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Introduction  

Immigrant recruitment, including those immigrants with business experience, has 

been central to New Zealand’s nation-building project. However, unlike the two most 

obvious comparator countries – Canada and Australia – New Zealand has historically relied 

almost exclusively on British and Irish migrants (Spoonley and Bedford 2012). This changed 

with the arrival of significant numbers of migrants from the Pacific from the 1960s, although 

this involved primarily labour (often semi or unskilled), rather than business migration. It was 

not until the immigration policy changes of 1986/87 that New Zealand adopted the points 

(and ethnically-neutral) system of Canada and Australia, resulting in much more diverse 

compositional flows and a primary focus on skilled and business (economic) migration. 

Perhaps the only significant policy difference concerns the emphasis given to biculturalism in 

the New Zealand context, as opposed to the (evolving) multiculturalism of Australia and 

Canada (Larner 2006).   

Simultaneously, policy development, especially settlement policies and economic 

development, has been shaped by neo-liberal assumptions and policy influences (Spoonley 

and Meares 2011; Spoonley 2003; Skilling 2005; Skilling 2010; Lewis, Lewis, and Underhill-

Sem 2009; Lewis 2009). Consequently, the emphasis is on globally recruiting human capital 

that can fill gaps in the labour market and contribute to an individualised entrepreneurialism. 

In this regard, there have been few differences in approach between the three countries. 

However, in New Zealand’s case, the assumptions of a local neo-liberalism are most apparent 

in what happens to migrants post-arrival. It is assumed that migrants have been selected for 

their education, skills and experience and therefore the state, in whatever manifestation (local 

or national), is not required to play any major role in settlement. Immigrants are “competitive 

responsibilised and entrepreneurial selves” (Lewis, Lewis, and Underhill-Sem 2009, p.167) 

who are able to exploit the markets that neo-liberalism promotes. As a result, the settlement 
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of immigrants is largely left to their own agency and the opportunities (and barriers) of the 

marketplace, notably in relation to labour market success or small business establishment.  

In reality, the austerity of this approach in its early and most minimalist form (1986-

2000) was unsustainable, and the New Zealand government moved to resource settlement in 

various ways after 2000. But budget cuts from 2009 significantly reduced even these modest 

support schemes (e.g. the cuts to Adult and Community Education which stripped out English 

language provision for migrants) and the level of support for immigrants was always 

significantly less than that provided in Australia or Canada. For example, there is no 

equivalent to the $Can3000 per immigrant provided to aid settlement in Canada, nor are there 

formalised programmes on language acquisition, understanding the local cultural or business 

environment or how to access key services offered in New Zealand, except on a fee-basis or 

as an ad hoc local initiative, often offered by Non-Government Organisations or business 

associations. The prevailing ethos emphasises personal responsibility and privileges the 

market.  

Many immigrants arriving in New Zealand are unable to enter the labour market at 

levels commensurate with their qualifications and skills (Department of Labour 2009). In the 

Auckland context in particular, this has led to the establishment of small or medium-sized 

businesses, sometimes as a default option, often serving the needs of migrant communities 

(Spoonley and Meares 2011). In some areas, and within some ethnic groups, these 

developments have led to the rise of ethnic precincts - the concentration of economic 

activities involving one immigrant group or another. Chinese-dominated precincts such as the 

purpose-built Meadowlands in East Auckland, organically developed Northcote shopping 

centre on Auckland’s North Shore  (see Spoonley and Meares 2011) and the strip retail 

development of Dominion Road in central Auckland (see Cain et al. 2011) are key examples. 

The ethnic and immigrant character of these rapidly growing business clusters has been a 
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significant development in the last decade (particularly in Auckland) and reflects the reliance 

of some migrant groups on ethnic-specific networks.  

