors, she found herself struggling to promote her own success.
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“Back home, we are taught that your work should speak for you.
Bragging is seen as arrogance. But in business here, I quickly realized
that if I didn’’t talk about my achievements, no one else would.”

In professional networking spaces, AIW Participant 5 often undersold herself, assuming
that investors and industry leaders would recognize her potential on their own. This was a stark
contrast to her native-born counterparts, who had been raised in a culture where self-advocacy was
encouraged from an early age.

“I attended a pitch event, and I saw how the American women
introduced themselves. ‘I built a six-figure business from scratch.’ ‘I
scaled my company in three years.’ They were confident. Meanwhile, 1
was just saying, ‘I run a restaurant in Atlanta.’ I was playing small.”

ASIW Participant 1, the owner of Golden Wok Fusion, reflects on her experience
navigating these cultural nuances:

“I am the owner and head chef of Golden Wok Fusion, where I wanted
to blend traditional Chinese flavors with modern culinary techniques.
But stepping into business networking spaces here in the U.S. felt like
entering a completely different world. In China, humility is highly
valued; you don’t openly boast about your achievements. But here, if
you don’t talk about your success, it’s almost like it doesn’t exist.”

ASIW Participant 1’s struggle with self-promotion is a recurring theme among immigrant
women entrepreneurs, especially those from cultures where modesty and humility are deeply
ingrained.

She elaborated on how this cultural dissonance affected her business growth:
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“It made me hesitant to experiment with fusion dishes at first because 1
worried about how both traditionalists from my community and the
broader customer base would react. In networking events, I found
myself downplaying my achievements, while others confidently shared
their milestones. That contrast made me realize I had to find a
balance—respecting my cultural values while also adapting to new
norms.”

"Networking in the U.S. Felt Superficial" — ASIW Participant 6

For ASIW Participant 6, a Vietnamese and Owner of Pho & Beyond, Atlanta
building relationships was second nature in Vietnam, where business was deeply personal. But in
the U.S., she struggled with the fast-paced, transactional nature of networking.

“Back home, if you want to do business with someone, you take time to
build trust first. Here, people meet you once and expect you to
immediately sign a deal.”

ASIW Participant 6 learned that in American business culture, quick connections and
confident first impressions mattered more than long-term trust. This clashed with her cultural
approach to business relationships, making it difficult for her to secure supplier partnerships and
investor confidence.

“In Vietnam, the people you do business with are people you know.

’

Here, I had to learn to trust strangers.’

V.3  The Hidden Rules of Networking: Who Speaks, Who Listens, and Who Gets In

"I Had a Playbook They Didn’t Have" — NBW Participant 1
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Unlike AIW Participant 5 and ASIW Participant 6, NBW Participant 1Native-born
American and Owner of Southern Roots, Atlanta had been raised in a culture where networking
was second nature. As a white, native-born entrepreneur from a family of business owners,
she understood the unspoken rules of professional networking early on.

“I grew up watching my father work the room at business events. I knew
when to shake hands, when to laugh at someone’s joke, when to
casually mention my restaurant’s success in a way that didn’t sound
desperate.”

For NBW Participant 1, bridging social capital was a skill she had absorbed from
childhood. When she attended industry events, she already knew many of the investors and food
critics personally.

“I realized that some of the immigrant women I met at networking
events were just as talented as me—if not more. But they weren’t getting
the same recognition because they didn’t know how to ‘sell themselves’
the way I did.”

Native-born entrepreneurs often had an advantage in accessing bridging social capital
simply because they had grown up immersed in the cultural norms of Western networking.

"Male Investors Expected Me to Be Less Assertive” — AIW Participant 10
AIW Participant 10, a Ghanaian and the owner of Taste of Accra, Atlanta, had worked hard to

position her Ghanaian restaurant as a fine dining experience. Still, she soon realized that gender

and cultural expectations shaped how investors responded to her.
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“In Ghana, women are respected in business, but we are also expected

to be soft-spoken. The moment I started pushing back in investor

meetings, I noticed that the men in the room became uncomfortable.”

AIW Participant 10 found that when she was assertive, investors saw her as aggressive.

But when she was more soft-spoken, they saw her as lacking confidence.

“A white male entrepreneur can walk into a meeting and be bold. But

when [ did the same thing, I was told to be more ‘collaborative’ in my

approach.”

Cultural gender expectations made it difficult for African Immigrant Women Enrepreneurs

to navigate investor relationships, where assertiveness was often expected but not always

welcomed when coming from African or Asian women.

Table 15: Illustrative Quotes for Cultural Nuances as a Factor in Bridging Social Capital

Key Insight
Struggles with
self-promotion

Difficulty
adapting to
Western
networking
Differences in
business
relationship-
building

Access to
unspoken
networking rules

Illustrative Quotes

“Back home, we are taught that your work should speak for you. Bragging
is seen as arrogance.” - AIW Participant 5 “In China, humility is highly
valued; you don’t openly boast about your achievements.” - ASIW
Participant 1

“I attended a pitch event, and I saw how the American women introduced
themselves. They were confident. Meanwhile, I was just saying, ‘I run a
restaurant in Atlanta.’” - AIW Participant 5 “Networking here felt like
entering a different world.” - ASIW Participant 1

“Back home, if you want to do business with someone, you take time to
build trust first. Here, people meet you once and expect you to immediately
sign a deal.” - ASIW Participant 6 “In Vietnam, the people you do
business with are people you know. Here, I had to learn to trust
strangers.” - ASIW Participant 6

“I grew up watching my father work the room at business events. I knew
when to shake hands, when to laugh at someone’s joke, when to casually
mention my success.” - NBW Participant 1 “Some of the immigrant
women I met were just as talented as me—if not more. But they weren’t
getting the same recognition because they didn’t know how to ‘sell
themselves’ the way I did.” - NBW Participant 1
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Cultural and “In Ghana, women are respected in business, but we are also expected to
gender bias in be soft-spoken. The moment I started pushing back in investor meetings,
networking the men in the room became uncomfortable.” - AIW Participant 10 “4

white male entrepreneur can walk into a meeting and be bold. But when [
did the same thing, I was told to be more ‘collaborative.’” - AIW
Participant 10

V.4  Strategies to Overcome These Limitations
Navigating the complex challenges of balancing entrepreneurship with family
expectations, cultural norms, and societal pressures requires resilience, adaptability, and strategic
decision-making for African immigrant women entrepreneurs. Despite the significant barriers they
face—from rigid gender roles and overwhelming family obligations to community expectations
that often stifle innovation—these women employ a range of strategies to reclaim their autonomy,
grow their businesses, and achieve personal fulfillment. This section draws from the rich narratives
of diverse participants to illustrate the various approaches they have adopted to overcome these
limitations.
AIW Participant 1, owner of Eko Luxe, recognized early on that success in her business
required more than hard work; it required redefining her role within her family.
“I had to set boundaries, even if it made people uncomfortable. My
family expected me to be available 24/7, but I realized that if I didn’t
protect my time, my business would suffer.”
This realization did not come without challenges. AIW Participant 1 faced resistance from

relatives who viewed her dedication to her business as neglectful. However, she persisted, learning

to prioritize her well-being and professional goals without the burden of guilt.
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“I started saying no to unnecessary family obligations. At first, there
was pushback, but eventually, they understood that my business was
important too.”

For some entrepreneurs, choosing oneself meant making difficult personal decisions. AIW
Participant 5, owner of Golden Flavor Catering, described her struggle with traditional gender
roles.

“I realized that I was living my life based on what others expected of
me—as a wife, a mother, a daughter-in-law. Choosing myself was the
hardest decision, but it was the best thing I ever did.”

