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Abstract

The experience of ethnic entrepreneurs in their host countries has been explored in Britain, Europe, America, Canada and Australia; and the importance of networking in the ethnic enterprise has been firmly supported in literature. However, research to date has yet to explore ethnic entrepreneurs’ reluctance to engage in networking practices; this study explores this issue in an Irish context. In order to explore the networking activities of ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland a framework has been developed addressing the motivations for ethnic business start-up, the level of networking, the formation of ethnic networks and their composition, the barriers to entrepreneurship, and the removal of these barriers due to network membership.

Ethnic entrepreneurship literature suggests that networking is crucial for minorities in business (Dana, 2001; Moore and Webb, 1998), however Ibarra (1993) argues that ethnic minority networks are not always advantageous to members as these networks often suffer from problems, such as network size, homophily, network tie strength and network range and density. In addition, Ibarra (1993) found that ethnic entrepreneurs have a high tendency to engage in informal networks while Ram and Smallbone (2001) and Fadahunsi et al. (2000) identified a reluctance to participate in formal networks.

Data was collected from eight ethnic enterprises, with case study participants from Pakistan, India, Poland, Turkey, Nigeria, and China, utilising a case study approach which facilitated the emergence of theory from an investigation of SMEs actions (Carson et al., 2001). Pattern matching was used to establish the significance of the variables identified in the conceptual framework, and similarities and differences across cultures were confirmed.
In summation, the empirical results show that the majority of ethnic entrepreneurs who participated in this study were not willing to engage in informal or formal networking activities. The empirical findings demonstrate that the level of informal networking in which ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland engage, differs between cultures. The major barriers to formal networking are a lack of awareness of the support and services they offer and the fundamental barrier to informal networking is a fear of sharing information with competitors. The ethnic firms who frequently engaged in informal networks cited access to finance, labour, resources, market information, feedback and support as the main benefits of network membership.
The research results highlight the reasons why ethnic entrepreneurs are unwilling to network in an informal and formal context. The results will assist mainstream small business support agencies in facilitating the development of ethnic networks in Ireland. This research identifies the barriers to informal and formal networking as cited by ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland, an area of entrepreneurship which had not been previously explored in the Irish context.
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Introduction 

Networking has been defined as the relationship or interaction between an entrepreneur and another individual (Granovetter, 1973). This relationship is crucial for minorities in business (Moore and Webb, 1998) providing mentors for aspiring entrepreneurs as well as focused training and access to information regarding markets, business ideas, opportunities and technical support (Dana, 2001). However, research to date has yet to explore ethnic entrepreneurs’ reluctance to engage in networking practices; an issue explored by this research in an Irish context. Ibarra (1993) argues that ethnic minority networks are not always advantageous to members as these networks often suffer from problems, such as network size, homophily, network tie strength and network range and density. While network membership results in an endless number of possible relationships (and therefore networks) the effectiveness of the network depends on the individuals who constitute the network (Fadahunsi et al., 2000).
The number of migrants to Ireland is substantially higher than other EU countries (Doyle et al., 2006) with estimations that migrants make up eight percent of the Irish population (Shoesmith, 2006). Although currently there are no statistics as to how many ethnic businesses there are in Ireland (First-step Microfinance, 2006), ten new businesses are registered each day by non-nationals; double the number of ethnic business registrations in 1996 (Shoesmith, 2006). The impact of such ethnic enterprises is a rise in the cumulative supply of jobs and the creation of employment for migrant works without impacting on the indigenous work force (Light and Bonacich, 1988). Furthermore, the hiring of migrant workers by ethnic entrepreneurs is not exclusive to migrants of the same ethnicity and extends to other migrants, therefore increasing the benefit that ethnic entrepreneurs have on their host country (Van Delf et al., 1999). This is evident in the Irish context as it is estimated that ethnic enterprises in Ireland created 50,000 new jobs in 2006, many of which were occupied by foreign nationals (Shoesmith, 2006). 

This research focuses on the reluctance of ethnic entrepreneurs to engage in networking practices, starting with an overview of literature relating to the motivations for ethnic business start up, the nature of ethnic entrepreneurship networks, formality of ethnic networks and barriers to networks. An outline of the research methodology employed is presented in addition to the research findings and conclusions. 