These developments have been backgrounded by a neo-liberal policy environment 

which continues to privilege market forces; which encourages business establishment, 

especially small and medium businesses that dominate a service economy; and which gives 

prominence to entrepreneurial activity. While a Labour-led government in the early 2000s did 

seek to provide limited forms of market intervention, the election of the conservative 

National-led government in 2008 quickly saw the reversal of such intervention and the return 

to immigrant self-reliance. New Zealand more generally is “emerging as one of the world’s 

most entrepreneurial countries” (Frederick 2004, p. 7) although this is often defined by the 

self-employed who comprise 10.5 per cent of the workforce (with business activities 

concentrated in small and medium-sized enterprises) (Ministry of Economic Development 

2011).1 There is a long and sustained history of migrant entrepreneurship in New Zealand 

(see, for example, Ip 2003). However, social capital and the available networks of business 

owners are crucial for the continued success of migrant business enterprises (Cooke 2007), 

especially in early stage migrant settlement. With this in mind, we have considered the 

existence and efficacy of ethnic entrepreneurs’ social networks given their recent arrival, and 

possible lack of effective broader (non-migrant) networks to support their business practices.  

Structural, relational and mixed embeddedness  

The aim of this article is to empirically examine the extent to which recently-arrived 

migrants, who have established themselves in a business post-arrival, are embedded in 

broader networks. The concept of embeddedness is not new. It was first introduced by 

                                                           
1 Ninety-seven per cent of all enterprises in New Zealand employ 19 or fewer staff, accounting for 40 per 

cent of the economy’s total output and 31 per cent of New Zealand’s employees (Ministry of Economic 

Development 2011).  
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Granovetter (1973; 1983) who drew on the term in an attempt to capture a middle ground 

between economic theory that under-socialises behaviour, and much of the existing 

sociological theory that over-socializes behaviour (Granovetter 1985). Put another way, 

Granovetter argued that economic rationality must always be considered as embedded within 

social relationships and that this insight is often overlooked in sociological analyses. 

Applied to the field of migration studies, there has been a considerable body of work 

that has considered and extended this concept (see Vertovec 2003; Rath 2002). For example, 

with regard to the development of ethnic precincts, Waldinger, Aldrich and Ward (1990) 

suggested that two key factors need to be considered in order to understand ethnic business 

co-location: first, ethnic and socio-cultural explanatory factors, essentially the decisions made 

by immigrants and their communities; and second, the external political and economic factors 

that shape experience. Kloosterman and Rath (2003) expanded this with an approach that 

stresses the mixed embeddedness of immigrant businesses. The analysis combines the 

embeddedness of migrants in specific ethnicised networks, relational embeddedness in 

Portes’ terms (Vertovec 2009, p. 37) with the role and impacts of broader structures. 

Relational embeddedness provides certain advantages, notably “reduce[d] transaction costs 

by eliminating formal contracts [and] … privileged access to vital economic resources” (Pang 

and Rath 2007, p. 200). The regulatory and opportunity structures contextualise the agency of 

migrants and the economic possibilities or barriers. In brief, structural embeddedness refers to 

the integration of migrants into the wider society and labour market, while relational 

embeddedness is the extent to which communities and networks act as a source of social 

capital to the migrant (Portes 1998; Kloosterman, van der Leun, and Rath 1999). Taking 

account of these two (interconnected) elements ensures that the varied vertical and horizontal 

linkages between immigrants and the wider communities within which they live are more 

adequately recognised (Vertovec 2009, p. 37).  
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The relational embeddedness of migrants plays an important role in settlement, as 

existing familial and community networks, underpinned by cultural values, a shared language 

and various forms of solidarity, provide support and guidance for newly arrived migrants in a 

situation that is unfamiliar. However, the neo-liberal regulatory and policy environment tends 

(perhaps unwittingly) to privilege this relational embeddedness. A neo-liberal political and 

economic climate encourages the agency of the individual as an expression of a market in 

action; business establishment and entrepreneurial activity to meet market demand is given as 

evidence of the ‘obvious’ benefits of a market economy; and the virtues of self-reliance and 

independence are venerated while dependence on state provision (except in the most dire 

cases) is deplored. In this sense, the entrepreneurial immigrant, who invests personal 

resources into business establishment, and who does not require state intervention and 

support, is the archetypal free market agent. The social and cultural networks of immigrant 

communities, combined with an interest in small business establishment, make the relational 

embeddedness of immigrants a significant factor in decisions about what sort of business to 

establish and where to locate that business. In the decades since the introduction of a neo-

liberal approach to economic management (dating from 1984 in New Zealand), immigrant 

business establishment has reflected internal, ethnic dynamics combined with the external 

emphasis on market-driven decision-making. 

