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Introduction

A growing body of literature has noted the increase in the population of 
migrant women seeking for business opportunities (e.g. Baycan-Levent 
2010; Erel 2010) in a context where women now make up almost half 
of the world’s migrants (Petrozziello 2011). It has been further shown 
that some of the business ventures that women engage in are of a trans-
national nature, demonstrating women entrepreneurs’ capacity to estab-
lish effective connections between the host country and places of origin 
(Ryan 2002).

However, different views have been generated as to why migrant 
women choose the entrepreneurship pathway. On the one hand, there 
are assumptions that skilled migrant women go into business as a 
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professional survival strategy to avoid deskilling in the context of the 
barriers they face in the host societies including gender inequalities in 
the labour market (Petrozziello 2011); the non-recognition or non-
transferability of their skill sets/qualifications; and/or a lack of linguistic 
capabilities in terms of the host society (Dannecker and Cakir 2016). 
Writing in the context of Austria, Dannecker and Cakir (2016: 101) 
argue that:

In Austria as elsewhere, language is defined as the most important factor 
for the successful ‘integration’ of migrants, but is closely followed by eco-
nomic success. Accordingly, self-employment is seen as a positive migrant 
economic activity…

On the other hand, it has been suggested that a significant number of 
migrant female entrepreneurs, particularly those who are skilled, choose 
this path as a strategy to enter into more flexible employment and out 
of a strong desire to support their home countries through ‘trade, pro-
fessional partnerships, and even job creation’ (Chatwani 2016: 118). As 
Chatwani (ibid.) argues, the notion that women turn to entrepreneur-
ship as a result of deskilling is only part of the story, given that for the 
highly skilled, the entrepreneurial path is also more of an expression 
of confidence in self-leadership and in designing a personalised career 
choice (also see Moore 1990).

While there is a significant body of research on migrant female 
entrepreneurs of other diasporas, not much attention has been paid 
to migrant African female entrepreneurs. Specifically, with regard 
to the African diaspora in the UK, much of the existing literature on 
migrant entrepreneurship does not distinguish between male and female 
migrants. This chapter attempts to contribute towards filling this gap 
through a focus on migrant African women of faith who are entrepre-
neurs. Women of faith are of interest given the increasing attention 
being paid to the interface between religion and economic development 
(e.g. Berger and Hefner 2003; Nwankwo et al. 2012), yet the extent 
of the involvement of women in faith-based businesses, is not known, 
despite indications that in most churches, women both form a signifi-
cantly larger church population than men (Hunt 2002) and tend to 
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contribute more to church developmental programmes through their 
income generating projects (Musoni 2013).

Our aim in this chapter is to explore transnational entrepreneur-
ship activity among educated and skilled migrant African women of 
faith who see their business activity as being ‘underpinned by biblical 
principles’. We engage with the factors which influence these women’s 
decisions to go into business and consequently invest in their home 
countries. We raise questions about the nature of spiritual capital gener-
ated by faith and its effect on their decision-making processes, business 
practices and performances. In so doing, we seek to highlight the inter-
action of faith with related education, economic, social and psychologi-
cal push and pull factors and the accompanying gender-based pressures 
in the context of home investment.

We start by exploring the theoretical resources we mobilise that allow 
us to unpick some of the complexities of transitional entrepreneurship 
by our women of faith. We will then turn to our research design before 
exploring the key themes that emerge from the study, ending with a dis-
cussion and conclusion that point to the potential significance of this 
study and future research direction.

Theoretical Framework

Diaspora, Transnationalism and the Notion of Diaspora 
Direct Investment

In the spirit of this book, we engage with the concepts of diaspora and 
transnationalism and the related notion of Diaspora Direct Investment 
(DDI). We start by acknowledging the fact that diaspora and trans-
nationalism are fluid concepts that are often confused as well as being 
interchangeably used to capture a broader range of international migra-
tion phenomena. While we do not have the space to fully engage with 
the historical and evolutionary process and/or do justice to the litera-
ture and debates relating to the use of the terms ‘diaspora’ and ‘trans-
nationalism’, we acknowledge Faist’s (2010) assertions that diaspora is a 
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very old concept, whereas transnationalism is a relatively new concept. 
Moreover, in both public discourse and academic debates and analysis, 
‘the terms have fuzzy boundaries and often overlap’ (Faist 2010: 11).