Motivations for ethnic business start-up

Although the primary focus of this study is on the networking activities of ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland, this study also explores the motivating factors for ethnic business start-up, addressing the reasons why ethnic entrepreneurs set up a business in their host country. Research on ethnic entrepreneurs in other countries suggests that ethnic minority groups are motivated to set up a business because they are discriminated in the labour market, and their close family ties provide them with access to resources which make entrepreneurship possible (Portes et al., 2002; Bonacich, 1973). Furthermore, Basu (2004) found that the motivations and aspirations of ethnic entrepreneurs depends largely on their country of origin, family background, education and previous business experience. In addition, Chaudry and Crik (2003) identified the main motivations of the respondents as being a desire for independence and to sustain a certain standard of living for their families. Furthermore, Basu (2004) found that migrants, who moved to a different country in the hope of improving their standard of living, did so with limited personal resources and were inclined to depend on finance from banks at the initial start up phase; which motivated them to make money in order to pay off bank debts. 
Nature of Ethnic Entrepreneurship Networks

The participation of ethnic minorities in networks is of vital importance for their business success (Moore and Webb, 1998). The presence of ethnic networks or connections reduces the costs of doing business and provides access for ethnic entrepreneurs to a variety of resources and customers (Morris, 2000).  Networks provide resources including labour from co-ethnic and family reserves and also financing (Ng, 1999; Park, 1997). These contacts may be formal (for example, business related) or informal (for example, family, friends and acquaintances). Formal and informal network involvements are important elements for business development and give ethnic entrepreneurs who have links with their home country a competitive advantage over indigenous entrepreneurs (Fadahunsi et al., 2000). 

Formal networks allow SMEs to: “…pool resources and talents together to reap results which would not be possible (due to cost constraints and economies of scale) if the enterprise operated in isolation” (Dean et al., 1997:78). By developing formal networks entrepreneurs are able to react better to changes in the environment given that information flows in an equal direction as apposed to a hierarchical flow (McGregor, 2004). Research has found that ethnic entrepreneurs generally have less access to formal information and knowledge and subsequently are less familiar about laws and regulations than indigenous entrepreneurs (Van Delf et al., 1999). In addition support agencies can have a significant role in nurturing growth in ethnic enterprises by giving external advice to ethnic entrepreneurs (Marlow, 1992). Ram (1994) posits that networks can offer possible practical benefits which can assist ethnic enterprises to overcome potential structural shortcomings, such as discrimination and language barriers. 
Informal networks are essential for ethnic businesses’ survival (Chaudry and Crick, 2003; Fadahunsi et al., 2000; Ong, 1999; Collins, 1998), and information gathering (Chaudry and Crick, 2003). Mutual trust amongst co-ethnic migrants means that ethnic entrepreneurs can exchange information, business ideas and source capital from each other in an informal way (Van Delf et al., 1999). However, the most important element of informal ethnic networking is that it provides mentors for aspiring entrepreneurs, as well as focused training and access to information about the market, business ideas, business opportunities and technical support (Dana, 2001; Dubini and Aldrich, 1991).

Formality of Ethnic Networks

Research on ethnic entrepreneurs’ networking activity often refers to ‘social’ networks which are comprised of a personal element whereby certain individuals are part of the network; and the cultural dimension in which the actors are immersed in (Saker, 1992). Social networks are synonymous with informal networking and the two terms can be used interchangeably (Saker, 1992). The family and the community are the primary constituents of the social network (Saker, 1992). Although the purpose of the network may not be for conducting business, these networks are still viewed as the crucial constituent for business development in ethnic communities (Saker, 1992), Waldinger et al. (1990) suggest that social networks are closed in nature and therefore offer members a competitive advantage over non-members.  Light and Gold (2000:94) state that the:  “contribution of social networks to entrepreneurship is the most important research discovery [in the field of ethnic entrepreneurship] in the last generation”.

Social networks can be both formal and informal (Fadahunsi et al., 2000).  Formal social networks are based on co-ethnic membership business organisations or the wider ethnic community (religious or socio-cultural organisations) and informal social networks are developed around family and community members (Fadahunsi et al., 2000). Literature demonstrates that ethnic entrepreneurs rely heavily on social networks as they often face discrimination when trying to access capital, reach customers and obtain credit from suppliers (Ram, 1994). Ethnic entrepreneurs often turn to social networks to gain financial support; to make co-ethnic people aware of their ethnic businesses and therefore gain customers; to recruit staff and to gain knowledge on the market (Ram and Jones, 1998). Trust is a major element of social networks, as finance is often borrowed from network members in an informal manner (Fadahunsi et al., 2000). Staff is often recruited through network contact due to the belief that network members will be more reliable and trustworthy than an ‘outsider’ (Collins, 2002; Fadahunsi et al., 2000).

Barriers to Networks for ethnic entrepreneurs 

Although networks offer many benefits to entrepreneurs, not all entrepreneurs can gain access to networks (Dana, 2001).  In exploring formal networks Crick and Chaudry (1996), found that overall, support bodies are unable to offer credible support to ethnic entrepreneurs, due to a lack of understanding of the growth and employment needs of minority-owned businesses. Ram and Smallbone (2001) suggest that the difficulties which are specific to ethnic entrepreneurs include a lack of access to financial resources; language and cultural barriers; a lack of self-belief; succession planning concerns; the effects of bureaucracy; discrimination and the effects of some declining traditional markets (for example, the clothing industry). Fadahunsi et al. (2000) suggest that the low take-up of government run support agencies by ethnic entrepreneurs illustrates a negative perception. Ram and Smallbone (2001) have identified possible barriers to formal networking such as the difficulties agencies face in identifying and reaching ethnic enterprises; inadequate databases of potential participants; unsuitability of ‘product-oriented’ approaches; uncertainty over the significance of what is being offered by the networks; and a lack of belief and trust in those delivering the support, on the part of the ethnic business owners. 