Methodology  

This paper draws on empirical research carried out by the Integration of Immigrants 

Programme (IIP). The objectives of the IIP are to quantify and explain differences in 

economic outcomes between migrants and the New Zealand-born population using 

econometric modelling and to better understand the processes involved in migrant economic 

settlement using both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies. This article draws 

on survey data generated from qualitative interviews with migrant employers residing in 
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Hamilton and Auckland that were carried out between 2009 and 2010 (see Meares et al. 

2010a, 2010b; Meares et al. 2011; Watson et al. 2011; Lewin et al. 2011, for full reports on 

each migrant group).  

In-depth, face-to-face interviews lasting 60 to 90 minutes were held with a total of 67 

employers who met the following criteria: born in either the People’s Republic of China (20), 

the Republic of Korea (20), the Indian subcontinent (7), South Africa (13) or the United 

Kingdom (7); granted permanent residence in New Zealand from 2003 or later; Goods and 

Services Tax-registered (i.e. were required to pay tax on business activities); and had at least 

one employee (paid or unpaid, full or part-time). The interview schedule gathered 

comprehensive demographic information and also included a series of open-ended questions 

that asked about the participants’ experiences of settling in New Zealand and establishing a 

business. Participants were recruited through the research team’s existing networks in the 

community; immigrant organisations, consultants and support personnel; hospitals and other 

health organisations; community and business websites; and schools and training institutes. 

Interviews were recorded, relevant text transcribed and thematically analysed with the 

assistance of NVivo.  

The business of mixed embeddedness: Five groups compared  

In the following, we turn our attention to the empirical results of the survey carried 

out with business owners. After providing a brief overview of each of the migrant groups that 

are the focus of this article, we explore the nature of mixed embeddedness to examine the 

extent to which these migrant groups utilise personal, business/professional and social 

networks, and implications for business practice and settlement.  

Since the turn of the century, New Zealand has experienced increased immigration 

from China. Between the 2001 and 2006 censuses, the number of migrants from China 
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doubled to 53,694; they now comprise just over 55 per cent of the ethnic Chinese population 

of Auckland (Meares, Cain, and Spoonley 2011; Meares et al. 2010a). There is evidence of 

considerable downward occupation mobility for migrants arriving from China (Statistics New 

Zealand 2010; Henderson 2004). Perhaps as a result of thwarted labour market entry, many 

Chinese migrants are self-employed and Chinese-owned and operated businesses are obvious 

throughout Auckland.  

Beginning in the late 1980s, the number of immigrants arriving in New Zealand from 

the Republic of Korea has increased substantially. Between 1986 and 1996, Koreans were the 

fastest growing Asian group in New Zealand and by the last census in 2006, there were 

30,792 Koreans living in the country. Two-thirds of New Zealand’s Koreans live in 

Auckland, the majority in the middle-class suburbs of the North Shore (Meares et al. 2010b). 

There is some evidence of downward occupational mobility in the transitions made between 

Korea and New Zealand and many move into fields quite different from their pre-migration 

roles. 

Although Indians have been arriving in New Zealand for the last 150 years, numbers 

remained relatively low until the mid-1980s. Between 1986 and 2001, the Indian population 

in New Zealand more than quadrupled in size and, by the last census in 2006, there were 

104,600 people of Indian ethnicity living in the country. 2 Over two-thirds of New Zealand’s 

Indians live in Auckland, the majority in and around the suburbs of Avondale, Lynfield, 

Hillsborough and Sandringham (Lewin et al. 2011). With regard to employment, there is 

evidence of some downward occupation mobility.  

                                                           
2 Given the increased importance of Asia as a source of immigrants to New Zealand, our research focused 

on those immigrants from the Indian sub-continent rather than Indo-Fijian immigrants. However, census 

data often fails to differentiate between these two groups. Consequently, unless otherwise stated, all 

census data cited in the report reflects those of Indian ethnicity in its broadest sense. 
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South Africans began arriving in New Zealand during the apartheid years but numbers 

remained relatively low until the 1990s. By 2001, they comprised the fifth largest migrant 

group in New Zealand and numbered 41,676 at the last census in 2006. Migration to New 

Zealand during the last two decades has largely been a result of ‘push’ rather than ‘pull’ 

factors: political instability, violence and crime; positive discrimination workplace policies; 

and a perceived drop in the quality of education and infrastructure in South Africa are cited 

by migrants as motivations for coming to New Zealand (Pernice et al. 2009). Although South 

Africans have settled all over New Zealand, the highest proportions have chosen to live in 

Auckland (Meares et al. 2011). There is less evidence of downward occupation mobility for 

those migrants arriving from South Africa (compared to other source countries, particularly 

those from Asia), and indeed, our research demonstrated that the choice to establish a 

business was more often based on a strong motivation to be autonomous in their working 

lives. 