AIW Participant 5 decided to delegate household responsibilities, investing more time in
her business. This shift allowed her to grow Golden Flavor Catering into one of Atlanta’s most
popular Senegalese restaurants.

“I hired help for the house and stopped feeling guilty about it. My
success doesn’t mean I'm neglecting my family, it means I'm creating
a better future for them.”
AIW Participant 8, owner of Maquis Elegance, found solace and growth through mentorship.
“Mentorship changed everything for me. I found women who had
faced similar challenges and figured out how to navigate them. Their
advice was invaluable.”
Through mentorship programs and professional associations, AIW Participant 8 gained

insights into business management, marketing, and leadership—skills she had not accessed within

her traditional networks.
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“I learned that I didn’t have to do it all alone. Having someone to call
when things got tough made a huge difference.”

Expanding professional networks beyond cultural communities also proved
transformative. AIW Participant 7 shared,

“At first, I only connected with people from my Nigerian background.
But I realized that to grow, I needed diverse perspectives. I started
attending industry events and workshops, even if I was the only African
woman in the room.”

AIW Participant 7 ’s willingness to step outside her comfort zone opened doors to
collaborations, investors, and new customer bases.

“It wasn’t easy. I faced bias and had to prove myself more than others.
But every connection I made helped me grow, both personally and
professionally.”

AIW Participant 10, owner of Taste of Accra, redefined success beyond financial
achievements. “For a long time, I thought success was about making money. But I realized that
true success is about freedom—freedom to make decisions, to be creative, to live life on my terms.”
AIW Participant 10 shifted her business model to focus on sustainability and work-life balance,
even if it meant slower growth.

“I stopped comparing myself to others. My business might not be the
biggest, but it reflects my values, and that’s what matters most.”

AIW Participant 5, an entrepreneur from Nigeria, struggled with societal expectations that

dictated how a 'successful' businesswoman should operate.
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“Everyone had an opinion about what I should do—expand faster,
open more locations, make more money. But none of that felt right to
me.”
AIW Participant 5 decided to follow her instincts, focusing on creating a business that
aligned with her passions and lifestyle.
“I defined my own path. My business reflects who I am, not what
others think I should be.”
For many, technology became a powerful tool for overcoming barriers. AIW Participant 9,
owner of The Baobab Table, shared,
“Running a restaurant is demanding, but using technology helped me
manage operations remotely. I could be present for my family while
still keeping an eye on the business.”
AIW Participant 9 adopted digital tools for inventory management, customer engagement,
and financial tracking, which streamlined her workload and improved efficiency.
“Technology gave me the flexibility I needed. It allowed me to work
smarter, not harder.”
ASIW Participant 2 emphasized the power of innovation in breaking free from cultural
limitations.
“People expected me to stick to traditional recipes, but I wanted to
create something new. Innovation helped me break free from those
expectations and build a brand that was truly mine.”

ASIW Participant 2’s creative approach to cuisine attracted a diverse clientele and

positioned her as a leader in Atlanta’s food scene.
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“Innovation isn’t just about business, it’s about personal growth. It’s
about challenging yourself to see beyond what you've been taught.”

Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs also shared strategies that highlighted the role of early
exposure to entrepreneurial environments and systemic advantages. NBW Participant 1, owner of
Hearth & Vine, reflected on her upbringing,

“I grew up in a family of entrepreneurs. I learned early how to network,
how to pitch an idea, and how to negotiate. It gave me a head start.”

NBW Participant 1 leveraged her established networks to secure funding and mentorship,
emphasizing the importance of access to resources.

“Having people who believed in me from the start made a big difference.
I didn’t have to prove my worth as much because the groundwork was
already laid.”

NBW Participant 8, another native-born entrepreneur, focused on mentorship and peer
support.

“Surrounding myself with like-minded women has been my biggest
strategy. We share advice, support each other’s ventures, and create
opportunities together.”

NBW Participant 8’s emphasis on collaboration over competition reflects a strategic shift
in how women entrepreneurs build supportive ecosystems.

For many Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs, work-life balance strategies included flexible work
arrangements and a strong emphasis on mental health. NBW Participant 9 shared,
“I learned to delegate early. Trusting my team allowed me to focus on

growth without burning out.”
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Her approach underscores the importance of leadership development and creating

sustainable business models.

The stories of Immigrant and native-born women entrepreneurs illustrate that overcoming

cultural, familial, and societal limitations requires more than just hard work. It involves strategic

choices, resilience, and a commitment to personal growth. Whether through setting boundaries,

leveraging professional networks, redefining success, embracing technology, or prioritizing

mental health, these women demonstrate that success is multifaceted and deeply personal. Their

experiences offer valuable lessons for aspiring entrepreneurs, policymakers, and communities

aiming to support women in business. By sharing their journeys, these women pave the way for

others and redefine what it means to succeed in entrepreneurship.

Table 16: Illustrative Quotes for Strategies to Overcome These Limitations

Key Insight

Setting boundaries
within family and
business

Redefining gender
roles and expectations

Leveraging
mentorship and
professional networks

Expanding beyond
cultural business
networks

Illustrative Quotes

“I had to set boundaries, even if it made people uncomfortable. My
family expected me to be available 24/7, but I realized that if I didn’t
protect my time, my business would suffer.” - AIW Participant 1 “/
started saying no to unnecessary family obligations. At first, there
was pushback, but eventually, they understood that my business was
important too.” - AIW Participant 1

“I realized that I was living my life based on what others expected of
me—as a wife, a mother, a daughter-in-law. Choosing myself was the
hardest decision, but it was the best thing I ever did.” - AIW
Participant 7 “I hired help for the house and stopped feeling guilty
about it. My success doesn’t mean I’'m neglecting my family; it means
I’m creating a better future for them.” - AIW Participant 7
“Mentorship changed everything for me. I found women who had
faced similar challenges and figured out how to navigate them. Their
advice was invaluable.” - AIW Participant 8 “I learned that I didn’t
have to do it all alone. Having someone to call when things got tough
made a huge difference.” - AIW Participant 8

“At first, I only connected with people from my Sudanese
background. But [ realized that to grow, [ needed diverse
perspectives. 1 started attending industry events and workshops, even
if I was the only African woman in the room.” - ASIW Participant
6 “It wasn'’t easy. I faced bias and had to prove myself more than
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others. But every connection I made helped me grow, both personally
and professionally.” - ASIW Participant 6

Defining success on “For a long time, I thought success was about making money. But [

their own terms realized that true success is about freedom—freedom to make
decisions, to be creative, to live life on my terms.” — AIW Participant
3 “I stopped comparing myself to others. My business might not be
the biggest, but it reflects my values, and that’s what matters most.” -
AIW Participant 3

Innovation and “Running a restaurant is demanding, but using technology helped me

embracing technology manage operations remotely. I could be present for my family while
still keeping an eye on the business.” - AIW Participant
9 “Technology gave me the flexibility I needed. It allowed me to work
smarter, not harder.” - AIW Participant 9

Leveraging early “I grew up in a family of entrepreneurs. I learned early how to
exposure to network, how to pitch an idea, and how to negotiate. It gave me a
entrepreneurship head start.” - NBW Participant 1 “Having people who believed in me
from the start made a big difference. I didn’t have to prove my worth
as much because the groundwork was already laid.” - NBW

Participant 1

V.5 Typology of Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs

The findings of this study reveal that Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs navigate social
networks in dynamic and evolving ways, shaping their access to financial resources, market
opportunities, and business autonomy. While bonding social networks often provide initial
support, they can also impose constraints that limit scalability and institutional access. Conversely,
bridging social networks facilitate external integration but remain difficult to attain due to systemic
barriers linked to race, gender, and immigrant status.

