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Abstract 

 

Olsson, Annika (2016): The Hidden Side of Enterprise: A Study of the Motivations 

Behind Informal Self-Employment 

 

Human Geography, Undergraduate Level, Bachelor's Thesis for Human Geography, 

15hp 

 

Mentor: Kristina Westermark 

 

Language: English 

 

This investigation aims to explore the motivating factors behind the decision to engage 

in informal self-employment within ethnic economies. Through a series of semi-

structured qualitative interviews with Latin American immigrant women participating in 

informal self-employment in Stockholm, this study focuses on the ways in which 

agency and structure can influence economic decisions. Using the theory of mixed-

embeddedness, the results show that participating in informal self-employment can be 

understood as both a product of capitalizing on available social and ethnic resources, as 

well as the outcome of limited opportunities in traditional labour markets. While social 

and ethnic networks facilitate informal exchanges and provide an environment in which 

alternative employment opportunities become available, the decision to start an informal 

enterprise correlates with a lack of other opportunities, due to factors such as 

discrimination, a lack of language skills, limited access to start-up capital and a complex 

institutional context for small-scale entrepreneurs. 
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1.  Introduction 
 

In the following section I will provide a background to this investigation as well as 

define the purpose, research goals and target population for this study. 

  

1.1 Background 
 

Sweden's economy is not often considered a hotspot for informal economic activity, 

however, where a formal economy exists, so does an informal one, and Sweden is no 

exception. Despite common misconceptions that informal economies are only found in 

the Global South, informal economies in the Global North have over recent years 

gained increasing political attention. Nonetheless, studies of informal enterprises in 

Sweden are few and far between, making this hidden phenomena somewhat of a gem 

for economic geographers.  

 

In Sweden, two state funded investigations of the informal economy have been carried 

out, one in 1997 and the other in 2005 (Skatteverket, 2006). The results from these 

studies show that informal economic activity has increased over this period, with a total 

of roughly 800,000 individuals in 2005 claiming they have at some point or other 

worked informally (ibid., 6). More recent estimates suggest that the informal economy 

in Scandinavia accounts for roughly 10% of all economic activity, making informal 

exchanges a significant part of the economy as is whole (Panayiotopoulos, 2010, 54). In 

constant interaction with the formal economy itself, the effects of informal exchanges 

unarguably reach far beyond the individuals working in the shadows. Understanding 

how these alternative economies are related to the conditions of traditional capitalist 

labour markets can help us understand their prevalence, and even reveal potential ways 

in which economic agents are resisting the current state of labour relations (Coe et. al. 

2007, 280). 

 

Research in recent years has argued that it is more likely for individuals who find 

themselves in unfavourable positions in traditional labour markets to work in informal 

economies, meaning that women, minorities and immigrants are disproportionately 

represented within this sector (Panayiotopoulos, 2010, 76). It has also been argued that 

informal exchanges are commonly found as a strategy in immigrant and ethnic 

enterprises, which raises questions of why certain individuals and groups seem more 

inclined to alternative forms of employment (Kloosterman et. al. 1999 & 2001a). To 

what extent, then, are those working in the informal economy motivated by their own 

agency, and to what extent are they being pushed by the structures of the society in 

which they live? With these question in mind, the following investigation will look into 

what factors motivate participation in informal self-employment in Stockholm.  
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1.2 Purpose 
 

The purpose of this investigation is to build a greater understanding of the motivations 

behind the decision to engage in informal self-employment. It aims to analyze the ways 

in which these motivations can be understood within the categories of agency and 

structure, referring to independent choice on one hand, and restricted opportunities on 

the other. Through inquiries into the ways in which informality is facilitated by social 

and ethnic networks, and how the socio-economic and politico-institutional contexts 

block employment opportunities, this study seeks to bring attention to factors leading to 

the propensity of particular individuals to work in the informal economy through an 

analysis of how gender and ethnicity impact this decision. By means of a case study 

example of Latin American immigrant women working in informal self-employment in 

Stockholm, this investigation hopes to contribute to research on ethnic enterprises and 

informal employment and address this understudied geographical context.  

 

1.3 Research Questions 
 

The following research questions will be the focus of this investigation: 

 

 How do informal ethnic entrepreneurs make use of social and ethnic resources to 

achieve business goals?  

 In what ways does the socio-economic and politico-institutional context, in 

relation to gender and ethnicity, impact the decision to work in informal self-

employment? 

 What motivates Latin American immigrant women in Stockholm to partake in 

informal self-employment? 

 

1.4 Target Population and Demarcations 
 

The target population for this investigation are immigrant women from Latin America 

who work, or have previously worked, in informal self-employment in Stockholm 

County. Stockholm County includes the greater metropolitan area of Stockholm and is 

not limited to the city of Stockholm. The target population are either currently or have 

since 2010 participated in some form of informal self-employment. Informal self-

employment refers to the act of offering a product or service in exchange for money 

without having obtained the officially permits or registrations required to perform such 

work (Kloosterman et. al. 2001A, 27). An informal income can be defined as any 

income which by law shall be reported to tax authorities but are not (Skatteverket 2006, 

17). Informal self-employment will subsequently also be referred to as an informal 

enterprise or informal business.1 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 The use of the term informal economy has in some cases been used to describe economies of illegal or 

criminal exchanges, but this definition should be ignored in the context of this investigation, which 

refers to informality only in the sense that it is work which occurs outside the regulatory frameworks 

of the tax system.  
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2. Methodology 
 

The method used in this investigation was a series of semi-structured interviews with 

informally self-employed women, and with an expert on the topic. In the following 

sections I will describe how this method was implemented and discuss the impact of 

methodological choices on the results of the study.  

 

2.1 Selecting Respondents 
 

Two methods of non-random sampling were used in this study, accessibility sampling 

and snowball sampling. Accessibility sampling is a method of selecting the most 

accessible respondents within the target population, in this case being those which used 

social media to advertise informal products and services (Rice 2010, 239). Snowball 

sampling, in which participants are asked to recommend other people they know that 

belong to the target population, was used as a second sampling method (Longhurst 

2010, 109). Non-random sampling was used because no official register exists for the 

target population, meaning that random selection was not an option for this study. 

 

The main tool used to locate individuals in the target population were three local 

Facebook groups which specialize in sales, trade and exchanges for Latin Americans in 

Stockholm. These groups have restricted access available to members only, and have 

memberships of roughly 1200, 2900 and 6700 individuals respectively, although it 

should be noted that some individuals are members of multiple groups. These groups 

are used as platforms for individuals, and occasionally companies, to advertise products 

and services free of charge, and for customers to find products and services. Products 

advertised include imported Latino products, home-made ethnic foods, imported 

clothing, party decorations, etc. Services offered include hairdressing, manicures, 

massage, event planning, house painting, etc. Due to aspects of anonymity, I have 

chosen to omit the specific names of these forums to preserve the identity of those who 

participated in this study. All communication carried out between myself and the 

respondents was in Spanish, including the advertisements, messages, phone calls and 

interviews.  

 

I began the selection process by posting advertisements on each of these groups in 

which I explained I was a human geography student looking for self-employed women 

to participate in my bachelor thesis investigation. The advertisements asked those 

interested to contact me using a private message so that I could give them more 

information about the study. In total three such advertisements were published, with 

three weeks passing in between each publication. In order to be discreet, the first 

advertisement did not mention the word “informal”, which could mean that some of the 

individuals which contacted me expressing interest did not use informal strategies in 

their business. For this reason, the subsequent advertisements were altered to include 

the phrase “informal strategies”. Anonymity was mentioned in all of the advertisements, 

as this was crucial for obtaining participants willing to discuss their experiences of self-

employment in the informal economy. 

 

From the first advertisement, I was contacted by seven women expressing their interest 

in participating in the study, and from the subsequent two advertisement by one woman. 

More detailed information about the study was sent to the first seven respondents in a 
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private message, including aspects of anonymity and how to contact me. Those who had 

expressed interest after seeing the add but did not respond to my first email were 

contacted with a reminder after roughly one week, and then again after three more 

weeks. Of the seven women who contacted me from the first advertisement, none of 

them ultimately participated in the study. This could be due to a number of reasons, 

possibly that they were self-employed though not informally, or that too much time 

passed between the first contact with respondents and when the interviews were 

scheduled (roughly one month). The respondent to the second advertisement was 

contacted by telephone, as I considered this a way to bridge the trust gap, and she 

agreed to participate in the study. For this reason, telephone conversations became the 

preferred medium of contact. 

 

In addition to the women who responded to the advertisements, I selected individuals or 

companies based upon product or services advertisements on the Facebook groups 

which I judged to potentially operate informally.  For example, women advertising 

services or products from home, such as baked goods, manicure, salon, massage, etc. 

were considered to potentially have clientele which they do not count on the books. 

They were contacted by telephone when a phone number was available, and by private 

messages otherwise. In total 13 potential respondents were contacted in this way, of 

which four agreed to participate.  

 

Snowball sampling was an additional selection method used in this study. When enough 

trust had been established, for example through telephone conversations or in-person 

meetings, participants were asked to recommend other people whom they thought 

pertained to the target population for the study. This method helped me to locate women 

who had not advertised recently on the Facebook groups and would have otherwise 

been difficult to track down. In total 7 women were contacted through snowball 

selection, of which two agreed to participate in the study, although the results from one 

of these interviews was left out of the study after it became apparent in the interview 

that she did not fit the target population2. Attempts were also made to use gatekeepers 

who could potentially put me in contact with participants for the study. Emails 

explaining the project and target population were sent to five non-profit organizations in 

Stockholm which had particular affiliation with Latin America or women's 

empowerment. One response was received, but the non-profit had no suggestions. 

 

In total, 28 individuals were contacted and seven agreed to participate in the study, six 

of which ultimately were used as material for the results. The relatively low response 

rates from those contacted could be due to the fact that some of them have not used 

informal strategies in their businesses, or that respondents were fearful of potential 

consequences such as tax repercussions. It should also be mentioned that four different 

respondents who had agreed to participate canceled the planned interviews at the last 

minute and later were unable to participate. Another factor influencing response rates 

could also be that when a private message is sent to someone on Facebook with whom 

you are not friends, the message arrives to an inbox called “other”, which is not the 

primary inbox users check.  

                                                 
2 Although this interview was left out of the results because the respondent did not fit the target 

population, it did provide some general insight into the topic. Before opening her business (which 

operates formally), the respondent had worked giving advice to Spanish speaking clients who aspired 

to start their own businesses and during the interview we were able to talk about some generalisation 

which she could make about informal enterprises from her previous experience. 
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Due to the difficulty in locating a larger sample, my choice was to additionally contact 

an expert on the topic who could provide an overview of informal self-employment. The 

expert chosen for this investigation was Scarlett Roa, the Spanish language adviser for 

ALMI, a state funded organization which promotes entrepreneurship by providing 

individuals with the advice, tools and capital needed to open a company formally. 

Attempts were also made to speak with experts at two non-profit organizations, Kvinnor 

& Företag and Interfem, though no response was received.  