Historically, the largest proportion of immigrants arrive in New Zealand from the 

United Kingdom and Ireland (Spoonley and Butcher 2009). The 2006 Census registered 

244,800 United Kingdom-born migrants in New Zealand. Although residing throughout the 

country, the greatest concentrations can be found in Auckland (with clusters in the residential 

areas of Rodney/North Shore, Greenhithe, Waiheke Island, Howick, Botany Downs and 

Beachlands) and the lower North Island, especially on the Kapiti Coast (Watson et al. 2011). 

There is little evidence of downward occupational mobility for migrants arriving from the 

United Kingdom (Stillman and Maré 2009) and reports from our own research indicate that 

decisions to start businesses were often positively framed around personal satisfaction, leisure 

and lifestyle.  

Mixed embeddedness at work 
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We asked participants from each of the immigrant groups about the people or 

organisations that helped them to establish their businesses in New Zealand. We offered a 

number of suggestions, including a range of business/professional and social services, as well 

as friends and family located either in New Zealand or overseas. Many participants indicated 

that New Zealand-based friends and family were most helpful. Chinese participants were 

heavily reliant on New Zealand-based friends and family, including parents and adult 

children, when establishing their businesses (85%, or 17 of the 20 participants, relied on such 

support). New Zealand-based friends and family were also the most common source of 

business start-up assistance for Korean and South African participants (60% and 69% 

respectively). Although two of the Indian participants commented that no one provided them 

with business establishment assistance, nearly half noted the assistance of their New Zealand-

based family and friends. Participants’ high level of reliance on family and friends is not 

unusual for new migrants and suggests that social/relational networks play an important role 

in contributing to settlement and business start-ups. Although the question we asked did not 

specify whether New Zealand-based friends were co-ethnics or not, the detailed responses 

provided by participants suggest that this was often the case:  

I have a few good mates … The thing is that most of them are actually English … 

mostly they are English, Irish, Scottish, and I think why that is, is that we are all 

in the same boat … when you are in the same boat it is easier. (British business 

owner) 

In contrast to those heavily reliant on family and friends to establish their business 

enterprises, only one British participant mentioned that friends and family in New Zealand 

had been helpful. Instead, this group were more typically reliant on business or professional 

groups to assist them. More specifically, they indicated reliance on groups such as the 

Auckland Chamber of Commerce, Department of Labour, Immigration New Zealand, bank 
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managers and accountants, local council and business associations. This disinclination to 

draw significantly on social support and networks perhaps reinforces the frequently-stated 

view that migrants from the United Kingdom do not find life in New Zealand substantially 

different from the life they have left behind and, consequently, establishing themselves (in 

business or otherwise) is attained with relative ease.  

Interestingly, although over two-thirds of South African participants did call on New 

Zealand-based friends and family when setting up their businesses, this group, like the 

British, also relied most heavily on non-ethnic structural business support, including bank 

managers or accountants, professional/business associations or organisations, or business 

support programmes such as the Kiwi Ora programme. However, their reasons for doing so 

appeared to be quite different from British migrants. South African migrants appeared to 

recognise and acknowledge their limited or non-existent social/relational networks in their 

new and unfamiliar environment post-migration:  

It is important who you know in this country … I mean you come in here and you 

don’t know anybody. I mean, I am afraid … you are just not going to get 

anywhere … when you spent 15 years doing the same thing … you have a 

network, so if you need someone you can ring them and say ‘I need this.’ They 

might say, ‘Oh, I can’t help you but I know someone who can.’ That I have really 

struggled with. (South African business owner). 

For some, limited relational embeddedness post-migration encouraged them to take 

advantage of external professional networks. These structural networks are located within 

formalised structures of local business practice and, as such, they allow those who utilise 

them to embed their prospective business practice within a broader New Zealand operational 

business milieu (they do not rely on co-ethnics for information, supply or as 
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customers/clients). In doing so, they assist in the integration of ethnic entrepreneurs into the 

local business environment.   