The uncertainty regarding the significance of what is being offered by formal networks and a lack of belief and trust in those delivering the support (Ram and Smallbone, 2001) creates barriers to formal networking. Thus, although networking is a business practice which is vital for all businesses’ success, informal networking is all the more crucial for the ethnic entrepreneur who is unable to access formal networks. It is important to note that there are differences between ethnic groups and their use of such informal networks (Ram and Jones, 1998). For example South Asians have a much higher success rate as ethnic entrepreneurs than African-Caribbean migrants (Ram and Jones, 1998). Ram and Jones (1998) suggest this is because African-Caribbeans have a weaker collective identity; are generally disorganised and do not tend to be as motivated, confident and have as high self-esteem as South Asians. The lack characteristics such as confidence, motivation and high self-esteem tend to impede informal networking for African-Caribbean entrepreneurs and are present in other ethnic groups which are successful at network formation.

In summation, prior research has explored the motivations of ethnic entrepreneurs and has found that the desire for independence is a significant motivating factor for ethnic business start-up (Chaudry and Crick, 2003) and also suggests that close family links facilitate ethnic business establishment (Portes et al., 2002; Bonachich, 1973). This study explores the motivations of ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland as a prerequisite for understanding the complexities of the subjects’ networking activities. Research suggests that ethnic entrepreneurs’ participation in networks plays a vital role in their success (Moore and Webb, 1998) and suggests that networking provides ethnic entrepreneurs with access to resources such as labour, finance and customers, thus reducing the cost of doing business (Morris, 2000; Ng, 1999, Park 1997). This study explores the networking activities of ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland to ascertain as to whether or not ethnic entrepreneurs do in fact rely heavily on formal and informal networks.
Research Methodology

Qualitative research facilitates comprehension of the complexity of the small business context enabling the researcher to observe individuals engaging in entrepreneurial activity in their natural environment (Volery, 2004). For the purpose of this research the case study approach has been chosen to facilitate theory building through interviews and observation enabling converging lines of inquiry on historical, attitudinal or behavioural issues (Yin, 1994). Yin (2003) suggests that case study research facilitates research which endeavours to discover more about individuals, groups, organisations, social and political situations. For this reason case study research is suitable for this research as the research aims to elicit information on a specific group – ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland. 

This study is based on eight ethnic minority enterprises from the following ethnic groups: Polish (2 cases), Turkish (1 subject), Pakistani (2 cases), Nigerian (1 subject), Indian (1 subject) and Chinese (1 subject). As there were no ethnic minority databases available the research participants were chosen randomly through relevant non-profit Irish organisations. 
Table 1: Case profiles

	Cases
	Gender
	Country of Origin
	Year of migration to Ireland
	First year of operating their current business in Ireland
	Type of business
	Number of employees not including the owner

	Case 1
	Male
	Turkey
	1989
	2006
	Restaurant
	6

	Case 2
	Male
	India
	1993
	2005
	Retail
	1

	Case 3
	Male
	Pakistan
	1972
	1982
	Retail
	1

	Case 4
	Male
	Nigeria
	1997
	1999
	Retail/Wholesale/Service
	0

	Case 5
	Male
	Scotland

(Second generation Pakistani)
	1989
	1992 and 200?
	Retail
	1

	Case 6
	Female
	Poland
	2005
	2006
	Retail
	0

	Case 7
	Male
	Poland
	2006
	2006
	Retail
	1

	Case 8
	Male
	China
	1999
	2006
	Retail
	0


Discussion 

In exploring the motivations of the ethnic entrepreneurs who took part in this study the desire for independence was the most dominant motivating factor for business start-up. This supports entrepreneurship research which suggests that entrepreneurs in most cases are autonomous individuals who wish to have independence and be in control of their own destiny; and that this characteristic is the most dominant factor which results in business start-ups (Littunen, 2000; Gray, 1998; Curran et al., 1993). 

“Number one would be, to be my own boss. I have to be in control of everything. If something goes wrong or doesn’t work out I want it to be my responsibility, you know? If something goes wrong, it’s not their fault [he points to the staff behind the counter], it’s mine.” [Case 1]

“I’ve worked for people and the worst thing I hate about working for people is when they won’t listen to your ideas…I’d find this [working for himself] more fulfilling cos I’m my own boss”. [Case 5]

“The way I entered the country then did not permit me to pursue my profession, so I ended up in buying and selling…I had no other choice, because then if we’d be able to go to FAS to do some courses without the residency, then when I was sitting at home, I could have done some courses.” [Case 4]
Furthermore, the empirical results support Chaudry and Crik’s (2003) finding that the main motivations of the respondents of their study were for independence and to sustain a certain standard of living for their families. Sustainment for a certain standard of living was not cited as a strongly significant motivation for business start-up although two cases did cite setting up their business as the only means of supporting their families. 