To capture these dynamics, I developed a typology that conceptualizes immigrant women
entrepreneurs’ networking behaviors as dynamic pathways rather than fixed categories. This
typology identifies three primary zones: Bound by Bonds, Hybrid Navigators, and Bridge Builders.
It recognizes that entrepreneurs may move fluidly between these zones as their social capital
strategies evolve in response to opportunities, challenges, and shifts in personal and professional

circumstances.
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The typology offers a nuanced understanding of how social capital both empowers and
constrains entrepreneurial success. By illustrating how entrepreneurs navigate and transition
across different relational zones, this framework provides a foundation for targeted interventions
that support sustainable and scalable business growth.

To better capture the dynamic nature of immigrant women entrepreneurs’ social networks,
this study conceptualizes bonding and bridging ties along a fluid continuum, acknowledging that

some relationships evolve over time or simultaneously serve multiple roles

Bridge Builders

Actively transition
to bridging
networks through
mentorship and
digital tools

Hybrid

Bound by Bonds Navigators

Maintain strong
< = community ties but
selectively build
external networks
for growth

Rely heavily on
bonding networks,
face constraints on
growth and
autonomy

Figure 1: Typology of Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs
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VI DISCUSSION

This chapter presents a discussion of the study’s key findings, linking them to the research
questions and situating them within the broader academic literature. The findings provide insights
into how African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs, Asian Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs, and
Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs navigate social capital, financial accessibility, and cultural
expectations in shaping their business trajectories. The discussion examines these findings in
relation to established theories, offering contributions to the literature on immigrant
entrepreneurship, gender, and social capital. This chapter also considers the practical implications
of these findings for policymakers, financial institutions, and entrepreneurial support
organizations. The study’s limitations are acknowledged, and recommendations for future research
are proposed. The chapter concludes with a summation of the study’s main arguments and broader

reflections on the significance of the findings.

VI.1 Summary of Findings

While social capital has been widely recognized as a key resource in entrepreneurship,
limited attention has been paid to its role in shaping the experiences of Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs in the United States. This study addresses this gap by examining how Immigrant
Women Entrepreneurs perceive the role of social capital in their entrepreneurial success, how this
role differs in comparison to Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs, and what strategies Immigrant
Women Entrepreneurs adopt to navigate the constraints of social capital to achieve sustainable
entrepreneurial success. Given the increasing prominence of immigrant women entrepreneurs in
the U.S. economy, understanding how social capital functions as both an asset and a limitation is
critical for both academic and policy discussions. Using a qualitative research design, this study

integrates perspectives from African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs, Asian Immigrant Women
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Entrepreneurs, and Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs to develop a deeper understanding of how
bonding and bridging social capital influence their business experiences. The multi-case approach
strengthens the study’s theoretical foundation by grounding its propositions in diverse empirical
evidence.

Drawing on empirical data from immigrant women entrepreneurs and applying Social
Capital Theory and Intersectionality as conceptual frameworks, this study reveals that while
bonding social capital provides essential early business support, it also imposes significant
constraints that limit entrepreneurial autonomy and market expansion. Bridging social capital,
which could enable greater access to professional networks, financial resources, and institutional
support, remains largely inaccessible to African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs due to systemic
barriers and cultural expectations. Contrary to prior literature that emphasizes the universal
benefits of social capital (Putnam, 2000), this study challenges the assumption that all forms of
social capital lead to positive entrepreneurial outcomes. The findings suggest that bonding social
capital, rather than simply being an asset, can function as a mechanism of control within ethnic

communities, limiting individual agency in business decision-making.

VI.1.1 Research Question 1

The first research question examines how Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs in the United
States perceive the role of social capital in their entrepreneurial success. The findings indicate that
while these entrepreneurs benefit from strong community networks that provide financial and
emotional support in the early stages of business, these same networks create pressures that restrict
autonomy and business growth. These dynamics reflect broader patterns observed in
entrepreneurship research, where family or community-based socioemotional wealth often

constrains strategic decisions and entrepreneurial autonomy (Gu, Lu, & Wong, 2019). This study
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reveals that these networks can impose significant constraints by prioritizing collective interests

over individual entrepreneurial ambitions. Asian Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs, who

frequently leveraged structured transnational business networks to support their growth, African

Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs were primarily dependent on localized community-based

financial and business resources, which often came with expectations of reciprocity. This finding

disrupts the dominant discourse that bonding social capital is always beneficial and instead

highlights the restrictive nature of social obligations within close-knit ethnic networks. The table

below summarizes the key findings in relation to the study’s first research question.

Table 17: Research Question 1, Propositions and Key Findings

Research Question 1

How do Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs in the United
States perceive the role of
social ~ capital in  their
entrepreneurial success?

VI.1.2 Research Question 2

Proposition

1. Overreliance on bonding
social capital fosters business
survival but limits long-term
scalability.

2. Restricted access to
bridging social capital
negatively correlates with

entrepreneurial expansion and
investment opportunities.

Summary of Key Findings

¢ Bonding
creates
obligations
expectations.

e Struggle with balancing
cultural authenticity and
market expansion

e Limited access to bridging

social  capital
community
and

social  capital  restricts
opportunities for
investment, mentorship,
and professional
networking.

e Cultural Nuances as a

Factor in Bridging Social
Capital

The second research question explores how the role of social capital differs for Immigrant

Women Entrepreneurs in comparison to Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs. While scholars have

often framed social capital as a homogeneous construct that benefits all entrepreneurs (Light &
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Gold, 2000), this study challenges this assumption by demonstrating that the function of social
capital varies significantly across different entrepreneurial groups. African Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs were more likely to be constrained by bonding social capital, whereas Asian
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs were able to use transnational networks to access capital and
business resources beyond their immediate communities. Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs, in
contrast, had greater access to institutionalized bridging social capital, which enabled them to
integrate more seamlessly into mainstream business networks. These findings suggest that
previous research has oversimplified the advantages of social capital and overlooked the nuanced
ways in which different immigrant groups experience both its benefits and limitations. The table

below summarizes the key findings in relation to the study’s second research question.

Table 18: Research Question 2, Propositions and Key Findings

Research Question 2 Proposition Summary of Key Findings

How does the perception of
social network differ for
Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs, compared to
Native-Born Women
Entrepreneurs in the United
States?

3. Access to bridging social
capital positively correlates
with mainstream market
integration, favoring Native-
Born Women Entrepreneurs.

e African Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs face stronger

bonding social capital
constraints, while Asian
Immigrant Women

Entrepreneurs benefit from
transnational networks.

e Native-Born Women
Entrepreneurs have greater
access to bridging social
capital, easing mainstream
integration.

e Financial exclusion limits
African Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs' access to
institutional funding.

e Gender expectations shape
networking behaviors,
impacting collaboration and
expansion opportunities.
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VI.1.3 Research Question 3

The third research question examines what strategies Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs
adopt to navigate the constraints of social capital to achieve sustainable entrepreneurial success.
While prior studies suggest that successful entrepreneurs merely “leverage” social capital to their
advantage (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001), this study finds that Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs
must actively resist and restructure their social networks to achieve business sustainability.
Participants described employing strategies such as setting clear boundaries with family and
community members, engaging in professional networks outside their ethnic communities, and
leveraging digital platforms to access customers beyond their immediate circles. These actions
align with broader research showing that external shifts and entrepreneurial agency can transform
network-related disadvantages into strategic opportunities (Zhang & Gu, 2021). These findings
suggest that the ability to transition from bonding to bridging social capital is not simply a matter
of accumulating social ties but requires deliberate efforts to disrupt existing power dynamics
within ethnic networks. The study therefore challenges existing models that assume that immigrant
entrepreneurs passively benefit from social capital and instead emphasizes the agency required to
navigate and reshape these networks. The table below summarizes the key findings in relation to

the study’s third research question.
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Table 19: Research Question 3, Propositions and Key Findings

Research Question 3 Proposition Summary of Key Findings

What strategies can 4. Strategic boundary-setting e Setting  boundaries  in
Immigrant Women = within bonding networks bonding networks enhances
Entrepreneurs  adopt  to enhances decision-making decision-making autonomy.

navigate the constraints of
social network to achieve

autonomy and business
innovation.

e Mentorship and industry
networks improve access to

sustainable  entreprencurial = 5. Leveraging  digital bridging social capital.
success? networking and mentorship o Digital platforms expand
programs strengthens | market reach beyond ethnic

bridging social capital and
increases business
sustainability.

communities.
e Defining success personally
reduces social pressure and

supports sustainability.