Maintaining a business - staffing 

Social or relational connectivity was also important for locating staff to work in the 

business. Among the five migrant groups of business owners, there were distinct differences 

but also similarities in those they employed in their enterprises. Those participants who 

arrived from Asia were most likely to employ co-ethnics. All of the Chinese participants, and 

85 and 60 per cent respectively of the Indian and Korean participants, employed at least one 

person who they identified as sharing the same ethnicity. A very different picture emerged for 

those born in South Africa and Britain. Only a relatively small number (two of the 13 

participants) of South African participants employed other South Africans. Indeed, even in 

cases where co-ethnics were employed, it seemed incidental to their business operations 

rather than a central feature of their business strategy; the ethnicity of their employees did not 

seem to matter: 

It is completely bizarre because … out of 14 staff that are there, we have three 

Kiwis. The rest are something else … South African, English, Swiss, 

Zimbabwean, Scottish … truly United Nations. (South African business owner) 

With regard to British participants, it is difficult to say with any accuracy how many 

employed others born in Britain. Only one participant was certain he employed at least one 

British employee. Typically, others were very vague about the ethnicity of those they 

employed and, like South African participants, also indicated that ethnicity was not an issue:  

My workers, so far we’ve employed two Kiwis and an Australian and we’re 

British. Generally I’ve had a good mix. Right now I have, I guess they’d call 

themselves Kiwis, all four of them but two of them are Croatian originally. I’ve 
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had South Africans, Europeans and obviously Kiwis as well so a fairly good mix. 

No Indians and no French or anything like that or Asian. (British business 

owner) 

In this quote, the ethnicity of past and present employees is far from fixed. Indeed, the 

employer alludes to the fluidity of ethnicity and the lack of distinct boundaries around what 

constitutes ethnic identity. Perhaps what is most striking, however, is his reference to a “good 

mix”. Certainly, the range of ethnic identities is far from homogenous. However, neither does 

it reflect a truly heterogeneous ethnic group; they are all of European descent and each share 

a common language – English. Although the ethnicities of his employees are not necessarily 

a direct reflection of his own, they do reflect his socio-cultural frame of reference.  

We also asked participants about whether they employed family members (both paid 

and unpaid) in their businesses. We found that it was not uncommon among each migrant 

group for family members, mostly wives, to work in the business in either paid or unpaid 

capacities. Of the Chinese business owners, twenty per cent had between one and three paid 

employees who were family members (wives in 75% of cases) while one-quarter of Korean 

business owners’ paid employees were family members, including wives (40% of cases), 

daughters (20% of cases) and sons (40% of cases). Although the Indian business owners were 

equally likely as the Korean business owners to employ other co-ethnics, they were far less 

likely to employ family members in a paid capacity (only one participant did so); the majority 

of their paid employees were from outside the family. Nearly half of South African and 

British participants also employed some paid family members (between one and four 

employees). This typically included wives and husbands, and in the case of South African 

participants, also children and other extended family. 

Paid familial involvement in the business is indicative of formal relational networks. 

They are formal in that as a paid employee, the family member will (mostly) be registered 
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with the tax department and will be part of the legitimate and transparent cost of running the 

business. Kloosterman, van der Leun and Rath (1999, p. 7) argue that “there is no sharp 

demarcation between ‘the’ formal and ‘the’ informal economy”. In the relationally embedded 

nature of employing family members in a paid capacity, the lack of distinction becomes 

pronounced. Although the employment itself might operate within formal economic 

principles, participants often reported a degree of informality with regard to the kinds of 

activities performed in the role. For example, for those Asia-born participants (especially 

Chinese and Korean) who reported poor English-language proficiency, paid family members 

who could speak English often took on the role of translator between the business owner and 

their suppliers, other staff and their customers.  

Not all of the family members working in the participants’ businesses were paid. Of 

the Chinese business owners, 45 per cent had a family member working without wages or 

salary, including wives and husbands (44% and 20% of cases respectively), and fathers and 

sons. Similarly, half the Korean participants had an unpaid family member in their employ, 

mostly wives or husbands but also, to a lesser extent, children. Of the Indian employers, 71 

per cent had a family member, mostly wives, working in the business without wages or 

salary. Nearly one-third of South African business owners reported that they employed 

family members without pay, less than those business owners from Asia but still significant. 