Initially narrowly used to describe forced migrant communities, 
particularly in the context of the forced dispersion of the Jews (Cohen 
1997; Faist 2010), the meaning of the term ‘diaspora’ has in recent 
years been expanded to include a diverse range of migrant community 
groups with strong connections (both practically and mythically) to 
their countries of origin (COO) (see e.g. Reis 2004 for a detailed dis-
cussion). Citing Reis, Pasura (2012) argues that what differentiates the 
old and new conceptualisations of diaspora is that contemporary dias-
pora groups, unlike those in the past, consist of people who have left 
their COO due to a myriad of reasons including political conflict, 
economic instability and opportunity seeking, with globalisation as 
the trigger of the phenomenon. Re-conceptualising the term diaspora 
in this way, as Pasura argues, is therefore ‘an attempt to expand the  
concept from its previous narrow focus on victimhood …and attempt 
to explain the myriad contemporary forms of international migration’ 
(Pasura 2012: 144).

Transnationalism, on the other hand, has been defined as ‘a pro-
cess by which migrants, through their daily life activities create social 
fields that cross national boundaries’ (Basch et al. 1994: 22). In Levitt’s 
(2001) view, transnational communities can be better conceived as the 
building blocks of sustainable Diasporas. He argues: ‘Diasporas form 
out of the transnational communities spanning sending and receiving 
countries and out of the real or imagined connections between migrants 
from a particular homeland who are scattered throughout the world’ 
(Levitt 2001: 202–203).

The fuzziness of the two concepts of ‘Diaspora’ and 
‘Transnationalism’ has further been stressed by Dahinden (2010) who 
coins the phrase ‘diasporic transnationalism’ to emphasise the move-
ment of people, information, goods, skills and capital across political 
borders and in ways that authenticate migrants’ simultaneous embed-
dedness in more than one society. Thus as Pasura (2012: 146) aptly 
notes, ‘not all diaspora communities are transnational but only those 



11  Skilled Migrant African Women …        243

whose activities maintain a sustained regularity which transcends 
borders’.

With the increased recognition of the role that transnationalism plays 
in connecting sending and receiving societies, the literature on transna-
tional families has proliferated (e.g. Parreñas 2014; Petrozziello 2011). 
This literature has been insightful in revealing diasporans’ unwavering 
commitment in sending remittances to their COO to support friends 
and families and other philanthropic type of activities.

Indeed, in recent years, governments, regional and international 
development organisations have started to show significant interest 
in remittances as well as raising questions in relation to how diaspora 
capital can be mobilised in development activities (World Bank 2006). 
Writing in the context of the African diaspora, Ojo et al. (2013) argue 
that ‘together with remittances, small business development, skills, 
technology transfer and trade links… are identified as catalytic dias-
pora resources regenerating Africa’s economic development’. Indeed, 
it has been noted that African diasporans are people who always seek 
for business and investment opportunities in their COO (Ojo 2012; 
Pasura 2012). To this end, the notion of DDI has been increasingly 
drawn upon to capture this phenomenon. As Debass and Ardovino 
(2009) argue, DDI is a concept that is deeply rooted in ‘transnational 
networks and the theoretical components that comprise them, com-
ponents such as social capital, brain gain, return migration and remit-
tances’. However, as Ojo et al. (2013: 289–290) argue ‘not much is 
known about the mechanism of enterprise development at an individ-
ual level … by African diasporas’.

Of interest, in this chapter, is the transnational entrepreneurship 
activity by African migrant women of faith. We see this as particularly 
important given the growing body of transnational literature that posi-
tions gender as an important analytical tool in the study of transnation-
alism. It has been noted that the feminisation of migration in recent 
years has worked to improve women’s autonomy and decision-making 
power in their families and communities. Particularly with regards to 
remittances, transnational literature has revealed gender disparities in 
remittance sending patterns and practices between men and women, 
showing that women tend to remit a higher percentage of their income 
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and to a wider array of family members than men (Perez Orozco et al. 
2010). Furthermore, in countries of immigration, women often seek 
for opportunities to engage in further education, which subsequently 
expose them to new skills and other economic opportunities such as 
starting their own businesses (Petrozziello 2011; Baycan-Levent 2010).

At the same time, the interconnection between religion, spirituality 
and pursuits of economic opportunities such as businesses is well docu-
mented (e.g. Nwankwo et al. 2012). Below we explore the concept of 
spiritual capital and its link to migrant entrepreneurship in order to 
place our chapter within proper theoretical contexts before we turn to 
our case study.