In addition, the empirical findings suggest that economic advancement was weakly significant as a motivation for business start-up. As only one subject cited economic advancement as a motivation for business start-up, this contradicts the research of Smith-Hunter and Boyd (2004) who found that one of the motivations for ethnic entrepreneurship is to ‘make money’. 

“I would like to be my own boss rather than working for someone else… I suppose what gives me a kick in this is that I am the decision maker, one decision can make me money and one decision can also, I can loose the money as well, so it’s money and everything else that goes with it… Yeah I like being in control - But only when things are going good”. [Case 2]
“It was different in those days…because at that time very little employment and who was employed was mostly Irish”…Better life, I had no other way to survive; you understand me?” [Case 3]
“I couldn’t get a job after college; that would have been the main incentive.” [Case 5]

In support of the literature reviewed (Chaudry and Crik, 2003) the empirical findings demonstrate desire for independence is the most significant motivation to start an ethnic enterprise in Ireland. Two of the cases (Cases 1 and 2) cited the desire for independence as strongly significant as a motivation for business start-up; four cases (Cases 5, 6, 7 and 8) cited the desire for independence as moderately significant as a motivation for business start-up; and only two cases (Cases 3 and 4) cited the desire for independence as weakly significant as a motivation for business start-up. For example, both Case 1 and Case 2 primarily set up their businesses so that they could be their own boss and it transpired that in order for this to become a reality they frequently engaged in informal networking. It emerged that the subjects who felt that they had no other option than to enter into self-employment were reluctant to engage in networking practices.

Furthermore, in contrast to the literature reviewed (Basu, 2004) the empirical findings illustrate that economic advancement is of weak to moderate significance as a motivating factor for business set-up. Only one subject (Case 8) cited economic advancement as having strong significance; three cases (Cases 1, 2 and 6) cited economic advancement as having moderate significance and four cases (Cases 3, 4, 5 and 7) cited economic advancement as having weak significance. This is supported by the finding that the majority of cases (Cases 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7) who participated in this study did not cite being motivated by money as having strong significance for their business start-up. 

Nature of ethnic entrepreneurship Networks

The findings of this study assert that ethnic networks are predominantly made up of family and friends. The support of the family unit which the cases’ cited, verifies ethnic entrepreneurship research which asserts that the ‘extended family’ plays a vital role in the ethnic enterprises as a means of providing ethnic entrepreneurs with access to resources, such as information, labour and capital (Ram and Jones, 1998; Ward, 1987). Four out of the eight cases (Cases 1, 2, 5 and 6) cited their family as strongly significant in the formation of their ethnic network. 

“Once a week I bring in my in-laws here because they’re Irish; to get them to taste everything and see what they think…And my father-in-law got me the builder for this place”. [Case 1]

 “My father and my mother…Because I can, I can trust you know, them – that’s business anyway…I will fly for example with my father and we, we are talking about – ok dad this time we are going to buy this, this and this or something similar because people ask about this stock, you know that’s it. But usually, my father post me new stock every week or every two weeks.” [Case 6]

Case 1, 2 and 8 referred to the importance of their friends who were part of their network and gave them support, encouragement, feedback and market information. 

”there is a head chef I know who works in another restaurant, he’s Irish and I ask him about a lot of things. He found me the butcher, tells me a lot of things I wouldn’t know about”. [Case 1]

The empirical results illustrate that informal ethnic networks emerged over time and were founded on relationships based on trust. Research to date has focused on the importance of family in network formation and the importance of the ethnic community in an ethnic network has also been cited (Saker, 1992; Ward, 1987). However the significance of friends in network formation has not been previously established by researchers. The importance of friends in the ethnic enterprise re-iterates the theory which suggests that informal networking is more widespread among migrant communities than formal networking (Morris, 2000; Light and Gold, 2000; Ng, 1999; Park, 1997).

The empirical findings demonstrate that the cases from India (Case 2), Turkey (Case 1) and China (Case 8) engaged in informal networking and that currently only one subject was in the initial stages of participating in formal networking. The empirical data found that four out of eight cases (Cases 2, 3, 5 and 8) were reluctant to engage in formal networks and two cases (Cases 2 and 5) had had negative experiences of formal networking. This supports research to date on ethnic entrepreneurs formal networking activities which has found that ethnic entrepreneurs tend to have a negative perception of government run support agencies (Fadahunsi et al., 2000) and that they are often unsure as to what services are being offered; or have a lack of trust in the support agencies (Ram and Smallbone, 2001). 