British participants were quite different in this regard. Although, as discussed, they employed 

family on a formal paid basis, none reported having unpaid family members in their employ.  

With regard to staffing, Asia-born migrants were particularly reliant on co-ethnic 

relational networks, or more particularly, familial networks, to maintain their business 

operations. Co-ethnic networks were less vital for those arriving from South Africa and 

Britain. That said, for all migrant groups, relational embeddedness (manifested as a degree of 

reliance on familial resources) resulted in the employment of family members to support 
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business enterprises. For each of the five migrant groups, women were more typically 

employed in the family business, both paid and unpaid, and in formal and informal settings. 

The gendered nature of participants’ familial embeddedness and the potential vulnerability 

for migrant women employed (paid or otherwise) within family businesses, speaks to the 

structural “socio-economic and politico-institutional environment” of the labour market 

(Kloosterman, van der Leun, and Rath 1999, p. 254) in which businesses are situated.  

Maintaining a business – suppliers 

Suppliers were often cited by participants of each migrant group as crucial to the 

success of their businesses. However, there were (again) distinct differences between the 

suppliers of Asian participants and the suppliers of South African and British participants. 

For those arriving from China, Korea and India, pre-existing co-ethnic networks that were 

located in the country of origin continued to be important when establishing a business in 

New Zealand post-migration. All of the Chinese participants had at least one Chinese (and 

Chinese speaking) supplier and, indeed, a few business owners dealt exclusively with 

Chinese-speaking suppliers. Furthermore, Chinese participants were highly likely to travel to 

China for business purposes (50% of Chinese participants reported travelling internationally 

to support their businesses, and 90% of them travelled to China).  

Nearly half of Korean and Indian participants had at least one supplier from their 

country of origin. A key difference between these two migrant groups and the Chinese 

participants is that they were more likely to also have suppliers from other countries, 

including New Zealand. Over half of Korean participants had at least one ‘Kiwi’ supplier and 

one-third had at least one Chinese supplier. Similarly, 85 per cent of Indian participants also 

had ‘Kiwi’ suppliers alongside co-ethnic suppliers.  
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There were a number of reasons why Chinese, Korean and Indian participants chose 

predominantly co-ethnic suppliers. The first reason centred on the supply itself and included: 

the fair price of goods; a stable source of supply; and the fact that the majority of participants 

were operating businesses that sold co-ethnic food and required a range of specialist 

ingredients: 

I need to learn any new dish in China so I can provide it to my customers here as 

soon as possible. The other reason is that some materials I can only get from 

China, so sometimes I need to import products. (Chinese business owner) 

My networks in Korea deal with the sending part of my business, such as custom 

clearance and delivery … Their job is to communicate with my customers in 

Korea. Above all, they are the source of my income.  That’s why they are very 

important to me. (Korean business owner) 

Second, remaining relationally embedded within networks of co-ethnic suppliers 

permitted business owners to conduct business in their native language. This was reported as 

particularly important for those who had arrived from China and Korea because all of the 

Chinese participants and nearly half of the Korean participants spoke their native language 

with at least one of their suppliers. From a Chinese business owner: 

The reason for using Chinese suppliers is that it is easier for me to communicate 

with them. I don’t have many choices in supplier so I must keep a good 

relationship with them. (Chinese business owner) 
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For Indian, South African and British participants, English language proficiency was 

not a concern. All participants could speak English, and did speak English with most of their 

suppliers, irrespective of their business type.3 

In contrast to participants of Asian descent, South African participants were most 

likely to have their goods supplied by ‘Kiwis’; 70 per cent had at least one Kiwi/Pākehā 

supplier. In much the same way as British participants were uncertain about their employees’ 

ethnic backgrounds, they were also unsure and somewhat vague when discussing the 

ethnicity of their suppliers. Indeed, it was not uncommon for the question to remain 

unanswered. However, some provided a narrative in response to the question which often 

underlined their uncertainty: 

I think they’re mainly Kiwi. Our main supplier is … down the road. Most of the 

chaps there are Kiwi … Some of them Māori Kiwis. All Europeans from the UK. I 

do deal, not directly, with Pakistan and India … It’s made over there and I buy it 

direct. The one I used to use a lot was originally from England, he’s been here 

about forty years so called himself a Kiwi. (British business owner) 