Spiritual Capital and Migrant Entrepreneurship

The link between faith and socio-economic development is well docu-
mented, especially the relationship between spirituality and entre-
preneurial orientation (Neubert et al. 2015; Nwankwo et al. 2012). 
Building on Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of cultural capital, Verter (2003) 
proposes a multi-dimensional theory which he coins ‘spiritual capi-
tal’. Conceptualised as a form of cultural capital, spiritual capital also 
exists in three forms: the embodied state (the individual’s position, dis-
position, knowledge, abilities, tastes and credentials in the field of reli-
gion), the objectified state (material and symbolic commodities related 
to religion and spirituality, e.g. sacred texts, theologies and ideologies) 
and the institutionalised state (organisational structures, e.g. churches, 
seminaries with power over spiritual goods, both material and immate-
rial). Drawing insights from these foundational conceptualisations the 
Middlebrooks and Noghiu (2007) model of spiritual capital insightfully 
emphasises measurable changes at the individual level of analysis by 
presenting a definition of spiritual capital that includes descriptions of 
individual dispositions including:

(a) belief in something larger than self, (b) a sense of interconnectedness, 
(c) ethical and moral salience, (d) a call or drive to serve, and (e) the capa-
bility to transfer the latter conceptualizations into individual and organi-
zational behaviours, and ultimately added value.



11  Skilled Migrant African Women …        245

Building on Bourdieu’s idea of forms of capital being converted into 
economic capital, Berger and Redding (2010: 2) view spiritual capital 
as ‘a set of resources stemming from religion and available for use in 
economic and political development’. Using evidence from an empirical 
study that suggests a link between entrepreneurs’ spiritual capital and 
business innovation and performance, Neubert et al. (2015) argue that 
higher levels of spiritual capital in terms of motivation, energy and work 
ethic emanating from a relationship with God had a positive effect on 
business success. For example, spiritual capital may, in this case, scale 
the business by signalling to potential employees or clients that the 
entrepreneur has good moral and ethical standards and can be trusted.

Writing in the context of the African diaspora in the UK, Nwankwo 
et al. (2012) have shown a strong link between spirituality and entre-
preneurial orientations among African migrant communities. These 
authors’ findings reveal that migrant entrepreneurs are finding ‘new 
market niches by utilising the platform of co-ethnic networks and faith-
based affiliations, among others’ (ibid. 2012: 149). In this context, 
religious spaces such as churches may serve as both ‘enterprise incuba-
tion centres’ and ‘a fecund ground’ for promoting a brand of spiritual-
oriented entrepreneurship. As Nwankwo et al. (ibid.) argue ‘this hybrid 
entrepreneurship is unique and offers a novel platform for constructing 
new understandings of ethnic entrepreneurship’.

Below we explore the transnational entrepreneurship activity among 
educated migrant African women of faith, raising questions about the 
nature of spiritual capital generated by their faith, how this is translated 
into external practices and experiences and the impact on entrepreneur-
ship activities, both locally and transnationally.

Methodology and the Study

This chapter draws from an on-going research project with migrant 
African women of faith in the UK. It is based on in-depth interviews 
with five women. We used snowballing and our own existing networks 
to access our study population. However, given the focus on skilled 
migrant African women (of faith) entrepreneurs, it was not easy find-
ing participants with all the ‘right’ characteristics. For example, while 
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it was important that women own their own businesses, we found out 
that some women (two) were running businesses in partnership with 
their husbands. Thus, following Heilman and Chen (2003), we define 
an entrepreneur as ‘… someone who has initiated a business, is actively 
involved in managing it, and owns at least 50% of the firm’. Also since 
the focus was on African women, effort was made to access women 
from different countries in Africa. Two women were from two separate 
countries in West Africa (WA) and three were from three individual 
countries in Southern Africa (SA). Due to the sensitivity of the infor-
mation provided by our participants, individual narratives are referred 
to as WA1, WA2, SA1, SA2 and SA3 in order to protect the identities 
of our participants. The business ventures that women were involved in 
include Medical equipment and accessories supply; domiciliary care and 
dialysis business; clothing business (two) and money transfer and con-
struction. Interviews took between 45 minutes and 1 hour. With the 
approval of the participants, each interview was recorded, anonymised 
and then transcribed before analysis, following the grounded theory tra-
dition. In this chapter, participant’s narratives are reported as verbatim.