The empirical findings demonstrate that the cases who participated in some form of networking (Cases 1, 2, 5, 6 and 8); family and friends were fundamental to the formation of the informal networks which the cases were members of. The data illustrated that other than family and friends; only suppliers were mentioned as being part of the networks which the cases participated in:

“The suppliers we have been dealing with; the relationship is going back about ten years, so we have a strong link with, with our suppliers you know… we’re just as good as friends. The way we met; my father, he started a business first and these contacts an all suppliers and, my brother he found out when he came into business… from him, I used to go along, tag along with him there [to the networking meetings] and that’s how now the suppliers they know me…” [Case 2]

“We have a person, she’s in China; she’s a cousin of my partner. She does all the stuff you know. When we ask her to something, she just goes and looks and sends it to us”. [Case 8]

Some of the cases who did not engage in informal networking with other business people or suppliers did rely heavily on their immediate family for support, advice and help in running the business:

“You wouldn’t talk to your competitors regardless of family or friends or how well you know them…I would talk to my cousin d’ya know, my parents. But I wouldn’t talk to a Pakistani friend.” [Case 5]

In summation, it emerged that both family and friends were of vital importance in the ethnic enterprise for all subjects as those who did not engage in networking still relied on their immediate family for support and/or labour. Of the subjects who frequently engaged in informal networking (Cases 1, 2 and 8), family and friends were not only members of the network (along with suppliers and other business people), but were also intrinsic in the formation of the informal networks. This supports research to date which suggests that family members and the co-ethnic community play a crucial role in ethnic network formation (Saker, 1992). The findings of this study supports research which suggests that informal networks provide ethnic entrepreneurs with information and resources (Ng, 1999; Park 1997) but does not support the finding that ethnic entrepreneurs tend to trust their co-ethnic group and share information (Van Delf et al., 1999). Four subjects cited a reluctance to share information with others (Cases 3, 4, 5, 6, 7) and one subject (Case 4) said that his co-ethnic group were unwilling to share information with him although he was willing to do so. Five out of eight subjects (Cases 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7) were not informally networking with other business people and/or suppliers and only relied on their immediate family for information and support. Of these five subjects only Case 4 was actually willing to engage in informal networking activities (but the members of his co-ethnic group were reluctant to do so). 
Formality of Ethnic Networks

The empirical data from this study concluded that half of the ethnic entrepreneurs who participated in this study (Cases 3, 5, 6 and 7) are reluctant to engage in informal networking practices due to a fear of sharing information with others and therefore losing their competitive advantage. Case 4 was unable to participate in informal networks with members of his co-ethnic group as the members of his community were unwilling to share information with others. This contradicts ethnic entrepreneurship research to date which has found that ethnic entrepreneurs have a high tendency to engage in informal networking (Morris, 2000; Light and Gold, 2000; Ng, 1999; Park, 1997). It is possible that informal networks are not being utilised by many ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland to the extent that they are used by migrant entrepreneurs in the UK, Europe, the United States of America, Canada and Australia because Ireland has only recently become a destination for migrants.

The responses from cases about their networking activities varied from culture to culture. Only two out of the eight cases (Cases 1 and 2) believed that informal networking had strong significance for their business and one subject (Case 8) did engage in networking although he did not recognise it as such. Three of the cases did not engage in any informal networking practices (Cases 3, 4 and 7) and only two cases mentioned informal networking in reference to family members (Cases 5 and 6).  

Case 1 saw his networking activity as an important part of running his business and discussed the people he networked with such as friends, family members, local business people, and suppliers. He believed that the main benefits of informal networking were gaining feedback, getting information and gaining access to suppliers. Case 2 had a network which was comprised of other Indian business men who were involved in the clothing industry and were all based in the UK. He networked regularly meeting them in person five or six times a year. Between meetings he was in contact with them by phone and email.

“Yeah, say like, I now myself would go to UK about three to four, well more than that, five to six times a year and we would all meet up, you know just for a gathering; we’d discuss what doing good and what’s not doing good, you know.”

The Polish and Pakistani cases believed in keeping information to themselves and did not share information for fear that competitors would gain an advantage over them by knowing things about their business. 

“No. Business is a cruel world I think. You wouldn’t talk to your competitors regardless of family or friends or how well you know them. You’d never talk to them about your suppliers – now you’d always find an exception to the rule but it’s a dog eat dog world.” [Case 5]
In contrast the Indian subject believed that it was an important way of gaining knowledge on the industry and keeping up with trends and customers’ tastes and needs:

“So there is good information there. Whenever we meet up we always discuss information, what is going on, what’s not going on.” [Case 2]

Although the Chinese subject did not recognise his interactions as networking, it was evident that he did engage in a significant level of networking activity. It is probable that the subject did not recognise his actions as networking as networking is intrinsically linked to his culture as research purports that  the Chinese utilise their ‘guanxi’ (connections) in every element of their lives (especially when doing business) as a means of accessing information and resources (Luo, 1997; Park and Luo, 2001). The subjects who engaged in networking practices did so on a regular basis and saw it as a very beneficial business activity. 