The relational embeddedness of Chinese and Korean business owners in particular 

demonstrates the extent to which their lives as ethnic entrepreneurs are truly global (see 

Wong and Ng 2002, for evidence of transnational networks in a Canadian setting). However, 

the ongoing connectivity with suppliers in their country of origin is also indicative of 

structural embeddedness. Indeed the interconnections between relational and structural 

embeddedness in this instance, cannot be separated. Goods purchased from China, for 

example, are often chosen because of their ‘Chinese-ness’ and because they fill an important 

need in the New Zealand market place (often meeting the needs of other co-ethnics). In 

                                                           
3 It should be noted that this does not indicate that the participants spoke only English. In fact, one-third 

of South African participants also reported speaking Afrikaans with their suppliers.  
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contrast, participants from South Africa and Britain, and to a lesser extent India, spoke little 

of the ongoing connectedness between their homeland and their business activity with regard 

to suppliers. This was partly because the nature of their businesses were less likely to be 

ethnicity-specific while Chinese and Korean businesses were often targeted toward an ‘ethnic 

market’ – in itself an indication of the structural and relational embeddedness of these groups.   

Maintaining a business – customers 

So far we have discussed issues of staffing and securing supplies for participants’ 

businesses. In the following, we consider the mixed embeddedness of participants with regard 

to customers. As with staff and suppliers, participants originating from Asia were more likely 

to rely on co-ethnic customers. This was especially so for those born in China and Korea 

(90% and 85% respectively had co-ethnic customers). For those born in South Africa and 

India, just over half reported having co-ethnic customers and for British participants, just 

over one-quarter reported having customers who were also born in Britain. That said, there 

seemed to be significant qualitative differences in the ways participants thought about the 

ethnicity of their customers. What came across most strongly was the proportion of South 

African participants (one-quarter) and British participants (nearly half) who stated that their 

customers came from a range of ethnicities, including a number of ethnic groups outside of 

the particular interests of our project: 

In the main, Kiwi, English or South African but we do obviously have some 

Korean, Chinese … Japanese … a couple of Filipinos as well. Indians, now 

you’re going to ask me whether they’re Fijian? One of them comes from 

Nottingham. We’ve got Eastern Europeans. (British business owner) 

Our customers … I certainly have European-descent Kiwis, a fair number of 

Maori and … Asian as well, Taiwanese and Chinese, … quite a few Asian … 
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South Africans, yes there is a significant number of South African people now. 

(South African business owner) 

A further important distinction when considering the ethnicity of participants’ 

customers is the language spoken; business largely took place within an English-speaking 

environment. Despite fairly high numbers of South African, Indian and British participants 

having co-ethnic customers, the main language spoken with those customers was English 

(although Indian participants did not always speak English with customers, it was the 

preferred language). Given English is the primary language spoken in New Zealand, this 

provides a broader customer base over those who have not attained English language 

proficiency.  

Those participants for whom English was a second language and, as a result, were not 

especially proficient English speakers, relied heavily on relational networks in order to 

communicate effectively in the business environment. This was particularly important when 

communicating with customers. For both Chinese and Korean business owners, hiring 

bilingual (Mandarin-English and Korean-English) speakers and enlisting the help of English-

speaking family or friends was an important strategy used to manage their own difficulties 

with English. Indeed, hiring English-speaking staff was crucial to their business success:  

My English is very bad so I must hire employees who speak good English. 

(Chinese business owner) 

The hardest obstacle was speaking in English. I solved this problem by hiring a 

Korean manager who could speak fluent English. (Korean business owner) 

These bilingual co-ethnic linguistic networks extend the social and structural 

embeddedness of Chinese and Korean business owners by extending their claim on the 

marketplace. Although they noted the importance of being able to able to speak Chinese and 
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Korean with their co-ethnic customers (90% and 70% of Chinese and Korean participants had 

Chinese and Korean speaking customers respectively), they also stressed the importance of 

speaking English with customers: 

The owner needs to speak good English. There are a lot of situations where the 

owner has to communicate with others in English. Most of my customers speak 

English. (Chinese business owner)  

English was often framed as a universal language of sorts that could also be used to 

communicate with customers from other migrant communities. English language proficiency 

was constructed as a primary strategy for extending and strengthening a clientele and 

targeting ‘mainstream’ customers in addition to co-ethnics. Indeed, when asked what advice 

they would give to other migrants starting businesses in New Zealand, Chinese and Korean 

participants typically emphasised the need for English language proficiency above other 

factors. 