To further synthesize the findings addressing research question 3, I developed a conceptual
framework (Figure 2) that illustrates how immigrant women engage with social capital to navigate
entrepreneurial success. Grounded in Social Capital Theory and Intersectionality Theory, this
framework highlights the nonlinear movement between bonding and bridging social capital,
illustrating how entrepreneurs transition between these forms while encountering structural
barriers and employing adaptive strategies.

This framework demonstrates that the role of social capital is neither entirely beneficial
nor entirely constraining; rather, it operates dynamically, shaping access to resources, financial
opportunities, and market expansion. It identifies key barriers, such as community pressure,
financial exclusion, cultural constraints, and industry gatekeeping, which restrict immigrant
women ability to leverage social capital for business growth. It also presents strategic pathways,
including selective engagement with bonding networks, strategic business alliances, digital market
expansion, mentorship, and financial adaptation, as mechanisms that enable entrepreneurs to

overcome these constraints.
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By conceptualizing immigrant women entrepreneurial trajectories through this lens, this
study challenges the assumption that social capital is inherently beneficial (Portes, 1998; Coleman,
1988) and instead highlights its intersectional complexities in shaping business outcomes. The
framework serves as a foundation for understanding how immigrant women navigate social capital
constraints and offers insights for policies and interventions that promote equitable entrepreneurial

SucCCess.

[ Bonding Social Networks ]

Supportive but ially restrictiv

Resource-rich but often inaccessible

[ Bridging Social Networks ]

Intersectional Barriers
gender, immigration status, and race

Strategic Responses
I boundary-setting, digital tools, I
mentorship I

Entrepreneurial Outcome
autonomy, business growth,
personal fulfilment

Figure 2: Conceptual Framework: Social Capital, Intersectionality, and Entrepreneurial
Success

The findings of this study reveal that immigrant women experience both the enabling and
constraining effects of social capital, shaped by their intersecting identities of race, gender, and
immigrant status. While bonding social capital provides initial business support, it can also impose
limitations due to community expectations and financial exclusion. Conversely, bridging social
capital offers pathways to entrepreneurial growth but remains difficult to access due to cultural
constraints and industry gatekeeping. Participants' overlapping social identities directly influenced

their ability to form and leverage external networks. For example, African immigrant women often
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described being excluded from mainstream business associations despite proactive outreach, while
some Asian immigrant women encountered more conditional acceptance that was dependent on
conformity to dominant cultural norms. These patterns among Asian immigrant women align with
research on the "bamboo ceiling," a term describing the systemic limitations placed on Asian
professionals seeking leadership opportunities in U.S. contexts (Hyun, 2005).

These patterns illustrate how race, gender, and immigrant status interacted to shape
networking opportunities and constraints. The barriers encountered by participants were not
simply present or absent, but varied in magnitude. Women facing compounded visible markers of
difference such as racial minority status combined with strong immigrant accents experienced
deeper exclusion compared to those whose differences were perceived as less threatening or more
assimilable. Recognizing these gradations provides a more nuanced understanding of how

intersectionality operates in entrepreneurial ecosystems.

VI.2 Theoretical Reflection on Intersectionality and Social Networks

Building on the empirical findings, this section engages with Social Capital Theory and
Intersectionality Theory to interpret how immigrant women entrepreneurs' experiences reveal both
the empowering and constraining dynamics of social networks. It highlights how overlapping
social identities shaped access to resources and market opportunities, and how the barriers
encountered varied not just by group, but in intensity based on compounded visible markers of
race, gender, and immigrant status.

While prior research often portrays social capital as a universal enabler of entrepreneurial
success (Putnam, 2000; Light & Gold, 2000), the findings of this study reveal that access to, and
the effectiveness of, social networks are significantly shaped by intersectional factors. Participants'

overlapping social identities directly influenced their ability to form and leverage external
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networks. African immigrant women entrepreneurs who bore visible racial markers and strong
immigrant accents encountered steeper barriers to accessing bridging social capital, even when
they engaged in proactive outreach efforts. In contrast, some Asian immigrant women described
receiving limited access to external networks, but often contingent on their ability to conform to
dominant cultural norms. These patterns reflect how intersectional identities do not simply add
barriers, but compound and reshape the very structure of networking possibilities.

The experiences of Asian immigrant women entrepreneurs in this study also align with
existing research on the "bamboo ceiling," a term that describes the systemic barriers Asian
professionals face in reaching leadership and decision-making positions despite high educational
and professional achievements (Hyun, 2005). Participants' accounts revealed that while some
access to bridging social capital was possible, it was often limited by expectations of conformity,
subtle racial stereotyping, and institutional biases that restricted full participation in mainstream
business networks. This reinforces the idea that bridging capital is not equally accessible to all
entrepreneurs, even among groups that may outwardly appear better positioned for professional
integration.

This study reveals that immigrant women entrepreneurs are not categorically excluded
from bridging networks, but rather face magnitude-based barriers that require heightened levels of
effort to gain access, visibility, and legitimacy. These women must continuously perform beyond
expectation, adapt their communication to dominant norms, and strategically suppress or
repackage aspects of their cultural identity to be perceived as credible. This aligns with the concept
of the "bamboo ceiling" (Hyun, 2005), which describes the invisible yet rigid cultural and
institutional barriers faced by Asian professionals in leadership contexts. Rather than outright

exclusion, participants described experiences akin to a steep, friction-filled incline, technically
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navigable, but disproportionately challenging. These magnitude-based constraints echo findings
by Chow (2016), who argues that immigrant entrepreneurs must navigate intensified scrutiny and
diminished trust in mainstream networks. Participants in this study experienced similar dynamics:
native-born women described networks as informal and fluid, while immigrant women perceived
access as guarded, institutionalized, and conditional. These findings suggest that bridging
networks are accessible in theory, but in practice they are structured in ways that preserve privilege
and reproduce inequality. Recognizing these gradient exclusions sharpens our understanding of
how intersectional identities complicate access to entrepreneurial opportunity.The findings also
demonstrate that barriers to entrepreneurial resources and networks were not uniform across
participants, but varied in magnitude based on the degree to which visible and linguistic differences
were perceived. Women navigating multiple marginalized identities such as being visibly African,
female, and non-native English speakers, experienced the sharpest exclusion from institutional
networks, mentorship opportunities, and financial capital. By contrast, participants whose visible
identities were perceived as closer to dominant cultural norms, such as lighter-skinned Asian
immigrant women, sometimes encountered less intense or conditional forms of exclusion. These
gradients underscore the need to move beyond categorical assessments of social capital access and
instead adopt an intersectional lens that captures the layered and differential experiences of
immigrant women entrepreneurs.

This deeper engagement with Intersectionality Theory and the "bamboo ceiling" literature
advances existing research by illustrating that social network advantages are not equally available,
and that systemic barriers are stratified not only across racial and gendered lines but within them.
These dynamics complicate traditional assumptions within Social Capital Theory that increased

network ties inevitably lead to greater entrepreneurial success. Instead, they highlight the
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contingent and often conditional nature of social capital for immigrant women entrepreneurs

operating within U.S. business ecosystems.