 

2.2 Interviews 
 

When planning the interviews, participants were informed that the purpose of this 

research was to gain a greater understanding of the motivations and factors impacting 

the decision to start an informal enterprise. Before consent to participate was solicited, 

potential participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and that their 

identity would remain anonymous in the essay. After explaining the details of the study, 

participants were told they could take their time to consider participating without 

obligation, and interviews were scheduled only after consent was obtained.  

 

With those individuals willing to participate in the study, semi-structured interviews 

were conducted in which respondents were asked to answer a series of questions about 

their situation and motivations for informal self-employment3. All interviews were 

carried out in Spanish, the native language of the respondents. Respondents were asked 

where and when it would be most convenient for them to meet for an interview, and I 

proposed a study room at the public library as a potential meeting place. Three 

interviews were held at public libraries near the participants homes, one at a participants 

home, one at a local cafe (due to an unplanned fire evacuation of the public library we 

had schedule to meet at). One telephone interview was carried out, as this was offered 

as an option for respondents who said they could not participate due to a lack of time. 

 

Before beginning the in-person interviews, respondents were asked for their permission 

to use audio-recording during the interview. All in-person interviews were subsequently 

recorded. When audio-recording was used, very minimal notes were taken during the 

interview and the interviews were later transcribed. In the case of the telephone 

interview audio-recording was not used as this could potentially scare off willing 

participants and instead answers were typed on the computer as the interview was 

carried out, as well as elaborated on directly after the interview. On average the 

interviews lasted between 25-45 minutes.  

 

The expert interview with Scarlett Roa was held at the ALMI offices in Stockholm and 

lasted one hour. Scarlett Roa was informed of the purpose of the research and her 

consent to be interviewed in her professional role as the Spanish language adviser for 

ALMI was obtained, as well as consent to use audio recording during the interview. The 

interview was semi-structured and focused on Scarlett Roa's experiences listening to 

Latin American women who were considering opening their own businesses and how 

they were connected with informal and ethnic economies4. 

 

                                                 
3 See Appendix 9.1 Interview Guide 

4 See Appedix 9.2 Expert Interview Guide 
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2.3 Coding the Results  
 

After listening to and transcribing the recorded interviews, two broad themes were 

chosen: agency and structure. Under the subsequent coding process, agency refers to 

elements in which individuals were able to make free and independent choices, whereas 

structure refers to external forces which limit the opportunities or choices available to 

an individual. This initial coding is considered open-coding (Cope 2010, 445).  

 

After defining the main themes of agency and structure, more specified subcategories 

were identified and used to carry-out a selective coding process (Cope 2010, 446). 

Subcategories within each of these themes were chosen based on reoccurrences in 

interviews. Within the theme of agency, the following subcategories were identified: 1) 

Social and Ethnic Networks as a Resource 2) Individual Capacity and Adaptive 

Strategies, 3) Securing a Future of Formal Employment, and 4) Geographical 

Convenience. Within the theme of structure, the following categories were identified: 1) 

A Decrease in the Household Economy, 2) Regulation and Bureaucratic Complications, 

3) Language Barriers and Cultural Differences, and 4) Discrimination and Limited 

Professional Opportunities. These same themes will be used to present the empirical 

findings. After identifying the sub-categories, transcribed interviews were printed and 

coded using different colors to indicate each of the sub-categories. 

 

2.4 Missing Data 
 

The fact that this study had a high level of non-response should be taken into 

consideration, because this missing data could systematically diverge from that which 

was collected in the interviews (McLafferty 2010, 86). Due to the use of non-random 

sampling methods there is also a potential for operator bias in the sample, meaning that 

I may have inadvertently selected a different group of individuals than a someone else 

would have (Rice 2010, 235). Both of these aspects are important when it comes to 

determining how representative the results of this study are for the target population as a 

whole, and it should be noted that due to the relatively small sample size 

representativeness was not one of the goals of this study. 

 

Of 28 potential participants, seven women agreed to be interviewed for this research 

(though only six interviews were counted), meaning that 75% of the sample did not 

respond. It is uncertain why some individuals chose not to participate in the study, but 

there is a possibility that they differ from the rest of the population, which could mean 

that if they had also participated in the study the results may have looked different. 

Three reasons were given by potential participants whom later chose not to participate, 

namely lack of time, fear of speaking out about their informal work, or that they did not 

use informal strategies in their business.  

 

If for instance those who did not participate found themselves in more precarious 

positions, such as being very dependent on incomes from informal work, this could 

imply that these women may have different experiences. Nonetheless, what is apparent 

is that the experiences shared by participants have many similarities, which suggests 

that the material from the interviews does in fact reveal a common narrative for those 

working in informal self-employment. 
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2.5 Positionality and Cross-cultural Research 
 

In the context of interview studies, it is important to consider how the relationship 

between the interviewer and respondents can influence the results of the study. One 

important aspect is positionality, or the conscious reflection on how our world view is 

created by our positions within constructs of privilege and power (Aitken et al, 289). 

This investigation should be considered cross-cultural research, making considerations 

about culture and language an important component when analyzing the results (Smith 

2010). Although I speak Spanish at home with my husband and have lived in Colombia 

and Argentina, it is neither my native tongue nor cultural base language. On several 

occasions the fact that I myself was not from Latin America was something that 

respondents wondered about, wanting an explanation as to who I was and why I was 

asking about them. In these circumstances I attempted to use to my advantage my 

experiences in Latin America, fluency in Spanish and my own experience of migrating 

to Sweden as a way of expressing belonging and explain my topic choice for this 

investigation. 

 

The fact that all communication was conducted in Spanish, my second language, is an 

important matter to consider. No interpreter was used and the results were transcribed in 

Spanish, which was seen as a way to eliminate errors caused by misinterpretations 

between the interpreter and the researcher (Smith 2010, 162). Despite speaking Spanish 

fluently, subtle details which can be hard to grasp in a second language could have been 

missed. For example, connotations surrounding words used to describe sensitive topics 

may have been understood in some cases as more literal than was intended. It should 

also be considered that participants were aware that I am not a native Spanish speaker, 

and they may therefore have expressed themselves differently than if they had been 

speaking with someone they were more certain would understand complex words or 

colloquial expressions.  

 

Finding a balance between nearness and distance when using semi-structured interviews 

can be difficult (Pripp 2011, 72). On one hand it is crucial to establish trust and common 

ground with participants, particularly when the discussing something sensitive, such as 

informal economic activity. This was done by sharing some personal details, such as my 

connection with Latin America. However, failing to maintain proper distance between 

the interviewer and participants can impact the results, for example by introducing new 

layers to the social interaction in which the relationship to the researcher may lead 

respondents to provide different information. This can occur if participants feel the need 

to 'answer correctly' and therefore provide answers they believe will please the 

interviewer.  

 

2.6 Ethical Considerations 
 

In all research situations it is crucial that ethical considerations are taken into account 

throughout the investigation, and for this reason it is important to have a method by 

which ethics is incorporated from start to finish (Pripp 2011, 80). The ethical approach 

used in this investigation was deonelogical, meaning that ethical choices were made 

based on my consideration of what is moral in this research context (Rice 2010, 43). In 

other words, when considering ethical dilemmas choices were made based on a set of 

rules set out at the onset of this research project which defined moral and ethical 
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boundaries. Although using a deonelogical approach to ethics can in some cases 

constrain the autonomy of the researcher by limiting their ability to make ethical 

decisions by means of weighing costs and benefits as in teleological approaches, a 

deonelogical approach was nonetheless considered to be the most relevant due to the 

sensitive nature of the topic and the vulnerability the target population.  

 

Rice (2010) suggests that when considering ethical dilemmas in geographical research 

one should strive after three basic principles; justice, beneficence and respect. Justice 

refers to the fair distribution of the investigation's costs and benefits, beneficence to the 

minimization of harm and maximization of good, and respect to the idea that 

participants are autonomous agents which should be held at highest esteem, particularly 

when studying vulnerable populations (Rice 2010, 38). It is with these three principles 

in mind that I will discuss the ethical choices made in this investigation and relate them 

to more specific aspects of ethics, such as informed consent, confidentiality, and 

feedback.  

 

The concept of informed consent was prominent in this investigation, meaning that 

specific measures were taken to ensure that participants were provided with the 

necessary information to make an informed decision to participate. To accomplish this, 

a checklist of important details was used both when explaining the project to potential 

participants, and immediately before conducting the interviews. Anyone who expressed 

interest in participating received information about the purpose of the investigation, 

details of what participation would entail, how much time it would require, how the 

results would be presented, and in what ways participants anonymity would be 

protected. Before beginning the individual interviews these details were reiterated for 

participants, in addition to informing them that they were not obligated to answer any 

questions, and asking for their permission to use audio-recording.  

 

Another important ethical consideration was to insure a high level of confidentiality for 

participants. To make sure that respondents felt secure about their participation, and in 

an attempt to obtain the most honest responses possible, several practical decisions were 

made.  For example, names of participants, names of advertising forums and specific 

details which could give away the identity of participants were eliminated and replaced 

with aliases to insure confidentiality. In some cases, insuring the confidentiality of 

participants outweighed the fact that some of these details may have provided a deeper 

understanding of the phenomena at hand, such as the geographical distribution. 

Confidentiality was also considered during sample selection, for example by carrying 

out communication via mediums such as private messages or telephone calls. Insuring 

confidentiality for participants was one of the main ways in which potential negative 

outcomes for participants and the group as a whole would be minimized (Rice 2010, 

39). 

 

Lastly an important part of this investigation will be providing feedback to participants. 

Since none of the participants speak English fluently, the thesis will be sent to them 

upon completion in digital format in order to enable the use of translation technology. 

Additionally, a summarized version of the main points brought up in this study will be 

sent to them in Spanish. Making sure that participants receive feedback is important not 

only for this investigation, but also when considering the research community as a 

whole, and in this sense a way to maximize benefits and show respect for participants 

(Rice 2010, 39). 
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2.7 Source Limitations 
 

Before opening into discussions of previous research and theoretical approaches, I feel 

it is important to make a short note on the sources which will be used in this study. Due 

to the relative lack of geographically relevant research within the field of informal self-

employment within ethnic economies, I have in most cases resorted to using sources 

from places outside of Sweden, which can be problematic when studying any place-

specific phenomena. Although I have limited myself to sources which study conditions 

in the Global North, particularly within the European context, there do exist some 

fundamental differences from the Swedish context, which can impact the relevance of 

these sources. Therefore when possible I have provided an overview of studies carried 

out in the Swedish context.  

 

Additionally, the theory of mixed-embeddedness, which will form the analytical 

framework for this research, looks at both formal and informal strategies used in ethnic 

enterprises, although I will only be observing the cases of completely informal 

enterprises. Originally brought forward in by Kloosterman et. al. in 1999, the mixed-

embeddedness theory could have problems of currency in relation to today's economic 

environment. However, due to its continued and recent applications within research of 

ethnic economies, the theory was deemed relevant for this investigation.  