Factors That Drive Women into 
Entrepreneurship and the Role of Faith

While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to analyse the routes and 
journeys taken by our participants as they migrated to the UK, the 
women we interviewed were skilled migrants whose main purpose for 
migration reflects their desire to further their education and seek bet-
ter work opportunities. Our first case study is that of a woman from a 
country in WA, WA1 who migrated to the UK in 1992. Before com-
ing to the UK she had completed BSc degree in biological sciences. 
She came to the UK to study, hence she proceeded to do a masters’ 
degree in scientific computing, and information technology. Following 
her studies, WA1 could not readily find a job that was commensurate 
with her level of education and training. She opted instead to work as 
an administrator at a local college. In this role, she would frequently 
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volunteer to teach computing lessons to adults who were coming to 
the college to learn computer skills as a step towards returning to work. 
This gave WA1 the opportunity to use her skills though in a voluntary 
capacity:

I would always volunteer myself to teach these adults and because of this 
I got the opportunity to learn more skills because whenever the college 
was introducing a new computer package I was the one who volunteered 
to learn it.

This experience gave WA1 the confidence to look for a job in the com-
puting field. She then got a job with a bank which required her to both 
use the skills she had learnt in her previous job and acquire new and 
advanced ones. From here WA1 worked for other big computing com-
panies. Although she had what she described as a good job, WA1 said ‘I 
felt God prompting me to do something better and higher than what I 
was doing, which eventually led me to start my own company’, offer-
ing specialised computing services to a broader range of companies. In 
entrepreneurial terms, WA1’s approach seems to fit with what is consid-
ered as ‘subjectivist theory of entrepreneurship’ whereby individuals use 
their education, knowledge, experience, contacts, resources and skills 
to set up a business venture with the intention to realise increased eco-
nomic prosperity (see e.g. Liñán et al. 2011). Moore (1990) calls such 
women ‘modern entrepreneurs’.

However, for this participant, the push to entrepreneurship is not 
only dependent on her education and acquired skills but a deep trust 
in God’s leading, as well as the patience to wait on him to ‘open doors 
of opportunity’ at the right time. In this regard, the decision to set up 
the business was a result of a complex process involving prayer, fasting, 
reading the Bible and undertaking some practical steps to learn new 
skills during the time of employment:

Through prayer, fasting and seeking God, I got the sense that God was 
leading me to start my own business, but I had to wait upon him, until 
the time was right… And because I had always put myself forward with 
every company I’m with to make sure that I learned the new skills, I got 
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to a point where I felt within me that it was now time for me to set up 
my own company. I started to look for customers and God opened the 
door and I just took the bait and I’ve never looked back.

Thus, our participant had ‘low internal locus of control’ but ‘high exter-
nal locus of control’ (see Liñán et al. 2010 for a detailed discussion) 
given the emphasis on God’s leading, which makes her entrepreneurial 
orientation distinct from the ordinary business instinct and the urge to 
do things for self; traits that mark entrepreneurs in general (Beugelsdijk 
and Noorderhaven 2005).

While the other women we interviewed also noted engaging in spir-
itual activities, their entrepreneurial journeys were different to that of 
WA1. For example, SA1 a former teacher who migrated to the UK in 
2002 noted how she and her husband struggled to find jobs in their 
areas of speciality. Thus, they ended up in what Mbiba (2011) calls ‘the 
abject space’ (to describe the non-skilled and semi-skilled jobs) caring 
for people with mental and physical disability. With time SA1’s hus-
band was promoted to a care coordinator, which later gave them some 
ideas to start their own business in domiciliary care. In this way, the 
abject spaces offered them new opportunities to go into entrepreneur-
ship (Mbiba 2011). However, because of the complexities and level of 
specialisation required in this type of business, SA1 and her husband 
decided to spend time gathering more information from the organisa-
tions they were working for. This way their behaviour resembles what 
has been called ‘intentional entrepreneurs’ who use organisations that 
they work for as incubators for hatching and developing ideas for their 
own enterprises (Moore and Buttner 1997; DeMartino et al. 2006).

At the same time, SA1 and her husband were members of a transna-
tional Pentecostal church where they regularly benefited from biblical 
teachings around entrepreneurship and related business seminars. While 
churches are ordinarily not known to have a business/entrepreneurship 
disposition, there is emerging research which document the entrepre-
neurial dimension of especially African Pentecostal churches, whose 
teachings are grounded in the prosperity gospel which embraces some 
of the core values of entrepreneurship including self-reliance, self-sus-
tenance, wealth creation and economic independence (Musoni 2013; 



11  Skilled Migrant African Women …        249

Hunt 2002; Nwankwo et al. 2012). As Musoni (2013: 75) argues, from 
a biblical perspective, ‘humanity was never created to beg but to control 
and subdue the earth’ (see Bible, Genesis 1 verse 26) and Christians, in 
particular, are meant to enjoy economic prosperity and independence 
more than anyone else because God has made them ‘the head and not 
the tail’, according to the Bible, Deuteronomy 28 verse 13. Writing in 
the context of the African diaspora in the UK, Nwankwo et al. (2012: 
157) observes that:

A common feature of the African churches is their proclivity towards 
organising seminars, conferences, and symposia on business formation, 
self-reliance, and general entrepreneurial exploration to stimulate and 
encourage wealth creation through self-employment.