VI.3 Contributions to Theory

Building on the theoretical reflections outlined above, this study advances existing
literature on social capital, immigrant entrepreneurship, and gendered entrepreneurial experiences.
Rather than treating social capital as a uniformly positive asset, the findings reveal its complex,
intersectional nature — highlighting how it can both enable and constrain entrepreneurial success
depending on the interplay of race, gender, immigrant status, and systemic structures. This section
outlines the key theoretical contributions that emerge from the study’s findings and conceptual
framework.

One of the most unexpected findings of this study was that bonding social capital,
traditionally seen as an asset in entrepreneurial research, often became a source of constraint and
control for immigrant women entrepreneurs. Rather than simply supporting early business growth,
close community ties imposed expectations around pricing, hiring, and business expansion that
limited entrepreneurial autonomy and innovation. Additionally, the study revealed that bridging
social capital was not equally accessible to all entrepreneurs, even among those who actively
sought to expand their networks. Structural barriers tied to race, gender, and immigrant status
restricted access to external opportunities, challenging assumptions in prior research that
entrepreneurial network expansion is primarily a matter of individual agency. These findings
complicate existing models of immigrant entrepreneurship and social capital by demonstrating that
social networks are not neutral assets, but contextually shaped, dynamic structures that can

simultaneously empower and constrain entrepreneurial success.
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While prior research has acknowledged that social capital can impose constraints or
exclusions (Portes, 1998; Woolcock, 1998), these discussions have often remained at a general
level. This study builds on and extends these foundations by offering an intersectional analysis
that shows how race, gender, immigrant status, and systemic barriers compound to shape the
advantages and limitations of social capital among immigrant women entrepreneurs. Rather than
treating social capital as uniformly beneficial or detrimental, this research emphasizes its dynamic
and context-dependent nature, offering a more differentiated and nuanced contribution to the field.
Specifically, this study contributes to theory in four key ways:

First, it extends Social Capital Theory by demonstrating that the transition from bonding
to bridging social capital is not merely a function of entrepreneurial effort but is deeply constrained
by systemic barriers, cultural obligations, and financial dependencies. Previous literature has
suggested that entrepreneurs must "leverage" social capital to gain business advantages
(Kloosterman & Rath, 2001); however, this study shows that immigrant women entrepreneurs
often struggle to move beyond bonding social capital due to expectations within their ethnic
communities and exclusion from mainstream networks.

Second, this research critiques prevailing models of immigrant entrepreneurship that
assume uniform access to social capital across different ethnic groups. While prior studies have
emphasized the role of ethnic networks in facilitating business success (Aldrich & Waldinger,
1990), this study highlights the differentiated experiences of African and Asian immigrant women
entrepreneurs compared to Native-born women entrepreneurs, emphasizing the need for a more
nuanced understanding of how social capital operates across diverse groups.

Third, this study advances gender and entrepreneurship research by illustrating how

cultural expectations around gender roles intersect with social capital to shape entrepreneurial
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trajectories. Prior research on women entrepreneurs has focused on gendered barriers to leadership
and investment (Ahl, 2006; Welter, 2011), but has paid less attention to how gendered cultural
expectations within bonding networks can constrain immigrant women’s decision-making,
business scaling, and autonomy.

Fourth, this research challenges the assumption that bridging social capital is inherently
accessible to those who seek it. Much of the literature assumes that entrepreneurs can transition to
bridging networks through strategic effort (Granovetter, 1985). This study finds that systemic
biases tied to race, immigrant status, and gender persist even when immigrant women
entrepreneurs attempt to integrate into mainstream business ecosystems, limiting access to

resources, mentorship, and funding despite proactive efforts.

V1.4 Practical Implications
Based on my findings, there are practical implications for Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs,

Investors, and Public Policy as outlined in this section.

V1.4.1 Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs

This study provides Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs with practical insights into
optimizing social capital for business success.

First, my findings highlight the importance of assessing the role of social capital in business
development and recognizing when bonding social capital imposes constraints. While strong
community ties provide essential support, relying too heavily on these networks can limit financial
independence and access to new market opportunities. Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs should
consider setting clear boundaries within their networks to ensure that social expectations do not

interfere with business decision-making or long-term growth.
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Second, I identify strategies that can help Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs transition from
bonding to bridging social capital. Women who actively participate in formal mentorship
programs, engage with professional networks, and join structured business development initiatives
gain improved access to financial resources and institutional support. Entrepreneurs should make
intentional efforts to build relationships beyond their ethnic communities to expand their market
reach and increase their chances of securing business partnerships and funding.

Third, I emphasize the importance of digital tools in overcoming the limitations of social
capital. Many Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs operate in local markets with limited access to
broader industry networks. By leveraging digital platforms such as e-commerce, social media, and
online networking forums, these entrepreneurs can expand their customer base, enhance their
business visibility, and establish professional credibility. Digital engagement allows them to
connect with customers, mentors, and investors in ways that are not constrained by geographic or
cultural boundaries.

Finally, while individual efforts are essential, the ability of Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs to integrate into broader business ecosystems is also shaped by the availability of
institutional support. Many entrepreneurs face barriers in accessing banks, government funding
programs, and mainstream business organizations. Addressing this structural gap requires greater
collaboration between financial institutions, investors, and policymakers to ensure that Immigrant

Women Entrepreneurs are not excluded from critical business resources.

VI1.4.2 Entrepreneurial Support Organizations
Entrepreneurial support organizations play a crucial role in equipping Immigrant Women

Entrepreneurs with the necessary tools to transition from bonding to bridging social capital.
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First, | recommend that these organizations must prioritize culturally responsive initiatives
that directly address the unique challenges faced by Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs. My
findings show that mentorship programs designed specifically for minority women entrepreneurs
enhance their ability to integrate into broader entrepreneurial ecosystems and secure long-term
business partnerships.

Second, I recommend that business incubators and accelerators focus on fostering cross-
cultural engagement. Many Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs operate within closed community
networks, limiting their ability to build relationships with mainstream industry players. My
findings suggest that structured mentorship programs that connect Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs with experienced entrepreneurs from different backgrounds facilitate knowledge
exchange and increase opportunities for collaboration. Creating business incubators that
emphasize inclusive networking and access to industry leaders can significantly improve bridging
social capital.

Third, I emphasize the importance of digital literacy as an essential tool for business
growth. Many Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs struggle to reach broader markets due to
geographic and cultural constraints. My study finds that support organizations should develop
digital training programs focusing on e-commerce, digital branding, and online business
development. By equipping Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs with the skills to leverage digital
tools, these organizations can help them bypass traditional networking barriers and expand their
businesses beyond local ethnic markets.

Finally, I recommend that support organizations should advocate for policies that facilitate
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs’ access to institutional resources. Many of these entrepreneurs

face barriers in entering government business certification programs, corporate supply chains, and
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public-sector funding opportunities. Entrepreneurial support organizations should collaborate with
policymakers to reduce bureaucratic barriers and create direct engagement opportunities between
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs and institutional decision-makers. Strengthening these
connections can provide long-term economic benefits, ensuring that Immigrant Women

Entrepreneurs are not excluded from mainstream business opportunities.

V1.4.3 Financial Institutions &Investors

The findings of my study underscore the urgent need for financial institutions, investors,
and policymakers to rethink how they assess and support African Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs.

First, I challenge the reliance on conventional lending criteria that disadvantage these
entrepreneurs. Many Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs rely on informal lending circles due to
systemic exclusion from traditional financial systems. I argue that financial institutions must adopt
alternative credit assessment models that incorporate communal financial practices, such as
rotating savings groups, to provide more equitable access to funding.