In summation, the empirical findings concluded that the majority of subjects were unwilling to engage in both formal and informal networking activities as they feared that by sharing information they would be vulnerable to competition. Therefore this study does not support research which suggests that ethnic entrepreneurs have a high tendency to engage in networking practices (Basu, 2004; Ram, 1994; Reeves and Ward, 1994).

Ethnic entrepreneurs reluctance to network participation
Researchers have consistently found that ethnic entrepreneurs have a low propensity to utilise business networks run by mainstream support agencies (Fadahunsi et al., 2000; Crick and Chaudry, 1996) and potential barriers to formal network participation have been identified including the unsuitability of the programmes on offer and the ethnic entrepreneurs’ lack of belief and trust in those offering the support (Ram and Smallbone, 2001).

The primary data results illustrated that those who did not engage in informal networking were reluctant to do so due to a fear of their ideas’ being taken by competitors or sharing any information which might give their competitors an advantage over them. The cases were also asked about their experience of formal networking in Ireland and it emerged that the majority of cases (Cases 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 and 7) were not currently engaging in any formal networking activities. Case 2 had previously tried to engage in formal networking with enterprise agency Y and Case 5 was in the process of dealing with one mainstream business support system. 

Of the seven cases only two (Cases 2 and 5) had attempted to engage in formal networks. Six out of the eight cases (Cases 2, 3, 4, 6, 7 and 8) discussed issues which were classed as being strongly significant as barriers to formal networking and only one subject believed that there were no barriers in existence preventing him from accessing formal networks (Case 1). The empirical findings illustrate that three out of eight cases (Cases 4, 6, 7) were not aware of the formal networks which operate in Ireland. 

“I don’t know where to go now, I need help… I only know of the bank… all the things we have been doing here is with the help of the Credit Union and personal savings and selling some properties back home.” [Case 4]

“No, I heard -  my accountant only told me about; I won’t be pay a tax, tax or something like that, I must earn €50,000 and after I will be pay a tax… So I know only this, nothing else. ” [Case 6]
It was evident that several of the cases (Cases 2, 3, 5 and 8) who did know of formal networks were reluctant to participate in them as they thought the process was too long or that it would cause them problems as the agencies would seek accounts and projections. Some had had negative experiences of dealing with them such as Case 2 who felt that they were not helpful and only showed a route which he felt was not realistic or accessible. Case 5 who felt that some agencies did not have an open structure allowing people to freely access a business advisor. Only one subject (Case 5) had found one organisation which he thought was approachable. Case 5 discussed his experience to date of formal networks and was currently seeking finance for expansion from one enterprise agency X.

“X definitely is approachable. Y isn’t. I tried to get funding, but you know it’s hard for Y… - I didn’t contact anyone, or I couldn’t get through to anyone….X you can walk in and no matter who you are and they’ll give you five minutes…I found that very impressive, d’ya know…You go in and they’re very nice. They take you into a little office and it’s private and everything; it’s very good.” [Case 5]

Case 2 had tried to participate in a government run business support system, but did not find their expectations realistic.

“Well when you start up a business, they show this very long route [drawing a circle with his finger on a page], that you don’t want to follow. You have to go through all the banks, organisations, accountants and everything, that’s hard. You have to get an accountants report and all this and all that so…and when you’re trying to set up a business, nobody - when you’re starting up a business no accountants going to give you a report, you know? Unless you have been with him for such a long time. So that’s the route they show to you. And, just, it doesn’t work that way, you know.”  [Case 2]

Case 3 identified barriers to formal networking by outlining reasons why he would not approach them as he feared that it would be a time-consuming activity and would lead to complications. 

“No I’ve never gone to them…they’re be more complications…oh you have to have accountant and bring these, these projects and what’s your projections and all this, I’d be only wasting time, so that’s it.”  [Case 3]

Case 8 identified a barrier to formal networking, which was unique to his situation. As his business was not legally registered he felt that he could not approach support agencies, although he was aware of enterprise agency Y as he had researched opening a business in Ireland on the Internet. He was aware of the legal process of opening a business in Ireland but as he does not have citizenship he cannot legally open a business.

“It’s not registered. The company is not registered and we’re not registered to pay tax or anything. But I think we paid tax for one thousand euro or something… It is [a worry] yeah. You see cos we’re not - we’re not allowed legally to open a shop. If we want to we can actually put the shop under someone elses name, d’ya know… You can’t get residency. There are three ways to get residency – first you’re married to Irish citizen or you’re born in Ireland or… We can’t really ask for help if we’re not registered.”  [Case 8]

Only three out of the eight cases (Cases 1, 2 and 8) regularly engaged in informal networking. The Nigerian subject (Case 4) did not engage in networking due to an attitude of distrust amongst his co-ethnic group and a reluctance to help each other and patronise each other’s businesses. Although this was the case, he did recognise that if they did network they would probably be more successful in business. When he was asked if he thought the sharing of information would benefit the Nigerian business community he replied:

“So much so, that I am surprised that we are still in business. And “I don’t go there I don’t patronise them, I don’t patronise” you see, they shut up [close down]. And you already have other problems [referring to cost of rent, rates etc].” [Case 4]

The Polish and Pakistani cases were reluctant to engage in informal networking as they feared that by sharing information with others they would be exposing their weaknesses to their competitors and would lose a competitive advantage.