 

 

3. Previous Research  
 

In the following section I will present a short introduction of previous research on the 

topics of ethnic enterprises and gender and ethnicity in labour markets. This is intended 

to provide a background to the chosen target population, as well as an introduction to 

key terminology which will later be discussed in relation to the theoretical approach. 

 

3.1 Immigrant and Ethnic Enterprises 
 

The concept of ethnic enterprises can be said to be rather ambiguous, and thus cause 

confusion when researching the entrepreneurial activities of immigrants and ethnic 

minorities. The root of this confusion comes from a debate about whether or not the 

activities of immigrant and ethnic entrepreneurs differ from that of any other 

entrepreneur, and to what degree the fact that the entrepreneur is a so called 'non-native' 

is relevant in discussions of economic activity and enterprise. In this section I will 

present established definitions for the term 'ethnic enterprise' and explain how ethnic 

enterprises differ from mainstream enterprises. 

 

Discussions of ethnic entrepreneurship have existed for many decades and along with 

them a slew of definitions as to what an 'ethnic entrepreneur' is. In the book “Ethnic 

Enterpreneurs: Immigrant Bussiness in Industrial Societies”, Waldinger et al. (1990) 

highlight trends in ethnic businesses and discuss in which ways the particular 

circumstances of immigrants and ethnic minorities lead to the creation of so called 

'ethnic enterprises'. Here they differentiate between mainstream enterprises and ethnic 

enterprises by describing ethnic enterprises as having access to different socio-cultural 

resources than mainstream enterprises, and that these resources can be used to create a 
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'collective ethnic strategy' within these types of enterprise (Waldinger et. al. 1990, 133). 

In other words, ethnic enterprises can be described as enterprises which in some way 

capitalize on ethnicity as a resource and are dependent upon interaction with other 

members of the same ethnic community for success. 

 

In his book “Ethnicity, migration and enterprise”, Panayiotopoulos discusses the general 

characteristics of ethnic enterprises in an attempt to clarify how these enterprises differ 

from other enterprises, and therefore merit specific academic attention (Panayiotopoulos 

, 2010). Before going into the characteristics of ethnic enterprise, Panayiotopoulos 

points out that it is important to recognize that these characteristics by no means are 

solely present in ethnic enterprises, but rather can also be observed in many small-scale, 

family owned and 'informal sector' enterprises, and therefore it is important to avoid 

attributing these characteristics to 'ethnicity', as he argues this is a reductionist way of 

viewing ethnic enterprises, which in reality are only a sub-section of small-scale 

enterprises in general (ibid., 37). Some of the common characteristics found in ethnic 

enterprises are low-levels of productivity, dependence on informal systems of labour 

and management, limited access to formal credit markets, and close ties with family 

members and personal relations (Panayiotopoulos 2010, 37-38).  

        

In some research, the term 'ethnic entrepreneurship' is used interchangeably with 

'immigrant entrepreneurship', however, there is a difference between the two. The term 

'ethnic entrepreneur' refers to individuals of an ethnic minority who are self-employed 

and use ethnicity as a base for business, regardless of their place of birth, whereas 

'immigrant entrepreneur' refers to individuals who have migrated to a new country and 

thereafter become self-employed, but who do not necessarily operate business within 

their own ethnic community (Abbasian 2003, 30). In other words, an ethnic 

entrepreneur can also be an immigrant entrepreneur, as is the case of those participating 

in this study. For this reason, both of these terms will be used in this investigation. 

 

3.2 Gender and Ethnicity in the Labour Market 
 

Most studies conducted on immigrant and ethnic enterprises have focused on men, or 

considered men and women together in one category. The Swedish context “is missing a 

clear immigrant perspective in research about women entrepreneurs and a closer gender 

perspective in research about immigrant entrepreneurs” (Abbasian 2003, 58) 

(translated). However, in Sweden, as in the rest of the world, women, particularly 

immigrant women, occupy an subordinate position in the labour market, meaning that 

their options are constrained by institutional contexts to a higher degree than their male 

and native born counterparts (Abbasian 2003, 78). This overlap between aspects of 

ethnicity and gender is referred to as intersectionality and suggest that different social 

and cultural categories such as gender, race, class, etc. interact simultaneously to create 

environments of systematic injustice (Carbado et al. 2013). This intersection of 

ethnicity, gender and class puts immigrant women in a particularly vulnerable position, 

making it more difficult for them to enter into formal employment (Abbasian 2003, 77). 

 

When looking at the intersection of gender and ethnicity in relation to formal 

employment opportunities, the labour market is often considered to be segmented, 

meaning that a hierarchical order exists in which women and immigrants are placed on 

the lowest rungs (Knocke 1990). “Gender, ethnicity and immigration status represent 
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three primary characteristics by which the labour force is differentiated, with women, 

ethnic minorities and immigrants disproportionately occupying subordinate positions in 

the labour market.” (Coe et al. 2005, 361). Mulinari argues that these conditions have 

created a new form of working class, which is a transnational gendered and racified 

working class (Mulinari 2001). By placing informal self-employment in the context of 

segmented labour markets, aspects of gender and ethnicity can be given particular 

attention within the institutional context into which immigrant women are inserted.  

 

Informal self-employment can also be placed in the context of patriarchy, which is 

characterized by the male dominance of productivity through the systematic repression 

of women's contributions by the means of making them invisible (Abbasian 2003, 76). 

As a form of alternative economy, informal self-employment is often ignored or left out 

of analysis of productive activity. However, informal self-employment is more likely to 

occur when intersecting elements of gender and ethnicity work against an individual and 

limit their alternatives in terms of economic self-sufficiency and employment 

opportunity. When these economic contributions are left out of studies of productive 

activity, systems of patriarchy are being perpetuating by means of defining what is 

considered 'productive' in a way that systematically favors economic activity carried out 

by certain members of society while leaving other groups out of the picture (Coe et al. 

2005, 355).  

 

 

4. Theoretical Approach  
 

In this section I will introduce the theory of mixed-embeddedness, which will be used as 

the analytical framework for this investigation. I will begin by discussing how the 

theory of mixed embeddedness emerged, followed by description of the theory itself in 

relation to ethnic enterprises, and specifically informal economic activity. Lastly, I will 

discuss applications of the mixed-embeddedness theory to the Swedish context. 

 

4.1 Mixed-embeddedness 
 

Over the last decade the theory of mixed-embeddedness has become a widely accepted 

approach used to explain the emergence and success of immigrant entrepreneurs in 

industrial societies. Growing out of criticisms of embeddedness theories, which critics 

argue placed too much attention on cultural explanations for ethnic and immigrant 

enterprises, the mixed-embeddedness approach presents a more comprehensive 

understanding by taking into account not only the social and ethnic resources used in 

these enterprises but also the socio-economic and politico-institutional context into 

which immigrants are inserted. When discussing the side of social and ethnic resources I 

will be referring to elements of agency, and when looking at the side of  socio-economic 

and politico-institutional I will be referring to elements of structure.  

 

Beginning in the 1980's, a theory known as embeddedness developed within the field of 

sociological research on economic behavior. The embeddedness theory, as Granovetter 

explains in his article “Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of 

Embeddedness”, proposed that all economic action in modern industrial societies is 

embedded into social relations, meaning that interpersonal relationships and social 
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networks play an important role in any kind of rational economic decision (Granovetter 

1985, 481). The embeddedness theory suggested that the social networks available to a 

given individual impact that individual's rational economic decision making, which 

departed from the dominating neoclassical view of the time by deeming them 'under-

socialized' for placing too much attention on the rational, autonomous behavior of 

modern economic agents (ibid., 484). Likewise, the embeddedness theory criticized 

reformist accounts of the impact of social structures on economic behavior as 'over-

socialized', arguing that the impact of social relationships is an ongoing process and 

cannot be analyzed as an external influence (ibid., 486). The main point of the 

embeddedness theory is that networks of social relations in enterprises are used to 

generate trust and discourage malfeasance, which is needed to keep order and succeed 

in competitive markets (ibid., 490).  

 

Building on this idea, the embeddedness theory was later applied to the case of the 

informal economy and immigrant enterprises. After debunking the long held assumption 

that informal economic activity was a condition of under-developed nations in the 

article “Making it Underground: Comparative Material on the Informal Sector in 

Western Market Economies”, Portes et al. later applied the theory of embeddedness to 

the case of economic decision-making in immigrant communities, arguing that access to 

social networks are determining elements for the mobility of immigrants in industrial 

economies (Portes et al., 1987 & Portes et al., 1993). In this sense, as independent 

economic agents, immigrants can make use of their social ties as a resource for 

economic advancement.  

 

In his article “Informal Economy and Family Strategies”, Roberts similarly argues that 

networks of trust and kinship allow the informal economy to conduct business in a more 

flexible manner than the formal economy, making social networks essential to the 

economic success of informal enterprises (Roberts 1994, 8-9). By pooling social 

resources, certain enterprises, such as ethnic enterprises, are able to use informality in 

order to make profits under circumstances in which formal economic activity cannot 

thrive. Roberts argued that in this sense informal enterprises are highly localized, 

meaning the specific spatial and temporal context is crucial for understanding how and 

why social networks permit the existence and success of informal enterprises (Roberts 

1994, 13). 

 

In the years to come, the embeddedness theory began to face criticism due to its 

apparent disregard of structural influences which impact economic behavior, such as the 

politico-institutional and socio-economic circumstances present at a given time and 

place. It is from these critiques that the theory of mixed-embeddedness emerged. First 

coined by Kloosterman et. al., the mixed-embeddedness theory argues that not only do 

immigrant enterprises actively make use of social networks when carrying out informal 

economic practices, but that these activities are also driven by a structure of politico-

institutional and socio-economic contexts into which immigrants are inserted 

(Kloosterman et al. 1999, 8).  Although social networks within immigrant enterprises 

may facilitate conditions for informal activity, allowing them to act as independent 

agents, the structural context cannot be ignored when explaining the success of 

immigrant enterprises, as well as their propensity to participate in informal activity. 

Mixed-embeddedness therefore argues that it is the interplay between the influences of 

social networks and institutional contexts which explains the use of informality as a 

survival strategy for self-employed immigrants.  
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In the mixed-embeddedness theory, a division is made between supply side versus 

demand side factors influencing economic decisions made by immigrant entrepreneurs. 

By the supply side, Kloosterman et. al. refer to the entrepreneur's embeddedness in 

social structures, which I am choosing to call agency, and by the demand side refer to 

their embeddedness in politico-institutional and socio-economic opportunity structures, 

which I am choosing to call structure (Kloosterman et. al. 2001). In this sense, the 

mixed-embeddedness approach adopted theories of social embeddedness, which were 

discussed earlier, and combined them with theories of opportunity structures to create a 

more comprehensive and internationally comparable theoretical framework for studying 

the involvement of immigrant enterprises in advanced economies, and particularly their 

use of informal economic activity as a way to get ahead in competitive markets. In order 

to accomplish this, immigrant enterprises are analyzed at three levels: national, 

urban/regional and neighborhood (Kloosterman et. al. 2001). When discussing elements 

of agency found within the mixed-embeddedness equation, one can look back to earlier 

research on social embeddedness and its significance for the success of immigrant 

enterprises (Granovetter 1985, Portes et al. 1993, Roberts 1994, Waldinger et al. 1990). 