Second, my findings reveal that targeted funding programs must be designed to bridge the
gap between informal and institutional financing. Existing microfinance initiatives provide short-
term relief but do not enable business scalability. I recommend that financial institutions develop
intermediary funding mechanisms, such as flexible loan structures and culturally responsive
financial education programs, that equip Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs with the tools to
transition from small-scale community funding to institutional investment. Additionally,
government-backed financial programs should be structured to accommodate Immigrant Women

Entrepreneurs by reducing barriers related to credit history and collateral.
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Third, I advocate for investors and policymakers to reassess how they evaluate the
scalability of Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs’ business models. My study finds that many
investors perceive African/Asian cuisine and minority-owned businesses as “niche” markets with
limited growth potential, leading to funding disparities. I argue that investment frameworks must
be restructured to recognize the broader economic impact of these businesses and to provide
mentorship-based funding that supports both financial growth and strategic business development.

Fourth, my study underscores the need for policies that support the formalization of
informal financial networks. Many Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs rely on community-based
savings groups that, while beneficial for short-term financial needs, do not provide scalable
funding options. Policymakers should explore ways to integrate these informal lending
mechanisms into formal financial systems, allowing entrepreneurs to build creditworthiness while
maintaining access to culturally familiar financial resources. Additionally, tax incentives should
be introduced to encourage private-sector investment in minority women-owned businesses.

Finally, my findings highlight that Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs struggle to access the
financial and institutional networks that other business groups often take for granted. Many of
these entrepreneurs lack the direct connections needed to build relationships with banks,
government-backed business programs, and large-scale investors. To address this, financial
institutions should implement structured mentorship and outreach programs that facilitate direct
engagement between Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs and institutional decision-makers. Without
these institutional connections, financial disparities will persist, limiting the ability of Immigrant
Women Entrepreneurs to expand beyond their immediate communities.

The next section concludes the dissertation and discusses the limitations and suggests

avenues for future research.
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VII CONCLUSION

Since its inception, the study of social capital in entrepreneurship has focused mainly on
its benefits, often overlooking its constraints. My research challenges this dominant narrative by
demonstrating that while bonding social network provides essential early-stage business support
for Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs, it also imposes limitations that hinder long-term growth,
financial independence, and market expansion. I have shown that the ability to transition from
bonding to bridging social network is not merely a matter of effort but is shaped by systemic
barriers, cultural expectations, and access to institutional resources.

My study sheds light on how social network functions differently for African immigrant
women entrepreneurs, Asian immigrant women entrepreneurs, and native-born women
entrepreneurs. Unlike previous research suggesting that ethnic networks always yield economic
benefits, my findings reveal that for immigrant women entrepreneurs, these networks can act as
both a support system and a constraint. The research also highlights the necessity for targeted
financial interventions, structured mentorship programs, and more inclusive entrepreneurial
ecosystems to assist immigrant women entrepreneurs in accessing bridging social network.

I have also shown that successful immigrant women entrepreneurs do not just depend on
social network; they actively reshape it. Their strategies; including setting boundaries within their
bonding networks, leveraging digital tools, and engaging with formal mentorship programs
provide a roadmap for other entrepreneurs facing similar challenges. These findings highlight the
importance of agency in navigating social networks and challenge the idea that entrepreneurs are
merely passive beneficiaries of their social networks.

While this study highlights the structural barriers that Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs

face, it also provides a hopeful outlook. The resilience, adaptability, and strategic decision-making



103

demonstrated by the women in my study suggest that change is possible. As policymakers,
financial institutions, and business organizations increasingly recognize the importance of
supporting minority women entrepreneurs, my findings provide a foundation for creating more
inclusive and equitable entrepreneurial ecosystems.

Ultimately, my research contributes to a broader discussion about the intersection of
gender, migration, and entrepreneurship. It challenges oversimplified assumptions regarding social
network and offers a deeper, more critical understanding of how immigrant women entrepreneurs
of color navigate complex economic and social environments. Future research can build on my
work to dismantle barriers and create pathways for more equitable economic opportunities by

continuing to investigate these issues.

VII.1 Unanticipated Findings and Implications

As the findings revealed deeper complexities within immigrant women’s entrepreneurial
networks, one particularly unanticipated dynamic emerged, shedding new light on how support
systems evolve, and sometimes constrain over time.

A particularly unexpected and compelling finding of this study is the dual-edged nature of
bonding social networks. While much of the existing literature emphasizes their role in offering
startup resources, emotional resilience, and early legitimacy, the data surfaced a less visible yet
consequential dimension: these very networks can evolve into subtle constraints as businesses
mature. For many immigrant women entrepreneurs, the same community ties that once served as
lifelines became sources of cultural expectation, loyalty pressure, and strategic inertia. These
forces ultimately limited innovation, market expansion, and autonomy.

This paradox complicates the assumption that social capital remains uniformly beneficial

across the entrepreneurial lifecycle. Instead, it suggests that the value of bonding ties is dynamic
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and time-contingent. What supports survival at inception may inhibit growth later, especially when
social obligations begin to override strategic decision-making. Recognizing these hidden
constraints shifts the conversation from merely strengthening ethnic networks to rethinking how
support systems must adapt to entrepreneurs’ evolving needs.

Bridging networks, by contrast, introduced access to broader markets, diverse resources,
and professional legitimacy. Yet they were not free of constraint. Participants reported that
bridging ties demanded cultural code-switching, over-performance to earn trust, and constant
negotiation of identity. These spaces often required them to mute or reframe aspects of their
background to gain credibility. Rather than opening doors effortlessly, bridging networks
presented higher thresholds for entry and carried the pressure of performance without the
emotional cushion of shared identity.

This duality complicates the assumption that bridging ties are inherently liberating or
bonding ties inherently limiting. Both forms of social capital are dynamic, shifting in utility and
burden as businesses evolve. Effective entrepreneurial support systems must therefore recognize
the invisible costs on both sides: the emotional taxation of bonding ties and the credibility labor
demanded by bridging ties. Building inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystems requires more than
simply expanding access to networks; it requires understanding how those networks function, for
whom they function, and at what cost.

Closing Reflection:
Ultimately, this study illuminates that the path to entrepreneurial success is not simply paved by
expanding ties but by navigating, renegotiating, and sometimes redefining the very relationships

that shape opportunity. Future research and practice must move beyond assumptions of static
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social benefits and instead embrace a vision of entrepreneurial ecosystems as living, evolving

structures — spaces where support, identity, and strategy are constantly in dialogue.

VII.2 Limitations and Future Research

My study has limitations, and these constraints provide opportunities for future research to
build upon my findings. First, while I conducted in-depth interviews and observations, the study
primarily relied on participant narratives to explore the role of social capital. Although
observations enriched the findings, they were limited in scope, as they could not capture all the
informal or behind-the-scenes interactions that influence entrepreneurial decision-making. Much
of the social navigation, emotional labor, and strategic relationship-building that immigrant
women entrepreneurs engage in happens off the record, in moments that may not be immediately
visible during short observational windows. Future research could employ a more extended
ethnographic approach, allowing for prolonged engagement with participants in their business
environments to further uncover the nuances of how bonding and bridging social capital shape
entrepreneurial trajectories. This would also help to examine the performative dimensions of
networking and how entrepreneurs curate their presence within various social spheres, both formal
and informal.

Second, my study focused on established Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs who have
successfully navigated some of the barriers associated with bonding and bridging social networks.
While this focus allowed me to examine strategies that enabled entrepreneurial success, it does not
fully capture the experiences of those who have struggled or failed due to social capital constraints.
The voices of women whose ventures did not survive, or who chose to exit entrepreneurship due
to network-related limitations, remain underexplored. Future research could center the stories of

entrepreneurs who face ongoing exclusion from financial resources, professional circles, or local
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markets. A comparative study between successful and struggling entrepreneurs could provide a
more comprehensive understanding of the barriers to social capital transitions and the
psychological toll of social isolation, stigma, or community-driven pressures that often go
unspoken.