Similarly, in our study we noted that participants’ entrepreneurial 
visions and spiritual capital are nurtured through a range of seminars 
and inspirational teachings organised by their churches as captured in 
SA1 narrative below:

I can say what motivated me to do the business was the spiritual inspi-
ration we got from our Archbishop when he came over, in 2005. … he 
was like ‘My children, I think you came over to look for jobs but you 
should have come here to set up businesses, like what other nationalities 
are doing.’ When he said these words and because we were praying about 
it, we felt it was now time to set up our business… From that time I had 
that faith that it would work. Also we used to go to the business seminars 
offered by our church.

Participants’ emphasis on the notion of ‘faith’ was anchored on one 
of the books in the Bible, James 2 verses 14–16 where it is stated that 
‘faith without works is dead’. However, as stated earlier, ‘faith’ is a 
loaded word, which in practice involves a complex process, as SA2 who 
was running a money transfer and construction business in the COO 
notes:

The faith, I’m talking about here is not just sitting – you pray and draw 
inspiration from the word of God. It’s when you feel it’s time to start and 
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you keep on going… and you work hard in every respect… Spiritually, 
you pray continuously for God’s leading, and as you get the insights from 
him you work hard in the physical in order to put your God given vision 
into action…

From the literature (see e.g. Beugelsdijk and Noorderhaven 2005) entre-
preneurship is about spotting an opportunity, timing the launch of it, 
as coupled by the ethic of hard work, whereas for our women of faith, 
from spotting an opportunity to launching the business venture and 
ensuring its success (through hard work) involves acknowledging God, 
with the belief that he is the source of wisdom, inspiration, insights and 
power. In this way, we can see a complex interaction between the spir-
itual and the natural traits that drive entrepreneurial orientation within 
a faith context. As one of our participants summed it up: ‘I can do all 
things through Christ who strengthens me’. This derives from a bible 
verse found in Philippians 4 verse 13.

However, like any other entrepreneur, our participants were aptly 
aware that to become self-employed demands that one continues to 
acquire the necessary skills and knowledge through education and train-
ing in the area of business. In this way, they realised that faith alone was 
not sufficient to start and manage their businesses, hence the impor-
tance of business skills. For example, SA1 noted that

As we were setting up our domiciliary business, I felt God leading me to 
undertake a BSC degree in special needs, which subsequently enabled me 
to acquire the necessary skills and expertise required to set up this par-
ticular kind of business.

Indeed, the ability to carefully think and pray through ideas and do 
adequate foundational work, which includes formal and informal educa-
tion and training, seems typical of our skilled migrant women of faith. 
In our interviews, one woman cited the example of Daniel in the Bible 
(Daniel 6 verse 3) who, through his dedication to serving and honour-
ing his God, acquired a spirit of ‘excellence’ which set him apart from all 
other people around him. Thus, participants’ persistent reliance on divine 
guidance and ‘belief in something larger than self ’ (Bourdieu 1986)  
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enabled them to exercise patience and perseverance until they ‘feel spir-
itually’ ready to embark on their ventures and undertake education and 
training in order to attain a level of excellence in their business operations. 
In the following section, we explore these women’s motivations, practices 
and challenges as they engage with transnational business ventures.

Going Transnational: The Motivations and the 
Enabling Factors

A combination of enabling factors, a pride in and love for one’s home 
country as well as a desire to give back and help improve the well-being 
of not only family members but also home country folk, in general, has 
driven the participants into transnational entrepreneurship (see Debass 
and Ardovino 2009). As one participant, WA2 who was running a 
clothing business noted:

We help people in (country), our relatives, and some who are not relatives 
as well. Those who need fees, we provide fees, those who need food we 
help. For us as Christians, supporting the poor, the orphans and the wid-
ows is a way of serving God…