“If I start asking questions like that they’re going to know what my weak points are. Then they’ll use that against me in the future you know…It sounds, it sounds gangster like I know but…I know with me, I specifically wouldn’t talk to people of a Pakistani background with regards problems of my business, ever. I’d talk to Irish people no problem.” [Case 5]

“No, just my father and my mother. Because I can, I can trust you know, them – that’s business anyway…” [Case 6]

In summation, it emerged that the Polish (Cases 6 and 7), Pakistani (Cases 3 and 5) and Nigerian (Case 4) subjects were not engaging in any informal or formal networking practices, although Case 5 was starting the process of seeking support from a mainstream agency at the time of interviewing. Although Case 4 was not part of an informal network, he did see the benefits of informal networking and wished that his co-ethnic group were more open to sharing information. Both the Polish and Pakistani subjects were reluctant to participate in informal networks as they feared that by sharing information with fellow business people from their co-ethnic group, other ethnic groups or the indigenous population that they would demonstrate their weak points and possibly miss out on a business opportunity. They saw competitors as people they should hide information from rather than share information with them. Cases 4, 6 and 7 were not reluctant to engage in formal networks as they were unaware of mainstream agencies and the potential support they could seek. All three subjects were glad to accept information on the support bodies in their area. Case 3 however did not wish to participate in formal networks as he did not want to have to show anyone his accounts and Case 8 felt that he could not access formal networks as his business was not legally registered with the Company Registration Office.

The empirical data concluded that ethnic entrepreneurs believe that there are barriers to formal networking in Ireland as four out of eight cases (Cases 2, 3, 5 and 8) were unwilling to participate in formal networks. This supports research to date which suggests that uncertainty over the significance of what is being offered by the networks and a lack of belief and trust in those offering the support (Ram and Smallbone, 2001) were the reasons for the low take-up of support agencies’ services by ethnic entrepreneurs (Fadahunsi et al., 2000). The barriers to formal networking identified in this study were a lack of awareness of the support agencies and their services; previous negative experiences of business support agencies in Ireland; an illegal business operation and the concern that sensitive information would be sought by the support agencies.

Benefit of network membership and removal of barriers

Only three (Cases 1, 2 and 8) out of eight cases engaged in networking activities. They were members of informal networks and when asked about the benefits of being a member of an informal network they cited benefits such as gaining access to suppliers, information, resources, finance, staff and feedback. Although Case 1 has lived in Ireland for eighteen years, he still cited a lack of information on some issues and he believed that being part of the network removed this potential barrier to entrepreneurship. Cases 2 and 8 identified finance as a barrier to entrepreneurship; but this barrier was removed for Case 2 through a loan from a family member while Case 8 overcame this barrier by going into business with his Chinese friend. Case 8’s network membership (although he did not recognise himself as being part of a network) also provided him with information on what type of products to stock for customers. Case 1 did not use his network membership to finance his business in any way. His business was financed from personal savings accumulated from his business in Turkey and he also obtained a bank loan. Case 8 did use his informal network to access finance, to a certain extent, as he would not have been able to take over the business had he not been co-financing it with his friend. The use of the network membership for accessing labour had strong significance for Case 1 who did not formally advertise at all when seeking staff for his kebab restaurant. When asked how he recruited staff; he replied:

“My friend, my partner knew people and I already knew the two chefs and my friends knew some people, you know, just from around, and they were looking for jobs, so they came in and we went through their CVs and that was it…it was all from friends who knew someone who knew someone... My friend, my partner knew people and I already knew the two chefs and my friends knew some people, you know, just from around, and they were looking for jobs, so they came in and we went through their CVs and that was it” [Case 1].
Research suggests that ethnic entrepreneurs utilise their informal networks to gain access to resources (Ram and Jones, 1998). Neither Case 1 nor Case 2 referred to using their network as a means of accessing resources. The fundamental use of their network was as a means of gaining information, but Case 8 did use his network to source stock. The use of ethnic networks as a means of acquiring information emerged as the most beneficial factor associated with being part of a network and the fundamental reason why the cases engaged in informal networking. Cases 1 and 2 saw the information he received in terms of feedback on his business as invaluable, illustrating that his informal network gave him access to information and contacts which he would not have previously known about:

“Number one would be feedback, from my Turkish friends; we meet and chat about things and business… and feedback from my family. Number two would be reaching places that I wouldn’t be able to reach by myself, like suppliers, and advertising, things like that… like one of my friends told me good places to advertise and prices and stuff. Also of course, support.” [Case 1].
The literature review demonstrates that ethnic entrepreneurs often utilise their informal networks as a means of advertising and getting customers (Chaudry and Crick, 2003; Morris, 2000; Ram, 1994). As Case 2’s network is based in the UK, he was not able to depend on his network as a means of obtaining customers. His customers are Irish and Polish and he has no Indian or Asian customers at all as the shoes he sells are aimed at the domestic market. However Case 1 did cite his network members as being instrumental in advertising the restaurant and getting customers for the new venture:

“My Turkish friends know guys from Spain who work in Dell [a group walks into the restaurant and he greets them]. They’re the Spanish guys, they tell their friends in work and so on. I have 150 regular customers already and 30 of them eat here every day, mostly Poles, every day they are here” [Case 1].
While Case 8 believed that word of mouth was the main way in which customers were made aware of his jewellery shop. He felt customers spread the word and also that fellow Chinese retailers were letting their customers know about his jewellery shop. 

In summation, the fundamental usage of ethnic informal networks for Case 1 and 2 is for acquiring market information. Case 8 also utilises his network for gathering information and also for acquiring stock. Sourcing staff and customers, however was also a significant benefit of network membership. The cases who are engaging in informal networking obviously see the benefits it gives to them and their business’ operations, however, based on the empirical findings it is evident that the majority (five of the eight cases) are wary of networking for fear of divulging information and losing competitive advantage. 

Framework: Ethnic entrepreneurship and the networking activities of ethnic entrepreneurs

Literature on ethnic entrepreneurship theory was reviewed and the motivations of ethnic entrepreneurs were then explored. Subsequently, the networking activities of ethnic entrepreneurs were explored in relation to their participation in both formal and informal networks. Following a review of literature and the empirical research a number of issues have been highlighted which have resulted in the formation of a descriptive framework for this study illustrated in Figure 1. The primary research determined that a fear of sharing information prevented ethnic entrepreneurs from accessing informal networks and that this was also a reason why the subjects were reluctant to engage in formal networks; as well as a lack of confidence in the mainstream agencies offering support and a lack of awareness of the services being offered by small business support bodies. 
Figure 1: Descriptive framework of ethnic entrepreneurship and networking practices of ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland



[image: image1]

[image: image2]
Conclusion

This research addressed the reluctance of ethnic entrepreneurs to engage in networking; exploring the level of formal and informal networking practices of ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland. The empirical findings show that the majority of the case studies are reluctant to engage in informal networking (five out of eight cases) while four of the cases were unwilling to participate in formal networks. However, the empirical findings illustrate that of eight subjects, three subjects did engage in informal networking and for those subjects it was an important part of their business establishment and ongoing development. Based on the empirical findings the fundamental reason for the majority (five of the eight cases) not wishing to participate in informal networks were a fear of sharing information with others which could result in a loss of competitive advantage. However the findings ascertained that friends, family members, other business people and suppliers comprise informal networks. Finally the empirical findings discovered that the three cases (Cases 1, 2 and 8) who were involved in informal networking practices, cited access to finance, labour, resources, market information, feedback and support as the main benefits of network membership. This finding supports ethnic entrepreneurship research (Chaudry and Crick, 2003; Morris, 2000; Ng, 1999; Park, 1997; Ram, 1994) which suggests that ethnic networks can benefit ethnic entrepreneurs by providing network members with access to resources; labour; finance; customers and market information; a finding which has direct implications for ethnic entrepreneurs. 
The research illustrates that the primary reasons for not participating in formal networks were a lack of awareness of the services provided, a lack of confidence in the support systems and a concern about divulging private information to the support agencies. This supports research to date which has found that ethnic entrepreneurs’ reluctance to engage in formal networks is often due to a lack of trust in those offering the services (Ram and Smallbone, 2001). This finding has implications for government policy to make government run formal support systems more accessible to ethnic entrepreneurs. Existing small business support systems could be modified so that they could become more accessible to ethnic entrepreneurs including more basic business information documents (which are available in PDF form on many of the national support agencies’ websites) with specific emphasis on where entrepreneurs can source finance and the existence of employment grants for small businesses. Mainstream enterprise support agencies should try to adopt a more informal forum with regular informal events occurring allowing ethnic entrepreneurs to drop in to discuss issues or simply meet other ethnic entrepreneurs from their area. Low interest loans to ethnic business start-ups or ethnic enterprises who wish to expand should be readily available and the application process should be as transparent as possible and assistance in filling out the application forms should be in available. Staff with experience dealing with migrants and diversity should be employed as they may be more sensitive to the experiences and difficulties faced by migrants who are trying to integrate into a different culture.

In conclusion, ethnic entrepreneurs in Ireland are reluctant to participate in informal and formal networks as they fear they will lose a competitive advantage by participating in informal networks, and do not want to engage in formal networking activities for fear of divulging private information or because they are not aware of the services offered by mainstream small business support agencies.
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