While Chinese and Korean participants relied heavily on bilingual relational networks 

to meet the needs of their customers, South African and British participants emphasised 

structural aspects. Typically, this involved working hard to understand the local business (and 

socio-cultural) environment. When Indian, South African and British participants were asked 

what advice they would offer newly-arrived migrant entrepreneurs, the answer typically 

centred on understanding the local environment. For example, one Indian business owner 

recommended that instead of going into business straight away, newly arrived migrants 

should “get a job first and learn the Kiwi way – the culture, the work ethic”. In addition to 

learning about the cultural practices of their adopted country, these migrant groups also 

stressed the importance of learning about the business environment. Overall, they emphasised 

the importance of understanding local market conditions; meeting professional registration 

criteria and compliance requirements; and understanding the legal frameworks for operating a 
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business in New Zealand. Acting on their own advice, 42 per cent of Indian participants, 46 

per cent of South African participants and all of the British participants belonged to a 

business or professional organisation (compared with the Chinese and Korean participants, 

only one of whom had joined a local business association from each migrant group). Indeed, 

many belonged to multiple organisations, and while a few interviewees claimed to receive 

little direct benefit from their memberships, the majority claimed that they enjoyed their 

involvement and received considerable benefits from their participation: 

The [professional] association helped me with a lot of information about doing 

the exams to register here. (South African business owner) 

It seems that for South African and British participants, and to a lesser extent Indian 

participants, understanding the structuring framework of business operations in a new country 

were deemed more important than relying on co-ethnic networks as a customer-base. With 

regard to mixed embeddedness, the structural elements figured as more important.  

Conclusion 

Following Kloosterman and Rath (2003), we argue that mixed embeddedness (that is, 

both structural and relational embeddedness) is useful for making sense of the five migrant 

groups’ experiences of establishing a business on arrival in New Zealand. Our research has 

shown that the relational embeddedness of migrant entrepreneurs, combined with the 

structural environment (especially the neo-liberal approach towards immigrant settlement and 

the privileging of business establishment) produce quite different outcomes for immigrants 

from Asia compared to those from Britain or South Africa.  

Different forms of embeddedness arise for different migrant groups as they operate 

within the New Zealand business environment. Chinese and Korean business owners are 

more likely than other migrant groups to rely on co-ethnic networks for capital, supplies and 
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information, labour, and for a customer-base. Although we did not ask explicitly about the 

degree of trust embedded within these networks, it would appear that, like Fong et al. (2007) 

found in their study of ethnic entrepreneurs in Toronto, this was an important factor in 

establishing and maintaining their business enterprises. Co-location with co-ethnics also 

facilitated this process, permitting business owners to exploit the ethnic networks in which 

they were situated (see also Spoonley and Meares 2011).  

South African, British and Indian participants faced challenges as they sought to 

establish themselves in business in New Zealand. However, their English language 

proficiency (in particular) as well as their greater familiarity with business practices in New 

Zealand meant they were less reliant on co-ethnic relational networks. Instead, these groups 

(especially South African and British participants) emphasised the need to attain local 

knowledge pertaining to both business practice and local culture; as part of their strategy for 

business establishment, they invested more in understanding the structural elements of the 

business environment, including the political and regulatory framework. 

A key distinction among the five migrant groups was the role of formal and informal 

business practices, particularly with regard to familial networks. Renooy (1990, cited in 

Kloosterman and Rath 2003, p. 5) describes informal production activities as 

activities aimed at producing a positive effect on income (for the person 

executing the activities and/or for the person receiving the results), for which the 

terms of legislation and regulations (planning requirements, social security 

legislation, collective labour agreements, and the like) applicable to the activities 

are  not being met.   

Familial networks were important to each of the five migrant groups in assisting in the 

success of their enterprises. However, for British and South African participants, these 



24 

 

familial networks were formalised and embedded within the structural organisation of their 

businesses. In contrast, for Chinese, Korean and Indian participants, the delineation between 

structural and relational/familial embeddedness was not as distinct. A key informal economic 

practice involved hiring unpaid family members to indirectly boost productivity. As such, 

these relational networks played a vital role in the success of the enterprise.  
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