When discussing the elements of structure in the mixed-embeddedness approach, one 

must analyze the time-and-place specific opportunity structure available to immigrants 

in modern industrial societies. 

 

The concept of opportunity structure was originally brought forth by Waldinger et. al., 

and argued that the development of ethnic enterprises was dependent upon an 

entrepreneur's level of access to four categories of opportunity: market conditions, 

access to ownership, predisposing factors and resource mobilization (Waldinger et al. 

1990, 22). For an enterprise to thrive, there must be a demand for the product or service 

at hand as well as the proper market conditions which allow it to be profitable. 

Additionally, an ethnic entrepreneur needs to have access to ownership potential, which 

is highly dependent upon both competition for business vacancies as well as 

government policies. An immigrant entrepreneur also faces a set of predisposing factors 

which create something known as blocked mobility, meaning their opportunities are 

limited due to discrimination, inadequate formal education, lack of language skills, 

personal levels of aspiration, etc. Finally, an ethnic entrepreneur needs to be able to 

mobilize the resources needed to start an enterprise, which can depend on elements such 

as social networks, ethnic communities and government policies. (Waldinger et. al 

1990, 21-48) 

 

For immigrant entrepreneur's in Western European welfare states, the market conditions 

have a large influence on determining what kinds of enterprise are economically viable. 

For instance, relatively high minimum wages in these countries have the potential to cut 

off opportunities for low-value added activities, which Kloosterman et. al. means can 

lead to an over saturation of these types of enterprises, such as the supply of ethnic 

products and services (Kloosterman et al. 1999, 9). In addition, the potential for opening 

a formal enterprise maybe constrained by external factors such as limited access to 

capital or a lack of formal education (Kloosterman et al. 2001A, 28). When this occurs, 

ethnic entrepreneur's often compensate by using informal strategies to cut costs, such as 

evading payment of taxes or tapping in to social networks to reduce labour costs (ibid.). 

The use of informal strategies in these circumstances are made possible by social 

networks of trust, although they are caused to great extent by the of socio-economic and 

politico-institutional position of immigrants in modern industrial economies. 
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Kloosterman et al. argue that opportunity structures in conjunction with social 

embeddedness are extremely place-specific, and therefore the use of informality in 

immigrant enterprises can only be understood by observing the particular circumstances 

affecting immigrants in a particular market at a given time.  

 

4.2 Mixed-embeddedness in the Swedish Context  
 

In recent years, the mixed-embeddedness theory, has been applied to the Swedish 

context in order to test this theoretical explanation for self-employment among different 

groups of immigrants. In the article “Self-employment of immigrants and natives in 

Sweden – a multilevel analysis” Ohlsson et. al. use quantifiable methods of analysis to 

look at the statistical impact of ethnicity and labour marekts on the propensity of 

different immigrants to participate in self-employment. By using 'country of birth' as a 

quantifier for 'ethnicity', in combination with quantifiers for the impact of labour 

markets, they conclude that only 14% of variations between immigrant groups in self-

employment can be explained by these factors (Ohlsson et. al. 2009, 420). This implies 

that in the geographical context of Sweden, differences at the individual level may be 

responsible for the majority of variations among groups participating in self-

employment, meaning that complex models such as that of mixed-embeddedness are 

more suitable to the case of self-employment among immigrants because they are able 

to include both elements of agency and structure.  

 

In a second study titled “Ethnic origins, labour markets and self-employment in 

Sweden”, which applies a similar method of multilevel regression to analyze the 

differences in rates of self-employment among immigrant groups, Andersson et. al. 

reach the conclusion that “the self-employment decision is to a major extent guided by 

factors unobservable in register data”, which they suggest could be factors such as 

discrimination, entrepreneurial ability or access to financial capital (Andersson et. al. 

2013, 901). The study also shows that it is less likely for immigrants living in areas of 

high immigrant density to initiate formal self-employment (ibid., 900). The mixed-

embeddedness approach therefore provides a complex model by which we can analyze 

self-employment among immigrant groups from a more nuanced perspective, and the 

author's suggest that future studies should focus on qualitative understands for what 

motivates self-employment among immigrant groups. 

 

 

5. Empirical Findings 
 

In the following section the results from interviews will be presented under two main 

categories, agency and structure. Under each of these categories, I will discuss 

reoccurring themes from interviews in an attempt to provide a summarized narrative of 

the main factors impacting the decision to work in informal self-employment. By 

agency I refer to factors which can be understood as elements of independent choice or 

freewill, and by structure I refer to aspects which can be understood as the product of 

societal constraints which limit an individual's ability to act freely. Before presenting the 

results, I will provide a brief profile of the women interviewed for this investigation, 

though their names have been changed to protect their identity.  
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5.1 Participant Profiles 
 

Name Nadia Lupita Josefina Nancy Raquel Antonia 

Age 35 33 46 33 34 31 

Country of 

Origin 

Venezuela Peru Chile Chile Bolivia Chile 

Year of 

Migration 

2001 2009 2002 1998 2009 2015 

Family 

Status 

Live-in partner,  

two children 

Married, two 

children 

Single, three 

children 

Married, three 

children 

Married, three 

children 

Live-in partner, 

one child and 

one step child 

Current 

Formal 

Occupation 

On maternity 

leave 

Part-time work 

in food 

services, 

studies 

Swedish at SFI 

Part-time work 

as a personal 

assistant 

Full-time work 

as a personal 

assistant 

Owns her own 

business which 

sells imported 

women's 

clothing and 

cosmetics 

No formal 

employment 

while she 

awaits her 

residency 

permit 

Description 

of Informal 

Enterprise 

Handmade 

crafts, knitted 

clothing, 

ceramics. 

Traditional 

food from 

Peru, 

particularly 

'tamales' 

Traditional 

food from 

Chile, 

particularly 

'empanadas' 

Event planning, 

decorations, 

and baked 

goods for 

children's 

birthday parties 

Previously ran 

her business 

informally 

selling 

imported 

women's 

clothing and 

cosmetics  

Party planning 

and decorations 

for children's 

birthday parties 

Tabel 1: A brief description of the participants in this study. 
 

5.2 Agency 
 

5.2.1 Social and Ethnic Networks as a Resource 
 

An important factor influencing the decision to work in informal self-employment was 

access to social and ethnic networks which acted as a resource for these women's 

businesses. All of the participants advertised their products and services on Facebook 

sales forums for the Latino community in Stockholm, making this a primary strategy 

used to build a clientele. These women's businesses can be considered ethnic enterprises 

due to the nature of the products and services offered, which appeal primarily to the 

Latino community, as well as the make-up of the clientele, which in all cases were 

mainly members of the Latino community. The ability to use social and ethnic networks 

as a resource was one of the main motivations for operating informally, as this was seen 

as a resource which could be capitalized upon.  

 

Expert Scarlett Roa says that social and ethnic resources are often very important for 

immigrant entrepreneurs looking to find a competitive edge in the marketplace. She 

says that although social networking is crucial for any type of business, it is often a 

main pillar for success in immigrant businesses, particularly when it comes to finding 

clients. “The majority sell within their own ethnic market” and in many cases offer 
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products which appeal to Latinos, such as imported goods or products and services 

which can be difficult to find in Sweden (Scarlett Roa, Interview 7). Scarlett Roa says 

that immigrants in Sweden annually spend roughly 350 million Swedish crowns per 

year, and that a good part of that goes to ethnic markets. It is important to understand 

however, that using social and ethnic networks as a resource can in some respect 

perpetuate informality due to the fact that these enterprises become dependent on 

immigrant consumers, which on average have lower levels of disposable income than 

the average consumer and are unwilling to pay the higher prices which formally sold 

goods require. She points out that in most cases immigrants capitalize on social and 

ethnic resources solely to find clients, and have yet to take advantage of these networks 

in new and innovative ways, such as to find business partners or funding opportunities 

within their own ethnic communities.  

 

All of the women interviewed primarily find clients for their products and services via 

social media groups for the Latino community in Stockholm, making social and ethnic 

networks a very important part of their sales strategy and overall business. Aside from 

advertising on social media, personal recommendations and mouth to mouth publicity 

was another way in which these businesses capitalize on social and ethnic networks. 

Nadia explains that within the Latino community it is quite common for people who do 

not know you personally to recommend your products, which for her has been very 

helpful for business. She says “for me social contact is very important because the best 

publicity you can get is when it is from mouth to mouth, because then you can really see 

that the quality is good” (Nadia, Interview 4). Similarly, Lupita says that when she posts 

an advertisement for tamales5, many of her clients repost the advertisement on their own 

Facebook pages and recommend her products to other members of the Latino 

community, which has been a main way for her to increase sales. Josefina says that she 

often takes advantage of Latin American holidays and celebrations to sell her 

empanadas'6, offering her services for example on independence days and other national 

holidays when there is a high demand. Nancy says that her contact with the Latino 

community is crucial for her business and that Latinos are “the pillar of my business” 

(Nancy, Interview 5). However, she also says that her dependence on the Latino 

community for business is one of the reasons she has yet to formalize her business. She 

explains that “we Latinos are a bit stingy when it comes to paying for things and if one 

wants to work formally you must always increase your prices to make a profit”, which 

she sees as an obstacle to formal registration (ibid.).  

 

For several of these women offering products and services to the Latino community is 

also a way of keeping connected with their language and culture. Lupita says that one of 

her main motivations for working in informal self-employment is that it allows her to 

provide something that Latinos miss when they are away from their home-countries and 

she finds it rewarding to hear positive comments like “it tastes like home” from her 

clients (Lupita, Interview 3). She says “my clients understand me, and I understand 

them” and sees her business as an escape from her formal employment in which she 

often feels exhausted and misunderstood (ibid.). For Josefina selling products to Latinos 

has been a way to meet new people and make new friends within the Latino community 

in Stockholm. For Nancy and Antonia offering specialized event planning is a way to 

                                                 
5 'Tamales' are is a tradition Latin American dish of meat, vegetables and corn flour wrapped and 

steamed in plantain husks 

6 'Empanadas' are a traditional Latin American fried or baked pastry filled with a variety of savoury 

fillings 
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bring a Latino tradition to Sweden and provide a service which reminds many 

immigrants of something from home which is hard to find abroad.    

 

5.2.2 Individual Capacity and Adaptive Strategies 
 

One of the motivations for informal self-employment in this case study was a sense of 

individual capacity and the need to capitalize on one's own skills and abilities. In many 

cases, starting an informal enterprise was a strategy used to create a profitable 

opportunity using skills that these individuals already have but for one reason or other 

have been unable to utilize. Expert Scarlett Roa says that many of the women who come 

to her for business advice are following a passion which they believe there is a market 

for. In many cases, these business concepts aim to exploit ethnic markets in which there 

is a substantial demand for particular products and services. In these cases, strategies 

used to start an informal business have often been brought with these women from their 

home countries and are adapted to fit the new geographical context of Stockholm.  