The narrative above may raise the question of whether the participant 
was running a charity, and if not, why was she that much concerned 
with and engaged in charity-related activity? Our study is consistent 
in showing that what sets our women entrepreneurs apart from other 
entrepreneurs is their faith which caused them to behave and operate in 
specific ways. To this end, participants repeatedly cited biblical verses to 
validate their actions and practices. Key verses which came up promi-
nently were Proverbs 19 verse 17, which states that ‘Whoever is kind 
to the poor lends to The Lord, and he (The Lord) will reward them for 
what they have done’ and James 1 verse 27 which reiterates the point 
that religion that God regards as pure and faultless is to look after 
orphans and widows. Thus for our participants, meeting other people’s 
needs especially the particular groups identified in the above-cited verses 
was emphasised as the true way of serving God, who in turn has the 
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power to bless and prosper them in their entrepreneurship ventures. 
This echoes sentiments of one church leader quoted in Burgess (2009: 
259) as saying:

The responsibility to demonstrate the love of Christ in obedience to 
God’s command is an important theme … ‘to touch this dysfunctional 
world with the love of Christ’ and ‘to show the love of God in a practical 
way’ through prayer, charitable giving and participation in social welfare 
programmes.

At the same time, within transnational studies, diasporans’ role in send-
ing remittances to their homeland to support family members has long 
been acknowledged, with women being reported to contribute signifi-
cantly more, in comparison to men (Petrozziello 2011). More generally, 
as Ojo (2012: 147) argues,

Transnational entrepreneurs are more likely to benefit from their knowl-
edge of the local political, economic, and cultural environment, as well 
as their personal connections and linguistic abilities, thus giving them a 
‘‘first mover’’ advantage over others when starting or investing in busi-
nesses in their COO.

Similarly, our participants were individuals who were in touch with 
the social and economic realities on the ground in their COO, 
which as one participant, SA3 who was running a clothing busi-
ness noted below, often helps to cultivate the desire to invest in the 
COO:

I’ve been here 26 years now… and we do make regular visits back home. 
So eventually you feel the need to extend your business to your coun-
try, because you know exactly what’s lacking in your country, which is ok 
because you know it better than other countries.

Thus for these women entrepreneurs, sending remittances was consid-
ered as not being enough in the face of many challenges in the places of 
origin. For example, WA1, whom we discussed earlier, shared how she 
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and her husband who is a medical consultant in the UK came to estab-
lish a business that supplies medical equipment in WA, in ways that 
demonstrate diasporans’ ability and willingness to turn personal tragedy 
into benefit for other people:

I lost my uncle to colon cancer. So we were frustrated, because we were, 
especially my husband, seeing people coming in from Africa, presenting 
very late with this disease and yet it can be treated and prevented if diag-
nosed early. But because of lack of skill doing colonoscopy and endoscopy 
for medics in Africa, it’s difficult for them to diagnose.

Similar sentiments were shared by SA1, who together with her husband 
has set up a dialysis business in their COO:

It started when my mother-in-law had a kidney problem. So it was a chal-
lenge. And when you go to those centres you see loads of people who 
need help. When they are told to pay large amounts of money, they can’t 
afford, hence they just go home to die. So we just thought, taking the sta-
tistics of people we have got who need dialysis in (country) we thought if 
we set up this business we might help a lot of people…

However, unlike general transnational entrepreneurs whose key trait 
is that of opportunity-driven entrepreneurship, the driver, in this case, 
is faith which emphasises selflessness and unconditional love, espe-
cially putting other people’s lives first as opposed to being motivated by 
the prospects of making profit. This is highlighted in WA1’s narrative 
below:

So, with the African business, it was purely, I don’t know, out of faith… 
when you see what is happening particularly in the health sector, you 
always wonder ‘Why can’t things not be like the way you see here?’ …
so when we started, this was out of the goodness of our hearts. Just to 
give back. …so we’ve pumped over hundreds of thousands of pounds in 
that business. The business is not making profit at the moment but what 
keeps us going is the satisfaction of seeing poor people benefiting from 
the health technology we have launched and we know that God will bless 
us for the work we are doing…
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Thus as Riddle (2008: 31) argues, ‘diaspora investment and entre-
preneurship often is not just driven by the quest for profit maximiza-
tion; social and emotional motivations (in our case, faith) also play a 
role’. Accordingly, WA1 and her husband’s medical business involves 
the exportation of a state of the art procedure to WA used in the early 
detection of cancer:

It is a very ground breaking product, which was developed by an Israeli 
company. So it’s a capsule where inside the capsule there are two cameras, 
and the patient swallows it, and then it takes the usual pictures and videos 
of the inside of the gut. So they can use it to detect early signs of colon 
cancer, and diseases in the gut.

Below we discuss how these transnational entrepreneurship activities are 
managed.