Third, while I examined differences in the role of social networks for Immigrant Women
and Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs, my study does not account for variations within these
broad categories. The immigrant experience is not monolithic. Differences in immigration status,
language proficiency, age at migration, education background, or family composition can
meaningfully shape how women access or are excluded from various social circles. Future research
could disaggregate these groups further to explore differences based on country of origin, religion,
industry type, or length of time in the United States. Recognizing these internal diversities would
provide a more granular understanding of how different subgroups navigate social capital
dynamics and how multiple identities intersect to produce distinct challenges and opportunities.

Fourth, my study was conducted within the context of the United States, where racial and
gender dynamics, economic structures, and institutional support systems shape entrepreneurial
experiences. The findings may not be directly transferable to other geographic contexts, where the
role of social capital may function differently due to cultural, economic, and policy variations. In
some countries, for example, extended family involvement may be more normalized or
institutional support more accessible. Future research could examine how Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs in different countries experience bonding and bridging social capital to identify
global patterns and local differences. A cross-national comparative framework would help situate
immigrant entrepreneurship within broader migration and economic development discourses and

allow for a more global theorization of social network constraints.
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Fifth, I primarily relied on qualitative interviews to capture the lived experiences of
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs. While this approach allowed me to explore their perspectives
in depth, a mixed-methods study incorporating survey data or quantitative analysis could
complement these findings. Future research could quantify the impact of bonding and bridging
social capital on business growth, financial performance, psychological well-being, or long-term
sustainability. This integration of methods could also help uncover statistically significant patterns
and reveal correlations that are less visible in qualitative narratives. Mixed-methods approaches
could bridge the gap between storytelling and generalizability and offer a more robust foundation
for policy recommendations.

Sixth, while this study offers valuable insights into the entrepreneurial journeys of
immigrant women, it is important to acknowledge the contextual limitations inherent to the
restaurant industry. Scaling businesses in the restaurant sector is particularly challenging due to
high competition, narrow profit margins, and operational demands that may differ from other
industries such as technology, beauty services, or e-commerce. As such, the pathways to
entrepreneurial success identified in this study, while informative, may manifest differently in
sectors with distinct resource requirements or growth trajectories. Future research could expand
on these findings by exploring cross-industry variations in how immigrant women navigate social
network constraints and entrepreneurial success. Doing so would enable scholars to better
understand how industry-specific cultures and customer bases affect the formation, utility, and
transformation of social capital.

Finally, my study provides a foundation for future research to examine how Immigrant
Women Entrepreneurs adapt to evolving social and economic conditions. With the increasing

digitization of business and the expansion of online networking opportunities, future studies could
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explore how digital platforms—such as LinkedIn, WhatsApp groups, virtual incubators, and social
media—help entrepreneurs transition from bonding to bridging social networks. These digital
spaces may offer a new kind of network capital that challenges traditional geographic or cultural
limitations. Additionally, research on policy interventions, such as government-backed mentorship
programs, access to low-interest capital, or financial incentives for minority women entrepreneurs,
could provide insights into how institutional support can facilitate more equitable access to
entrepreneurial resources. By examining both grassroots and top-down efforts to expand social
capital, future studies could play a vital role in reimagining more inclusive and sustainable

ecosystems for immigrant entrepreneurship.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Interview Protocol

Study Title:
Trapped by Ties: Exploring the Limitations of Social Networks for Immigrant Women
Entrepreneurs in the U.S

Research Questions

1. How do Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs in the United States perceive the role of social
networks for their entrepreneurial success?

2. How does the perception of social networks differ for Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs,
compared to Native-Born Women Entrepreneurs in the United States?

3. What strategies can Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs adopt to navigate the constraints of
social capital to achieve sustainable entrepreneurial success?

Background Information

This study examines how immigrant women entrepreneurs navigate the complexities of their
social networks, particularly the ways in which close relationships and cultural obligations can
sometimes limit growth, innovation, or independence. While social networks are often viewed as
a resource, they can also produce hidden expectations, uneven support, and pressure to conform.
This research focuses on African and Asian immigrant women operating restaurants in the U.S.,
comparing their experiences to those of native-born women entrepreneurs.

Introduction
The following information will be shared with the interviewee:

I am studying the entrepreneurial experiences of immigrant women, specifically how their social
relationships and networks affect their businesses. Some relationships are deeply supportive, while
others may present limitations or obligations. There are no right or wrong answers. I am here to
understand how you think, feel, and make decisions in your business journey. Please answer all
questions honestly and to the best of your ability.

All interviews will be recorded with your consent. A semi-structured interview format will be
used, and the following are examples of the questions that will be asked:

Interview Questions
General Introduction
1. Can you please describe your business and your role in it?

2. How long have you been operating your business in the United States?
3. What motivated you to start your own business?
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Section 1: (Bonding Social Capital)

4. How have your close personal relationships (family, friends, or community members)
supported the growth and sustainability of your business?

5. What specific resources or support have you received from these close relationships?

6. Have there been instances where relying on these close relationships has limited your ability to
innovate or expand your business? If so, how?

Section 2: (Bridging Social Capital)

7. What kinds of external networks or professional relationships have been most valuable in
helping you expand your business or access new opportunities?

8. Can you describe a situation where a professional or cross-cultural connection contributed to
your business success, such as helping with market access or innovation?

9. What challenges have you faced in building or maintaining these external networks, and how
have you navigated those challenges?

Section 3: Entrepreneurial Success

10. How do you define success for your business? What factors matter most to you?

11. Can you describe how your networks have helped you sustain your business over time?

12. What role have your networks played in helping you innovate or differentiate your business
from competitors?

13. How do your networks contribute to your personal fulfillment as an entrepreneur?

14. What aspects of your entrepreneurial journey have been the most personally rewarding or
fulfilling for you?

Section 4: Comparative Insights

15. How do you think your experience leveraging networks differs from other immigrant women
entrepreneurs?

16. How do you think your challenges and successes compare to native-born women
entrepreneurs?

17. Are there practices or strategies you’ve observed in other groups (e.g., other immigrant
women entrepreneurs or native-born women entrepreneurs) that you think could benefit your
business?
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Appendix B: Recruitment Email

Subject: Invitation to Participate in Research on Social Networks and Entrepreneurial
Experience

Dear Potential Participant

I am conducting a doctoral research study at Georgia State University titled Trapped by Ties:
Exploring the Limitations of Social Networks for Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs in the U.S. The
study explores how immigrant women entrepreneurs experience their social networks, and how
these relationships help or constrain their ability to grow, innovate, and sustain their businesses.
The study also includes insights from native-born women entrepreneurs for comparison.

You are being invited to participate because you meet the criteria for one of the study groups.
If you choose to participate, your involvement will include:

e One Interview lasting approximately 60 to 90 minutes, conducted either in person or via
video conferencing, depending on your preference.

e Optional Document Sharing of materials such as a business plan or other documents
that reflect your entrepreneurial journey.

e Optional Business Observation, where feasible, involving a short 30-minute visit to
your business location to observe the environment and social interactions.

e Estimated Total Time Commitment: No more than 2 hours.

Your participation is entirely voluntary. You may choose to skip any question or withdraw from
the study at any time without penalty. There are no known risks associated with participating.

If you are interested, I would be happy to schedule a brief call to answer any questions or
coordinate next steps.

This research is being conducted by Oyovwe Akpoigbe, Doctoral Candidate at Georgia State
University. You can reach me at (314) 319-2926 or oakpoigbel @student.gsu.edu.