 

Many of the women interviewed expressed a strong desire to make use of their skills 

and individual capacity, and felt that informal self-employment was the most viable way 

of doing so. A reoccurring theme was the idea that when formal employment 

opportunities do not exist, one should take responsibility and create those opportunities 

for one's self. Most of the women expressed a belief in their power as individuals to 

create opportunities for economic security. Josefina explains that “there are 

opportunities here, and those who don't want to take advantage don't do so, and those 

who want to take advantage of them take advantage” (Josefina, Interview 2). Lupita 

says “in Sweden there are lots of opportunities, and if you want to be somebody you 

can” (Lupita, Interview 3). Nancy explains that the idea for her informal enterprise 

came to her because she wanted to take advantage of her experience and do something 

productive with it. She says “these are skills that we have, so why would I choose to 

work somewhere else when I can take advantage of what I know and what I can do” 

(Nancy, Interview 5). Antonia says “the opportunities here are great, to get ahead, to be 

better, to travel more” (Antonia, Interview 1). 

 

In several cases the informal economic strategies used in Stockholm had been adapted 

from their home countries. Nadia says “selling is something inherent in me” and 

explains that her informal enterprise is in many ways similar to strategies she had for 

many years in Venezuela before migrating (Nadia, Interview 4). She tells the story of 

when she was a small girl and began collecting scraps of fabric which she would use to 

sew hair ties and sell to her school mates, comparing this to the handicrafts that she 

makes today and sells in Stockholm. Lupita similarly says “selling is something I have 

done for many years, in my country as well, I worked in restaurants and for example on 

my days off I would offer things that I prepared from my own home” (Lupita, Interview 

3). Lupita says, that although she is using the same strategy, she is now offering 

different products which are more suitable for the market in Stockholm. For example, 

she no longer offers 'ceviche'7 because of hygiene problems, and instead offers 'tamales' 

which she finds more suitable for the Swedish market. Before migrating to Sweden 

Antonia offered nutrition advice informally via social media groups, which influenced 

her decision to start an informal enterprise after moving to Stockholm. Although 

Josefina, Raquel and Nancy did not work in informal self-employment before moving to 

                                                 
7 'Ceviche' is a traditional Peruvian dish of marinated raw fish and seafood 
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Sweden, they all say that their work experience before migrating to Sweden has been 

relevant either for their formal employment or for their informal enterprise, either 

because it is within the same field of work or uses prior skills. 

 

5.2.3 Securing a Future of Formal Employment 
 

Another element influencing the decision to start an informal enterprise was the chance 

to work with something interesting while simultaneously securing opportunities for the 

future. Expert Scarlett Roa says that Latin American women whom she advices 

sometimes use informality as a way to build up their business before officially entering 

into the tax system. By operating informally, these women can create new professional 

opportunities, and thereby secure an economic future. Operating initially at a very small 

scale, it is not uncommon for these women to use this informal start-up phase as a way 

to test their business plan, obtain a clientele and gain a better understanding for the 

market with the future ambition of opening the company formally. 

 

Of the six women interviewed, four said that they are considering formal registration at 

a future date, and one has already registered her company formally. In these cases, 

operating informally is a way to create a more secure base before making the financial 

and professional investment to open a company. Raquel, who previously operated 

informally but has now registered her company is a good example of how informality 

can in some cases be a path to formality. Although she initially intended to merely 

recover from the lost merchandise investment from an unsuccessful formal business 

venture, over the period of time when she ran her business informally out of her home 

Raquel was able to build up a clientele, understand the market, and with more 

confidence formally register her business when she realized that a different model than 

her first attempt was more economically viable.  

 

Although all of the other women have yet to taken formalize their enterprises, it is 

something that many of them consider as the natural next step. Nancy for example says 

that over the last years her informal business has been growing, and when she receives 

orders there are times when she requires better facilities than her own home to be able to 

take on all of the work she is offered. For example, when she prepares baked goods for 

events she is limited to her small home kitchen oven, which has meant that on occasions 

she must stay up the whole night to finish an order that in an industrial kitchen would 

only have taken a few hours. Nonetheless she continues to operate informally on the 

side of her formal employment with the intentions of eventually formalizing the 

business and dedicating herself full-time to her enterprise, as she sees this as a way to 

secure a better economic future for herself and her family. 

 

Nadia expects that in three to four years, when her baby is closer to starting school and 

she has more time to dedicate to her company, she plans to formalize her business as 

well, but sees informality as a way to secure success for her business and reduce the 

risks of failure. For Antonia and Lupita, formalization seems a bit further away despite 

their interest in running their own business as they both feel that in order to be 

successful with a formal business they need to improve their Swedish language skills, 

and therefore continue to operate informally as a way to build up the business until the 

right time comes to register their companies. Josefina, the only woman who says she 

does not plan to formally registering her company, says that formalizing is not an option 
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for her due to the large economic investment that it would require, despite experiencing 

difficulties similar to Nancy when preparing large orders in a home kitchen. 

 

5.2.4 Geographical Convenience 
 

An important aspect influencing the decision to run an informal enterprise is the fact 

that working from home is geographically convenient and offers a high level of 

flexibility. For all of these women, informal self-employment is only one of many 

responsibilities, meaning that working from home can save time in the hustle and bustle 

of their daily schedules, and thus is a motivating factor for informal self-employment. 

Expert Scarlett Roa argues that the location of a business in Sweden is not as significant 

as in some other countries, where working from home can be seen as less professional 

than having a store front. She means that due to the fact that many different types of 

enterprises in Sweden are now running out of people's homes the significance of the 

place of work in terms of how it is received by clients is changing, making it easier 

today to work from home and nonetheless be respected. Additionally, if one is operating 

informally, there are very limited options as to where your work can be carried out, 

making the home in most cases the logical choice.  

 

All of the women who participated in this investigation operate their informal 

enterprises out of their homes, which for all of them was seen as an advantage due to the 

flexibility it offers in terms of child care and other responsibilities. All six women 

expressed that working from home allows them to spend more time with their children 

and families and was therefore considered to be a motivation to continue to operate 

informally, despite the fact that in some cases formal registration would not necessarily 

impact the place of work. For Nadia, who has recently had a new baby, working from 

home is the only way she feels she is able to work right now due to the constant need to 

care for and breast feed her child. Raquel says that one of the reasons she began 

informally was because her children were small and it was important for her to spend 

time with them, and informality offered that flexibility.  She says that this was a way for 

her to have an income and still be able to pick up her children from preschool every day 

at 14:00. Nancy says that one of her motivations was “to be able to work from home, 

which allowed me to spend more time with my children” (Nancy, Interview 5). For 

Josefina, who is a single mother of three, working from home allows her to save time by 

cooking at the same time as her clients come to pick up their orders. Informal self-

employment for all of these women implies a flexibility in terms of time and place 

which they saw as a motivation for this form of work. 

 

In addition to providing more flexible conditions for child care, several of these women 

explained that working from home was also a way in which their partners and family 

could help them with their businesses. Nancy says that all of the work she does for her 

company is carried out by herself and her husband, and that working from home makes 

this possible. Nadia says that when she has lots of orders her partner and her sister can 

help her with knitting, which they can do together from home. Lupita explains that 

while she is preparing the tamales from home her husband takes care of the deliveries, 

saving her the hassle of finding someone to care for her children while she delivers. In 

these cases the enterprises are to some extent family enterprises in which the place of 

work is also the center of family activity, making it easier to share responsibilities 

among the members of the household.  
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Finally, it should be mentioned that all of the interviews carried out for this 

investigation took place near the homes of participants, which in all cases were located 

in Stockholm suburbs. Although the specific place names of the locations will not be 

disclosed due to aspects of confidentiality, all of the locations were areas with higher 

concentrations of immigrant residents than the average Stockholm neighborhood. 

Working from home for these individuals could in this respect also be connected to the 

close proximity to social and ethnic networks within their neighborhoods, although this 

was not something specifically mentioned by participants.  

 

5.3 Structural Influences 
 

5.3.1 A Decrease in the Household Economy 
 

One factor influencing the decision to start an informal enterprise in this study was the 

need to compensate for a decrease in household incomes. Various types of shifts in the 

household economy were mentioned in the interviews as a main reason for beginning an 

informal enterprise, meaning that informal self-employment was used as a strategy to 

maintain or regain economic stability in the face of hardship. Expert Scarlett Roa says 

that although there are relative to other groups very few Latin American women using 

the advisory services which ALMI provides, those who do ask for help to start a 

business more often than not do so due to a lack of employment opportunities. She says 

“more than anything it is because they have no other option” (Scarlett Roa, Interview 7). 

Decreases in household incomes can be seen as a catalyst for informal enterprise, 

though should be considered as one of many structural factors which lead to informal 

self-employment.  

 

One of the main causes for a decrease in household incomes was the economic impact 

of having children. For Nadia, Lupita and Nancy the decision to begin an informal 

enterprise was directly correlated with the decrease in income which occurred when 

taking maternity leave, in addition to the extra cost of having children. All three of these 

women either stopped working or decreased their hours after having children, meaning 

that their household incomes were no longer sufficient to pay for the additional costs of 

taking care of a family, which eventually lead to informal self-employment. Nadia, who 

has a 6 month old baby girl, says that the only fixed income in her household is the 

money she receives for maternity leave, which is considerably less than when she was 

working full time, which is why they needed to find a source of supplementary income. 

Similarly for Lupita, going on maternity leave impacted the household economy and 

caused a decrease which continued even after going back to work because she was no 

longer offered full time employment and felt the need to compensate for lost hours. 

Nancy faced a similar situation, saying “It was very difficult when my triplets were born 

because everything was in threes, the crib, the big car, winter and summer clothing, it is 

a lot of money which is spent on my children”(Nancy, Interview 5). All three women 

felt the need to find a source of supplementary income after having children, and 

informal enterprises were an attractive option due to regulations which limit their ability 

to work formally when on maternity leave.  

 

The women who did not talk about the economic impact of taking maternity leave 

nonetheless discussed how decreases in household incomes had impacted the decision 
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to work in informal self-employment. Josefina for example says “there was a time when 

I went through a very difficult economic situation here in Sweden. I found myself 

without work, or with very few working hours” due to a chronic illness which did not 

permit her to continue working in the cleaning industry which she had been doing for 

eight years (Josefina, Interview 2). Although she has now found a new employment as a 

personal assistant, it is not full-time and her income from informal self-employment 

continues to be significant for her family. Antonia similarly found herself without work 

after moving to Sweden, and although she receives economic support from her family 

she says “I cannot be depending 100% on my partner”, which is why she decided to 

start working informally (Antonia, Interview 1). For Raquel the decrease in the 

household economy was due to the fact that when she first began selling products she 

made a large investment in merchandise with the intention of having a formal 

enterprise, but after three months it became apparent that her business was not 

economically viable, and she was unable to recover her investments. With merchandise 

in hand and no other way to recover the cash she decided to sell the remaining products 

informally as a way to compensate for the economic impact of the investment.  