Managing a Transnational Business: Logistics 
and Dynamics

In this section, we seek to understand how women entrepreneurs man-
age to make transnational businesses functional. The first important 
issue to acknowledge is evidence of women empowerment through the 
establishment of transnational business ventures. For the two women 
who were in partnerships with their husbands, they noted that they 
operated as equal partners in the business. As SA1 explains:

We are registered as two directors, so we are 50-50 in the business. My 
husband deals with all the administration, and I deal with all the opera-
tion aspects of the business.

This not only sets the tone of the management of their transnational 
business, but also through their narratives we are able to gain a view 
into the spiritual capital drivers of their transnational business activity, 
including the desire to make a difference in people’s lives, as a way of 
serving God. We are also able to see their commitment to providing a 
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quality service through appropriate education and training, as driven by 
the ‘spirit of excellence’, which as one woman related to us, is a God-
given trait. While these women entrepreneurs were self-confident, per-
haps as a result of the success already attained in local entrepreneurship 
projects, a number of gender role challenges were noted.

Gender Role Challenges

Our findings have shown that for women, participation in transnational 
entrepreneurship activity was more than a simple business venture, as 
it entailed their total involvement as the lifelines of the business activ-
ity, and in some cases, this involved organising their husbands as well. 
Moreover, women also needed to slide between business and children, 
sometimes giving up their own personal desires for the sake of both the 
family and the sustenance of the business project. This pauses challenges 
for a transnational business which requires much travelling. As WA1 
explains:

I’m the general manager of the business, my husband is the CEO. My 
role is to make the business run. I also travel, but as a woman, I don’t 
have to go on every trip… because I have to keep the home running. But 
getting him (husband) prepared is my job; I do all the memorandums of 
operations, and if we have to do any contracts with the hospitals, I draft 
them. My role also involves managing our staff in (country) …because of 
my IT experience, the website and everything, I oversee all that. All the 
product brochures and when staff are going to give a seminar, I make sure 
that they’ve got all their presentations.

However, one of the challenges noted by our participants relates to 
working with a spouse, as equal business partner, in the context of 
the African patriarchy norms that encourage male domination. Some 
women, because of their education and skill levels, noted being able to 
address some of these challenges by reminding their husbands of the 
importance of treating business and marriage separately. This is well 
illustrated in SA1’s narrative below:
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When the two of us started to work together, it was difficult, because we 
used to clash all the time. But one day we sat down to talk and we agreed 
to separate marriage and business. So it’s helping because if it’s marriage, 
it’s marriage at home, but if it’s business, we are business partners.

Closely related to this is the issue of managing a transnational 
workforce.

Managing a Transnational Workforce and the 
Role of Technology

The nature of the business ventures that the women were involved in 
demanded that they have other people working with and for them 
in the COO. The issue of trust was noted to be a major obstacle for 
almost all the participants, which is a big issue in transnational busi-
nesses (Ojo 2012). As noted by SA2 who was running a construction 
business:

You hear stories about not doing business in Africa if you are not physi-
cally present. People tell you of how they’ve been burned, because when 
you are not there they’re going to siphon your money.

However, the issue of faith also came up so prominently as one thing, 
which gave the women entrepreneurs the confidence to invest at home. 
Through prayer and trusting God to lead them to the right people, they, 
through their faith-based communities and networks were able to iden-
tify people of like-mind who could be trusted to manage and support 
their businesses during their absence. The following excerpt exemplifies 
this:

I have a family member back home who is a Human Resources 
Consultant and he is also a pastor. So his faith comes on and he’s worked 
with many of these people in the industry, so in a sense there is that cred-
ibility because when he recommends them you know these are reliable 
people. So when I am looking for people to employ I just tell my family 
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‘This is what I’m looking for’, and usually, I don’t have huge staff turno-
ver. When someone is a child of God, I can believe in them, because in a 
sense they understand I’m in a sense extending God’s kingdom, and God 
will watch my back. (SA3)

The emphasise that ‘God will watch my back’ does not necessarily mean 
that people of faith are immune from succumbing to corrupt practices, 
given some of the scandals and untrustworthy tendencies noted in 
Christian circles (see e.g. Nwankwo et al. 2012). What we understood 
from our research was that individuals were dealing with Christian net-
works that they found dependable.

Also, within the transnational literature, the development in global 
communication technologies, has been hailed for its ability to ‘compress 
time and space’ (Parreñas 2014: 425), allowing transnational migrants 
to remain in constant touch with their families. Equally, technology is 
critical in the management of international workforce. As WA1 explains:

We’ve got four staff and have got an operations manager that oversees 
things for us there. But there is the danger that when your staff know that 
you are not physically there, they can be slack. So I use technology a lot. 
I always have a hand in the hiring, through social media technology such 
as skype.