Thank you for considering this opportunity to share your experience and insight.
Warm regards,

Dr. Oyovwe Akpoigbe
Doctoral Candidate, Georgia State University
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Form

Project Title: At the Crossroads of Identity and Enterprise: The Role of Social Capital in Access to
Financial Capital among African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs

Principal Investigator: Cecilia Qian Gu, Georgia State University (qgu@gsu.edu)
Student PI: Oyovwe Akpoigbe, Georgia State University (oakpoigbel@student.gsu.edu)
Sponsor: None

Introduction and Key Information: We invite you to take part in a research study. You will decide if you
would like to participate. The purpose of this study is to understand how immigrant women entrepreneurs
experience their social networks, including how these relationships can both support and constrain their
businesses. We are also comparing these experiences with those of native-born women entrepreneurs. Your
participation in the study will take approximately 2 hours. This will include a one-on-one interview lasting
about 1.5 hours. You may also be asked to share relevant business materials (such as a business plan), and,
where possible, allow the researcher to observe your business location for up to 30 minutes.This study does
not involve any risks beyond what you would typically experience in daily life. While there may be no
direct benefit to you, your participation may contribute to research that improves understanding and support
for immigrant and minority women entrepreneurs. Participation is entirely voluntary, and you may choose
to skip any questions or stop at any time.

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to explore how immigrant women entrepreneurs experience and
navigate their social networks in the United States. The study focuses on both the helpful and limiting
aspects of these networks and compares the experiences of immigrant women with those of native-born
women entrepreneurs. You are being invited to take part because you are a first-generation immigrant or
native-born entrepreneur whose business has been in operation for at least one year. We aim to include a
total of sixty participants in this study.

Procedures: If you decide to participate, you will:

¢ Interview: Participate in a single interview lasting 1 to 1.5 hours, conducted in person or via video
conferencing.

¢ Document Analysis: Provide business documents such as financial statements, business plans, and
funding applications for analysis.

e Field Observations: Where feasible, allow the researcher to visit your business location for up to
30 minutes to observe business operations, the physical setting, and interactions within your
relational networks.

Total Time Commitment: The total time commitment for each participant will not exceed 2 hours.

Future Research: We may use your information for future research. We will remove information that may
identify you. We will not ask for consent from you if we do this.

Risks: You will not have any more risks than you would in a normal day of life. We do not expect
injury from being in this study. If you have been harmed, contact the research team as soon as possible.
Georgia State University and the research team have not set aside funds to pay for any injury.
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Benefits: This study is not designed to benefit you personally. You may feel empowered by sharing your
experiences and gain personal insights. You will also learn more about social networks and financial access.
This study will help improve understanding and support for minority and immigrant entrepreneurs.

Alternatives: The alternative to taking part in this study is to not take part in the study

Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal: You do not have to be in this study. If you decide to be in the
study and change your mind, you can drop out at any time. You can skip questions.

Confidentiality: We will keep your records private to the extent required by law. The following people
and groups will have access to the information you provide:

e Principal Investigator and Student Investigator
o GSU Institutional Review Board
e Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP)

The information you provide will be stored in password-protected files or on password-protected
computers. Your name and other identifying details will not appear when we present this study or publish
its results. The findings will be summarized and reported in group form. You will not be personally
identified. To protect confidentiality, you are requested to consider your surroundings as other people
may overhear you or see your screen.

Contact Persons: If you have any questions or concerns, contact Oyovwe Akpoigbe
at oakpoigbel @student.gsu.edu or 314-319-2926. For questions about your rights as a participant, contact
the GSU Institutional Review Board at 404-413-3500 or irb@gsu.edu.

Copy of Consent Form to Participant: We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep. If you agree
to volunteer for this research and be recorded, please say “I agree.”

Researcher's Name (Printed):

Researcher's Signature:

Date:




Appendix D: Coding Schemes

Interview Focus

Background

Bonding Social
Networks

Bridging Social
Networks

First-Order Codes

RoleInBusiness

YearsInBusiness

YearsInTheUS
MotivationToStartBusiness
Community rejection of innovation

Conflicted loyalty

Recipe expectations

Price resistance
GuiltFromCommunityExpectations

Family-imposed business decisions

Obligatory employment of
relatives

Tension from unqualified family
staff

Burnout from dual domestic and
business roles

Cultural gender role conflicts
Limited flexibility in work-life due
to expectations

Perceived obligation to succeed for
community

Accents shape perception
Bias and stereotyping

Judged by race and gender
Networking barriers due to
immigrant status

Differences in business
relationship-building
Assumptions about capability
based on accent or race
Defining success on own terms
Impact beyond financial gain

Staying authentic to self
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Second-Order
Codes

History

Themes

Entrepreneurial
Background

Cultural
expectations
restricting
business
innovation
Family and
ethnic influence
on decision-

making
Bonding Social
Networks as a
Limiting Force
Gendered

expectations and
role conflict
Work-Life
Balance and the
Pressure of

Entrepreneurial

Fulfillment

Bias and

stereotyping

Gatekeeping
Bridging Social
Capital: A
pathway with
barriers

Personal

fulfillment

Innovation



Entrepreneurial
Success

Comparative
Insights

Innovation driven by values
Emotional growth through
challenges

Freedom in decision-making
Inherited networks
Recognition of privilege
Investor access gap
Cultural confidence gap
Entrepreneurial head start
Peer learning

Pricing strategy modeled
Boundary-setting examples

Autonomy

Exposure
advantage

Strategy
adoption
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Entrepreneurial
Success

Comparative
Insights
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Appendix E: IRB Approval

OARD
and Administration \ ’

Georgladtate
University

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW

University Research Serv

Mailing Address:
P.O.Box 3999
Atlanta

Office
Ema

Web

July 03, 2024

Principal Investigator: Qian Gu

Key Personnel: Akpoigbe, Oyovwe; Gu, Qian

Study Department: Georgia State University, Executive Doctorate in Busines

Study Title: At the Crossroads of Identity and Enterprise: The Impact of Social Capital on
African Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs’ Access to Financial Capital in the United States

Review Type: Expedited Category 6, 7
IRB Number: H24694

Reference Number: 380442

Approval Date: 07/03/2024

Status Check Due By: 07/02/2027

The Georgia State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed and approved the
above referenced study in accordance with 45 CFR 46.111. The IRB has reviewed and approved
the study and any informed consent forms, recruitment materials, and other research materials
that are marked as approved in the application. The approval period is listed above. Research
that has been approved by the IRB may be subject to further appropriate review and approval or
disapproval by officials of the Institution.

It is the Principal Investigator’s responsibility to ensure that the IRB’s requirements as detailed
in the Institutional Review Board Policies and Procedures For Faculty, Staff, and Student
Researchers (available at gsu.edu/irb) are observed, and to ensure that relevant laws and
regulations of any jurisdiction where the research takes place are observed in its conduct.



Federal regulations require researchers to follow specific procedures in a timely manner. For the
protection of all concerned, the IRB calls your attention to the following obligations that you
have as Principal Investigator of this study.

1. For any changes to the study (except to protect the safety of participants), an Amendment

Form must be submitted to the IRB. The Amendment Form must be reviewed and
approved before any changes can take place.

2. Any unanticipated problems occurring as a result of participation in this study must be
reported immediately to the IRB using the Unanticipated Problem Form.

3. Principal investigators are responsible for ensuring that informed consent is properly
documented in accordance with 45 CFR 46.116.

e A Waiver of Documentation of Consent has been approved for this study in
accordance with the requirements set forth in 45 CFR 46.117 c.

4. A Status Check must be submitted three years from the approval date indicated above.

5. When the study is completed, a Study Closure Form must be submitted to the IRB.

All of the above referenced forms are available online at http://protocol.gsu.edu. Please do not

hesitate to contact the Office of Research Integrity at irb@gsu.edu if you have any questions or
concerns.

Sincerely,
Clthirc 5, /%nac

Catherine Chang, IRB Co-Vice Chair
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