 

5.3.2 Regulation and Bureaucratic Complications  
 

Another aspect influencing the decision to work in informal self-employment is the 

regulatory and bureaucratic restraints which limit opportunities to start a formal 

business. In other words, due to the nature or size of the business itself, the paperwork 

which registering a company demands, and the lack of regulatory flexibility for 

entrepreneurs, formality was not seen as an option in most cases. Expert Scarlett Roa 

says that one of the regulatory complications is the lack of options for individuals 

offering products or services on a small scale, such as the women interviewed in this 

investigation. The problem in these cases is that when starting a company, regardless of 

how seldom or how little you plan to sell, the registration and bookkeeping regulations 

are the same as for any company, meaning the paperwork may seem like more of a 

burden for small scale enterprises. Many of the women interviewed experienced the 

registration process as 'all or nothing', meaning they felt they must either dedicate full 

time to their company for formal registration to be worthwhile, or continue to work 

informally on a small scale.  

 

For Josefina, Lupita and Nancy who all offer food products, registration would require 

investing in the permits and tools needed to sell prepared food, which for all three was 

seen as a lot of work for their small scale enterprise. Josefina says that in the beginning 

she planned on using companies such as FrilansFinans which offer billing services for 

individuals working on a small scale, but due to the fact that she sells prepared food 

they were unable to help her due to the health and sanitation requirements. Lupita says 

that she operates informally because it is not something she does all the time, but rather 

an order here and there. Nancy says it is too much paperwork to register formally, 

saying “Sweden is a country which has too many rules, for everything they make a 

rule”, which makes the registration process too demanding for a small scale enterprise 

(Nancy, Interview 5). For most of the women interviewed, formal registration is 

something they see as a future possibility but only when their company is more 

established. Nadia for example has looked into how to register with the tax authorities, 

and has even gone to entrepreneurial workshops at Kvinnor & Företagare, but she says 

she is a scared to open the company formally because it would demand full time work, 
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which at the moment she cannot provide. Similarly Raquel looked into formal 

registration and opportunities to open the company with help from the employment 

agency (Arbetsförmedlingen) but the process was time consuming and she would have 

had to wait a period of time before starting to sell her products, which is why she chose 

informality as a starting point.  

 

Another regulatory complication is the fact that after registering a company, there is no 

trial period in which one can continue receiving social welfare benefits while 

establishing the company, meaning that formal registration for many means giving up 

economic security. Expert Scarlett Roa explains that a woman receiving unemployment 

insurance, sick leave benefits, maternity leave, or any other kind of social welfare will 

lose those benefits if they formally register a company, despite the fact that there is no 

guarantee that their company will turn a profit. She says that for many individuals, 

informality is a way to test an idea before starting a formal enterprise and in some cases 

an option for those who cannot dedicate full time to their company. For this reason 

many chose to operate informally as a way to maintain some economic security, which 

in several cases proved relevant for the women participating in this investigation. She 

says that of the Latin American women who come to her to receive advice about how to 

start a company, about 90% were already working informally with their business 

concept. 

 

Using informal enterprises as a way to test a business idea without giving up the 

economic security of a job or welfare benefits was brought up in many of the 

interviews. For Nadia, Lupita and Nancy, who have all taken maternity leave in the last 

few years, informality was a way for them to keep maternity benefits while at the same 

time test a business concept with the future possibility of formally opening a company. 

For Nancy, Lupita and Josefina, informality is also a way for them to continue working 

formally part time while informally producing an extra income through self-

employment. Antonia and Raquel did not express the need to use informality as a 

method of maintaining economic security by means of employment or welfare benefits, 

although both of them brought up the benefits of first testing the idea informally to see 

if it is economically viable. Raquel for example, who has now formalized her enterprise, 

says that she had initially planned only to recover her investment losses by selling her 

merchandise informally, but this trial period allowed her to test the idea and see that it 

was economically viable, which ultimately led to the formalization of her enterprise. 

 

5.3.3 Language Barriers and Cultural Differences 
 

For immigrant entrepreneurs, language barriers and cultural differences have a large 

impact on the decision to formalize an enterprise. Limited language skills can impede an 

individual's access to information about registration and how to formally run a business, 

and can also set limits for what kinds of products and services one chooses to offer. If an 

individual has difficulty understanding the cultural norms or social codes, it can be 

much harder to be successful in the business world. The combination of these two 

factors, in many cases leads to the decision to operate informally, either due to the fact 

that the individuals feel they do not have the skills or knowhow for formal registration, 

or because they plan to operate in ethnic markets where they are more familiar with the 

language and culture. 
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Expert Scarlett Roa says that when considering Latin American entrepreneurs, one 

should keep in mind that roughly three quarters of Latino immigrants in Sweden are 

first generation, which means they have not yet been fully integrated into Swedish 

society. On one hand there are language barriers and cultural misunderstandings from 

the entrepreneurs' side, and on the other hand there is a lack of understanding among 

those making decisions about which business proposals should receive assistance and 

which ideas are economically viable. For example, many Latinos wish to operate in 

ethnic markets but are unable to get a start-up loan because those in positions of power 

are uninformed about the potential of ethnic markets, which can lead to the decision to 

operate informally (Scarlett Roa, Interview 7). Scarlett Roa says, the better one speaks 

Swedish, the more secure they feel to start a business and sell their products or services, 

despite the fact that there are ethnic markets in which knowledge of the Swedish 

language is not crucial for a business to succeed. Regardless, she says “people perceive 

you very differently if you speak using the terminology they use, if you speak their 

language”, and for a business it is important to be able to understand the social and 

cultural codes of the place where you carry out business (Scarlett Roa, Interview 7). A 

lack of proficiency in Swedish can therefore lead to fewer opportunities for immigrants 

to open a business formally and in turn lead to the decision to work in informal self-

employment.  

 

All of the women interviewed offer products and services primarily to the Latino 

community in Stockholm, meaning that in most cases business is carried out in Spanish 

and there is little need for Swedish when it comes to sales. However, a lack of Swedish 

proficiency was brought up as an impediment to other aspects of carrying out business, 

such as going through the formal registration process and receiving business assistance 

from government agencies. For Antonia for example, who migrated to Sweden just 

three months prior, there have been very few opportunities for her to learn Swedish, 

which makes the formal registration process daunting. She says “I don't go out much, or 

meet many people, and less when it comes to Swedes, and most of the people I meet 

speak Spanish, which is also why I haven't learned Swedish” (Antonia, Interview 1). 

However this is not only the case for new arrivals, but even for immigrants which have 

been living in Sweden for some time, often due to the fact that given their particular 

circumstances they have been unable to dedicate the time required to learn the language 

fluently. Josefina for example did not study Swedish when she first arrived because she 

was undocumented and ineligible for SFI courses, and as the years passed it became 

more and more difficult to find the time to set aside from work and family. Lupita, who 

recently began studying Swedish says that the reason she has not looked into formally 

registering her company is because she feels that she is unable to communicate and ask 

questions, which is why until now she has preferred to operate informally. She says “not 

knowing Swedish prevents me from doing many things”, and when she first arrived to 

Sweden six years ago she felt like a deaf mute starting from scratch (Lupita, Interview 

3). Nadia, Nancy and Raquel describe similar language difficulties when first starting to 

work in informal self-employment as well as talking about how things became easier 

after becoming more proficient in Swedish. Nadia for example says that after learning 

Swedish it became easier to read information on bulletins, get help at the library, go to 

entrepreneurial workshops, which are all things that she would not have done had she 

not learned the language.  

 

Along with language barriers, cultural differences can influence whether or not an 

immigrant entrepreneur chooses to formally register their business. Nadia describes this 
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well when she says that despite having lived 15 years in Sweden, there are still some 

aspects of the culture which are hard to adapt to, which is one motivation to work in 

informal self-employment. “There are people that do not understand what it means to be 

alone in a country that is not your own. It is very hard” she says (Nadia, Interview 4). 

Not understanding the cultural norms and rules can lead to insecurity when it comes to 

opening a company formally, which is why some prefer to work from home through 

informal self-employment. Lupita works formally part time at a restaurant, but says that 

it is exhausting because of the cultural and language difficulties, which is why she 

prefers to work on her own. She says that although she has talked with individuals who 

do speak Swedish to potentially open a company together she is afraid they will take 

advantage of her naivety and take her ideas and profits for themselves, and therefore 

prefers to wait before formalizing her business. For Antonia, not understanding the 

social codes is a reason to work with something simple to begin with. Josefina says that 

understanding the culture and language would allow her to establish a conversation and 

express herself freely, something she feels inhibited from doing in her current 

circumstance.  

 

5.3.4 Discrimination and Limited Professional Opportunities 
 

Another factor influencing the decision to operate a business informally is a lack of 

professional opportunities. Informal self-employment in many cases was not a first 

choice but rather a response to the limited professional opportunities, which were 

experienced by these women when searching for employment. Expert Scarlett Roa says 

that the majority of Latin American women who she advises about starting a company 

come to her because it is hard for them to find other work, or because they are tired of 

the work opportunities available to them. She says that these women see starting a 

company as a possibility to get ahead in the face of limited professional opportunities. 

One of the reasons why these women lack professional opportunities is due to 

discrimination in the job market and a lack of start-up capital available to them. “The 

capital market in Sweden is super segregated, not only in terms of ethnicity but also 

gender” (Scarlett Roa, Interview 7). She estimates that only about 7% of venture capital 

investments are received by women, and the same trends can be seen in many types of 

business loans. “When it comes to ethnicity and gender it is like a double edged sword, 

it is twice as difficult” (Scarlett Roa, Interview 7).  

 

Scarlett Roa says that in some cases political initiatives intended to even out 

opportunities for women end up exasperating the problem even more. For example 

'RUT-avdrag', which is a tax cut available to those who employ someone to work in 

their home, such as cleaning, garden work or child care, in reality creates a structure in 

which opportunities for groups such as immigrant women become more narrowed to 

certain fields of work, which do not provide opportunities for professional 

advancement. “Many people say it is good for the immigrant woman, but I believe it 

would be better to allow the immigrant women to reach the levels which correspond to 

her knowledge and experience” (Scarlett Roa, Interview 7). She believes that a more 

viable solution would be to create opportunities in which immigrant entrepreneurs could 

test their ideas for a period of time while still receiving social welfare benefits, as well 

as create new structures in which immigrant women have more chances of receiving 

financial support for their business ideas, such as systems of peer-to-peer lending. 
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Discrimination and limited professional opportunities were brought up by many of the 

women interviewed as a motivation to work in informal self-employment. Five of the 

six women interviewed decided to start an informal enterprise after already having 

searched for other work opportunities and been unsuccessful, or because they felt 

dissatisfied with the type of work they were able to obtain. Nadia, who worked as a 

personal assistant before going on maternity leave, says that she felt discriminated 

against after becoming pregnant due to the fact that she was no longer able to lift heavy 

things at work, despite the fact that her employer was by law required to accommodate 

her job to fit the circumstance. Although she had been with the company the longest 

among the employees, when a restructuring process began she was the first to be laid 

off. She says “I believe that one of the reasons was that I was not willing to keep quiet 

about the things that were going on, and also because I was pregnant” (Nadia Interview 

4). Lupita also mentions that when she first arrived to Sweden and began working in a 

Peruvian restaurant she felt that they took advantage of her situation and lack of 

knowledge about rules and regulations, which ultimately led to her leaving the job. 

Josefina brings up how a chronic shoulder injury which occurred after working eight 

years in the cleaning industry has limited her employment opportunities and made it 

harder for her to find work which will not be detrimental to her health, which is part of 

the reason why she decided to supplement her work with informal self-employment. 

 

Another reason why these women experience limited professional opportunities is due 

to a lack of completed formal education after high school, or in cases where formal 

education was completed, a lack of professional opportunities within their fields of 

work. Nadia, Lupita and Josefina say that after having their first child at a young age, 

they were unable to complete a formal education, which later would impact their 

employment opportunities. Nancy says “since I came to Sweden I have always been 

working, and even studying, but for one reason or another I have never been able to 

complete my education” (Nancy, Interview 5). Without formal education, these women 

have been limited to professions which do not require a degree, making it more difficult 

to pursue their professional ambition via formal channels. Antonia and Raquel, who 

have finished their university degrees as a dietary specialist and systems engineer 

respectively, say that they have been unable to find work within their professions and 

therefore have searched for work within areas such as cleaning and child care. When 

asked if they felt that they were able to use their level of experience and education in 

their work, both of these women said that although they can apply aspects of their 

education in general, neither felt that they in any way were able to use their education as 

they had intended. For all of these women, informal self-employment was a strategy 

used to create new professional opportunities and feel less dependent upon the 

opportunities available to them in formal job markets.  
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6. Discussion  
 

In the following section, I will discuss the results from this investigation and relate them 

back to the theory of mixed-embeddedness. The discussion will be presented in three 

main categories: social embeddedness, the socio-economic position of immigrant 

women and a politico-institutional context for informality. Under the topic of social 

embeddedness I will discuss elements of agency, whereas under the topics of the socio-

economic position of immigrant women and a politico-institutional context for 

informality I will discuss elements of structure. The research questions which I am to 

answer through this discussion are: 

 

 How do informal ethnic entrepreneurs make use of social and ethnic resources to 

achieve business goals?  

 In what ways does the socio-economic and politico-institutional context, in 

relation to gender and ethnicity, impact the decision to work in informal self-

employment? 

 What motivates Latin American immigrant women in Stockholm to partake in 

informal self-employment? 

 

6.1 Social Embeddedness  
 

The concept of social embeddedness, which, as previously discussed, refers to the 

impact of social structures on rational economic choice, is one of high relevance for the 

cases of informal self-employment studied in this investigation. When discussing the 

social embeddedness of ethnic enterprises, it is important to look at how these 

entrepreneurs are able to capitalize on the social and ethnic networks available to them, 

as well as observe in what ways their embeddedness in this particular social 

environment can impact the economic decisions to participate in the informal economy.  

 

As the mixed-embeddedness theory argues, social and ethnic networks promote trust 

and discourage malfeasance, which in the case of informal economic activity is vital for 

these entrepreneurs (Kloosterman et. at. 1999). In the interviews carried out for this 

investigation, an extreme dependence on the Latino community as a customer base was 

expressed by all of the women, showing how ethnic resources were fundamental for 

these enterprises. One of the most important elements to analyze is the ethnic resource 

of online forums which were used by these enterprises as a main tool for finding buyers. 

Without these organized online ethnic communities, it would arguably have been much 

more challenging for these women to find clients/customers for their products, 

particularly considering the fact that none of them have a formal location to sell from. 

As expressed by several participants, the Latino community in Stockholm was also used 

as a way of promoting ethnic enterprises, either due to the high demand for ethnic goods 

and services, or to the fact fellow Latinos chose to promote these enterprises within 

their community. It is these established levels of trust, among close friends, but even 

individuals who have never met one another, which create conditions under which 

informality can flourish (Roberts 1994).  

 

When discussing the demand for ethnic goods and services, it is also important to 

consider how the limited purchasing power of the target markets, in this case the Latino 

immigrant community in Stockholm, can be seen as a cause for informality. Expert 
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Scarlett Roa and several of the women interviewed discussed the fact that formally 

registering their companies would inevitably lead to higher prices, which for many 

would mean that the current customer base of these enterprises would no longer be able 

to afford their products and services. In other words, the high dependence on Latino 

consumers in conjunction with this groups relatively low purchasing power can be seen 

as a motivating force for continuing to operate informally, paralleling the argument that 

informality is a way to escape the difficulties of selling low-value added products in 

highly taxed welfare states (Kloosterman et. al. 1999, 9 & Kloosterman et al. 2001a, 

28).  

 

Aside from their dependence on ethnic resources, such as online forums and social 

networks within the Latino community, the nature of these informal businesses 

themselves is embedded into the culture of these entrepreneurs. It was common among 

these women to adapt informal economic strategies from their home countries to the 

new context of Stockholm, showing how the decision to work in informal self-

employment was influenced by their previous experiences in the informal sector. 

Subsequently, the flexible nature of informal self-employment, particularly when 

looking at the geographical location of such work, is also embedded into the social 

networks of these individuals. As expressed by many of the women, the importance of 

spending time with family, and being able to work together was a strong motivation for 

the decision to operate informally. Working from home not only allowed these women 

to maintain their roles as mothers, but also allowed them in some cases to make use of 

family members as a way to cut labour costs, a common way ethnic enterprises 

capitalize on their social networks (Panayiotopoulos 2010). 

 

Finally, making use of social networks and ethnic resources to establish an informal 

enterprise can been seen as a way of securing opportunities for economic mobility, 

which Portes et. al. argued is one method immigrants in industrial economies have for 

getting ahead in competitive markets (Portes et. al. 1993). The majority of the women 

interviewed saw their informal enterprises merely as a step on the path to future 

formality, and saw their access to social and ethnic networks as a resource which they 

could use to establish a clientele before going through the process of formal registration. 

Many of these women felt that this in and of itself was an opportunity to be taken 

advantage of, and in many cases a proactive solution to socio-economic and politico-

institutional difficulties they faced. The social and ethnic embeddedness of these 

enterprises was used as a way for these women to act as agents of change for their 

economic futures.  

 

6.2 The Socio-Economic Position of Immigrant Women 
 

In terms of analyzing the opportunity structure and its impact on the economic decision 

to operate an enterprise informally, one area of significant importance is the socio-

economic position of immigrant women in the Swedish labour market. Immigrant 

entrepreneurs, particularly women, face a limited set of opportunities due to an array of 

predisposing factors. This creates a situation of blocked mobility, meaning that as 

immigrants, these individuals face a great deal of impediments in terms of access to 

opportunities in traditional labour markets, which ultimately leads to a higher likelihood 

of starting their own businesses (Waldinger et. al. 1990, 32). In order to understand the 

structures of the socio-economic position impacts informal self-employment, we need to 
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look at their level of economic security, availability of professional opportunities, 

language skills and discrimination in the Swedish labour market (Kloosterman et. al. 

2001a).   

 

A common motivation for starting an informal enterprise mentioned by these women 

was a decrease in the household economy, and the immediate need to find a 

supplementary source of income. In many cases, a loss of economic security due to 

maternity leave, reduced hours, injury, loss of employment, etc. acted as a cause for 

informal self-employment. In this sense, the economically precarious situation in which 

these women found themselves can be understood as a predisposing factor leading to 

the creation of informal enterprises. The tendency towards informality could be seen as 

a way to achieve this economic security faster, without having to go through the 

obstacles required for formal registration, and therefore providing the opportunity for 

more immediate returns, although not necessarily long-term returns. 

 

For all of these women informality was a reaction to having limited professional 

opportunities in the Swedish labour market. In several cases a scarcity of professional 

opportunities was directly correlated with their lack of formal education, which in the 

Swedish job market is a great impediment to finding employment. However, even in 

cases where a university degree had been completed, these women were unable to 

access professional opportunities within their field of work, and therefore resorted to 

informal self-employment. The unfortunate reality of discrimination was seen as one 

reason why they felt they had fewer professional opportunities than fellow job-seekers. 

An explanation for this is that the Swedish labour market is segmented, meaning that 

minorities and women are offered subordinate positions within the hierarchy of 

opportunities (Coe et al. 2005, 361). The conditions create a situation of blocked 

mobility in which these women have a harder time accessing formal employment 

opportunities due to the socio-economic implication of being a woman, an immigrant 

and an ethnic minority (Waldginer et. al. 1990). 

 

The question then becomes, if a lack of economic security, limited professional 

opportunities and discrimination in the labour markets caused these women to search 

for other opportunities, why did they decide to start an informal enterprise rather than 

opening a formal business? One possible answer is that these women fell short in terms 

of their Swedish language skills and cultural understanding for markets outside their 

own ethnic community. Having limited skills in the Swedish language was not only an 

impediment deterring these women from formally registering their businesses, but also 

keeping them from expanding into markets outside their own ethnic community, which 

expert Scarlett Roa says is a reason why many of these enterprises operate informally. 

On one hand, formal registration leads to higher prices, which can negatively impact 

sales, particularly when talking about ethnic markets. On the other hand, those in 

positions of power making decisions about entrepreneurial funding and start-up loans 

are often uninformed about the potential of ethnic enterprises (Scarlet Roa, Interview 7), 

which leads to discrimination in terms of who receives opportunities for venture capital, 

making what Waldinger et. al. refer to as resource mobilization much more difficult for 

ethnic entrepreneurs (Waldinger et al. 1990). 
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6.3 A Politico-institutional Context for Informality 
 

Looking at the other end of the opportunity structure, it is essential to analyze the 

politico-institutional context and how it impacts the decision to work in informal self-

employment. By observing how the spatially and temporally specific regulatory 

frameworks and institutional contexts for entrepreneurship on a national level influence 

informal economic activity, we can gain a better understanding regarding what elements 

help to create an environment in which informal ethnic enterprises emerge and succeed. 

In the mixed-embeddedness theory, these conditions are what come together to create 

the poltico-institutional context into which immigrants are inserted (Kloosterman et. al. 

1999). 

 

One of the most prominent regulatory obstacles which new businesses face in Sweden is 

the lack of available options for small-scale entrepreneurs. Although there are options 

for registering as a sole-trader/sole-proprietor (in which an individual and the company 

are one in the same), and even to withhold tax payments until profits are made within 

the enterprise, for many entrepreneurs the formal registration process implies giving up 

their current financial security. For several of the women interviewed, formal 

registration would mean they would no longer be eligible to receive social welfare 

benefits, which in many cases would be a significant economic burden for themselves 

and their family. This regulatory hindrance lead many of these women to feel that in 

order to register their company formally, they must be able and willing to commit 

themselves full-time to the venture, and be sure that they would make a profit, or 

otherwise risk falling into economic hardship. Expert Scarlett Roa says that this leads 

many immigrant entrepreneurs to informality, as they see this as the only option for 

testing the markets and their business idea before taking such an economic risk. In this 

sense, immigrant entrepreneurs experience blocked mobility in terms of their access to 

ownership opportunities (Waldinger et. al. 1990).  

 

Another aspect of the institutional context influencing the decision to operate informally 

is the high tax environment associated with welfare states such as Sweden. As 

previously mentioned, many ethnic enterprises, including those covered in this 

investigation, are working with so called low-value added products and services, which 

Kloosterman et. al. mean are more sensitive to the impact of taxes (Kloosterman et. al. 

1999). If these entrepreneurs were to formally register their businesses, they would also 

need to compensate for increased costs by raising their prices, which many ethnic 

entrepreneurs do not see as an option given that their target markets in general have 

lower levels of disposable income and would therefore be unwilling to pay these prices. 

For this reason, formalizing certain types of enterprises is not economically viable, or in 

other words, some types of enterprises are only able to turn profits if they are able to cut 

costs via informal strategies.  

 

A third argument pointing to how the institutional context of Sweden may perpetuate 

forms of informality is that political initiatives intending to promote the employment of 

immigrants do not always lead to the desired outcome. One example is the “RUT-

avdrag” tax exemption, which despite intentions to provide job-opportunities in the 

lower-end of the opportunity structure, such initiatives can be counterproductive by 

producing employment opportunities which have little or no potential for professional 
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advancement (Scarlett Roa, Interview 7). Although intended to help individuals who 

lack the formal education to work in white-collar positions, initiatives such as these 

arguably build on the segmented nature of the Swedish labour market by providing 

financial incentives for employment in the lower rungs of the opportunity structure (Coe 

et. al. 2007). 

 

In conclusion, the process of registering a company formally and keeping up with the 

bookkeeping and paperwork after registration was deemed by many of the women as 

too complex and time consuming for their small-scale enterprises which expected to 

make only small profits. For some of the women, the decision to operate informally was 

made because they felt registration was too time-consuming to complete before 

beginning to sell their products and services, considering that many were overcoming an 

unexpected downturn in their household economy. Although several women were aware 

of other state initiatives aimed at helping entrepreneurs and particularly immigrants and 

women, they felt that the waiting period to receive such assistance was unrealistic and 

therefore decided to operate informally. Nonetheless, for five of the six women, 

informality is being used until formalization is deemed worth the time and effort.  

 

 

7. Conclusions 
 

The decision to work in informal self-employment is one that should be considered 

complex, multidimensional and in many ways time-and-place specific. In this 

investigation, the theoretical approach of mixed-embeddedness was applied to the case 

of informally self-employed Latin American immigrant women in Stockholm by 

looking at how elements of agency and structure can help explain the underlying causes 

behind the decision to operate within the informal economy, particularly in ethnic 

enterprises.  

 

One of the central findings of this investigation is that the decision to start an informal 

enterprise is dependent upon the entrepreneurs' access to social and ethnic networks, 

which can be used as a resource within business. As the mixed-embeddedness theory 

argues, immigrant entrepreneurs are in many ways embedded into social and ethnic 

networks, meaning that without this resource, informality would very likely not have 

succeed as a strategy for these women. Through their access to the Latino community in 

Stockholm, these women were able obtain clients and start an informal enterprise, 

despite experiencing blocked mobility in terms of their access to formal opportunities in 

the labour market. However, their embeddedness in ethnic markets also complicated the 

possibilities for these enterprises to become formalized, creating a situation of 

entrapment within the informal economy.  

 

Although facilitated by social embeddedness, informal self-employment is in many 

ways a product of the structural circumstances cause by the socio-economic and 

politico-institutional context into which immigrants are inserted. Factors such as limited 

professional opportunities, a lack of formal education, insufficient knowledge of the 

Swedish language and culture, and discrimination when seeking formal employment or 

start-up funding were all elements of the socio-economic position, which ultimately 

steered these women to the path of informality. Additionally, the regulatory frameworks 

for formalization were deemed complex and inflexible for small-scale entrepreneurs, 
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and the present political initiatives aimed at promoting opportunities at the low-end of 

the opportunity structure were seen to only perpetuate the segmentation of the labour 

market. Facing such obstacles, these ethnic entrepreneurs decided to operate their 

enterprises informally, for this was either seen as the only option, or the best option, 

given the circumstances these women found themselves in. As women, immigrants and 

ethnic minorities, the decision to work in informal self-employment can be understood 

in part as a product of the opportunity structure in Sweden, which was perceived as 

difficult to penetrate and too complex to change. 

 

Although the mixed-embeddedness theory has provided an adequate approach to 

understanding informal self-employment, it was found to be limited in terms of its 

attention to elements of agency outside those created by the opportunities available 

through ethnic networks. Many of the women in this study expressed not only their 

agency in terms of using social and ethnic networks as a resource, but also in how they 

used informality as a way to create a future for formal employment, adapt economic 

strategies from their home-countries, and benefit from the geographical convince of 

working from home. In future research projects, an incorporation of these elements of 

agency could contribute to a wider understanding of the complexities of the informal 

economy.  
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Interview 7: Scarlett Roa, ALMI, Interviewed by: Annika Olsson (25/11/2015 at 12:00) 
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9.  Appendix 
 

9.1 Interview Guide 
 

The following interview guide was used will all of the participants working in informal 

self-employment (Interviews 1-6).  

 

Información general 

 

Edad: 

Pais de origen: 

Año de migrar a Suecia: 

Estado civil:  

Numero e edad de hijos: 

Educación: 

 

Vamos a comenzar la entrevista con algunas preguntas acerca de tu negocio, como 

funciona de manera práctica y cuales estratégias utilizas.  

 

1. Describe lo que haces para tu negocio y cuales servicios o productos utilizas. 

2. Explica cuales partes del negocio consideras ser informales? 

3. Que significado tienen tus contactos personales para tu negocio? Y tu contacto 

con otros latinos? 

4. Donde realizas el trabajo del negocio (en casa, un local, casa de los clientes, 

etc)? 

5. Como se dividen los que haceres y responsibilidades en tu casa? Como 

encuentras un balanse entre la casa y el trabajo?  

6. Quien se encarga de los diferentes aspetos del negocio (ventas, producción, 

entrega, etc.)? 

7. Cuales estratégias utilizas para conseguir clientes?  

8. Tienes otro empleo (o estudios) aparte de tu negocio?  

  

Ahora vamos a hablar de tu situación antes de empezar a trabajar por cuenta propia.  

 

9. Buscaste empleo antes de empezar a trabajar por cuenta propia? 

 9A. En caso de que si, Recisbiste alguna oferta de trabajo?  

 9B. En caso de que no, Porque crees que no recibiste ofertas de trabajo?  

10. Buscaste ayuda o consejería de agencias gobernamentales en Suecia para 

conseguir empleo o empezar tu empresa?  

 10A. En caso de que si, Donde y que tipo de ayuda recibiste? 

 10B. En caso de que no, Porque no buscaste ayuda de los agencias  

 gobernamentales? 

11. Averiguaste como registrar tu empresa con Skatteverket antes de empezar a 

trabajar por cuenta propia?  

 11A. En caso de que si, Cuales factores influeciaron la decision de  

 registrar o no registrar el negocio? 

12. Como calificarías tu conocimiento del Sueco antes de empezar a trabajar por 

cuenta propia?  

13. Buscaste algún apoyo económico para comenzar tu negocio, por ejemplo un 
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prestamo bacario o privado? 

 13A. En caso de que si, Que apoyo económico buscaste y en que resultó? 

14. Utilisaste alguna estratégia que habías utilizado en tu pais en tu negocio? 

 14A. En caso de que si, De que manera adaptaste estas estratégias para el 

 nuevo contexto de Estocolmo? 

  

Ahora vamos a hablar de las motivaciones que te han llevado a trabajar por cuenta 

propia. 

 

15. Cuales fueron tus motivaciones para empezar a trabajar por cuenta propia? 

16. Cuales fueron tus motivaciones para utilizar estratégias informales en tu 

negocio? 

17. Podrías describir las ventajas que has experimentado trabajando por cuenta 

propia e utilizado estratégias informales?  

 17A. Y las desventajas? (económicas, personales, professionales, etc). 

18. De 1-5, 1 siendo no satisfecha y 5 siendo muy satisfecha, que tan satisfecha 

estás con el trabajo que haces en tu negocio? 

 18A. Si 4-5, Que te hace sentir satisfecha con tu trabajo por cuenta  

 propia? 

 18B. Si 1-2, Que te hace sentir insatisfecha con tu trabajo por cuenta 

 propia? 

 

Ahora vamos a hablar de tus expereiencias como mujer, immigrante y empresaria y tus 

oportunidades en Suecia.  

 

19. Como percibes tus oportunidades professionales e económicas en Suecia? 

20. Sientes que tu trabajo por cuenta propia refleja adequadamente tu nivel de 

educación, conociemiento e experiencia? 

 20A. En caso de que no, porque? 

21. Que significado tienen ingresos informales para ti y tu familia? 

22. Si pudieras cambiar algo de tu situación en Suecia que cambiarías? 

23. Conoces a alguien más que trabaja por cuenta propia utilizando estratégias 

informales que podría considerar participar en el estudio? 

 

9.2 Expert Interview Guide 
 

The following interview guide was used with Scarlett Roa at ALMI (Interview 7). 

 

1. Por favor presentate y explica un poco acerca de tu trabajo con ALMI. 

2. Cuales son algunas situationes comunes que has visto en mujeres latinas que 

piden consegería cuando considrando empezar un empresa? 

3. Has observado que ellas utilizan estratégias informales cuando están probando el 

concepto para un negocio?  

 3A. En caso de que si, cuales estratégias has visto? 

4. De cuales maneras piensas que la economía informal puede influenciar a la 

initiativa de abrir su propia empresa? 

5. Cuales motivaciones pueden haber para utitizar estratégias informales cuando 

decidiendo si abrir una empresa? 

6. Cuales motivaciónes pueden haber en general para mujeres latinas que deciden 
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crear su propio negocio en Suecia? 

7. Que significado tienen la red social o el contacto con la comunidad latinacuando 

uno decide abrir su propia empresa? 

8. Como ves el nivel de tolerancia por los diferentes tipos de informalidad 

económica en Suecia? 

9. De que manera piensas que desigualdad de género o de etnicidad puede llevar a 

alguien a querer trabajar por cuenta propia? 

10. Crees que el lugar físico donde se hace un trabajo puede influenciar al 

reconocimiento que es trabajo recibe, comparando por ejemplo la casa y la 

oficina como espacios de trabajo? 

 10A. En caso de que si, de que manera piensas que la sociedad hace 

 diferencia entre diferentes espacios de trabajo? 

11. Como crees que el conocimiento del Sueco puede influenciar a la decision de 

abrir una empresa? 

12. Crees que los agencias gobernamentales podrían mejorar su estratégia para lidiar 

con la economía informal? 

 12A. En caso de que si, como piensas que debería ser tratado el tema en 

 comparación con como es tratado actualmente? 

13. Cuales opciones hay para una mujer que no puede dedicar tiempo completo a 

una empresa pero de igual manera quisiera poder trabajar por cuenta propia? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