However for SA1, the strategy was for her and her husband to try and 
be physically present in the COO as much as they could:

In our case, one of us will be there for two weeks, the other person will be 
here managing this one… Rather than depending on workers and other 
people there it is important for both of us to know hands-on skills. This 
way we are always on top of the situation.

Overall, our study has shown that combined with other entrepreneurial 
traits such as education, hard work, recognition of opportunity, faith 
provided individuals with levels of self-confidence and facilitated their 
entrepreneurial activity. As we have tried to show, they were not afraid 
of risk-taking, as they believed that God would lead and guide their 
decision-making.
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The Role of Education and Professional Training

The question of whether educated people make better entrepreneurs has 
been met with mixed responses with some studies finding that educa-
tion raises entrepreneurial profits (e.g. Harmon et al. 2003) while oth-
ers argue that education and entrepreneurial success may depend on 
non-observable variables such as ability (Kolstad and Wiig 2015). Our 
findings, however, suggest education as playing a significant role in 
both laying a foundation and advancing/enhancing participants’ entre-
preneurship careers. For SA1 and her husband having the necessary 
skills and expertise was regarded as critical to establishing a successful 
business:

We are currently doing Adult nursing. This is important because in our 
business there are special skills that needs a nursing background. So all 
this training is business-focused.

Given the nature of her business, WA1 realised the importance of train-
ing her international partners and personnel:

Because of the specialist involved in the medical procedure that we do, 
medical personnel we work (in origin country) were not that skilled. So 
my husband, goes every 6 weeks, and this is out of our own pocket, to 
train a group of doctors on how to do this gastro procedure… Because 
these are high-tech… I get to train workers on the softwares regularly.

As Riddle (2008: 33) argues ‘migrants who venture abroad often 
gain knowledge and skills that are lacking in the COO. When they 
return to invest or start a business, they remit this acquired human 
capital back to the COO thereby turning “brain drain” into “brain 
gain”’.

However, embarking on a transactional business venture is not a 
process without challenges. Our participants noted many constraints 
involving procurement of business equipment, and challenging govern-
ment policies and practices, which often pose challenges to their faith.
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Challenges of Running a Transnational Business

As noted earlier, our participants were mainly driven by the desire to 
give back to their COO and as such many of the transnational busi-
ness activities were started without much capital. Also, some busi-
nesses were noted to have been affected by the credit crunch and the 
continual devolution in local currencies. As may be expected they 
have to contend with a range of challenges, which put their ‘faith’ to 
test. As noted by SA1

I can’t say we are making money, maybe in a few years’ time things will 
improve… Because with the devaluation of the currency last year, it was 
a tough time. If we didn’t have the faith we could have easily packed it 
up, we could have said why this headache, this thing is too complicated’. 
But one thing we always do before we go into a venture, we pray to God 
for his leading so we can see what is the feasibility, because a lot of times, 
people start business without involving God and when they face chal-
lenges they retreat… but what is keeping us going is the knowledge that 
God is in it, and we can see his hand even in tough times…

For WA1 who was running a high-end medical business, persuading 
suppliers, who were noted to be ordinarily big overseas countries that 
investing in Africa would yield profit, proved to be a mammoth task:

For big companies, Africa was not really on their map, because they had 
a lot of other high valued customers in Europe. So we had to let them 
know that we were going to market their product properly in Africa, 
because a lot of people don’t want to go and do business in Africa.

She emphasised the role of faith in their breakthrough, expressed 
through traits such as integrity, reliability, honesty which all amount to 
credibility:

Because of our faith, we always try to build a rapport with our suppli-
ers. We’re trying to get good quality diagnostic equipment and medical 
supplies to West Africa. We are honest and reliable in our dealings… So 



260        J. Thondhlana and R. Madziva

when they see that, they know you are credible. We have a credible UK 
business here as well.

However, because participants wanted the services, they were providing 
to be made available especially to the poor, there was not much to gain 
in terms of financial returns

As we were planning our dialysis business we agreed this is not about 
making much profit. So we planned to offer dialysis treatment to about 
ten poor patients per month for free. (SA1)

However, the major challenge noted is that of navigating the complex 
African environment, particularly government systems.

Dealing with Stringent and Corrupt Government 
Systems

One key challenge related by our participants with regard to establish-
ing transnational businesses is the manner in which some African gov-
ernment systems often work to discourage rather than facilitate diaspora 
investment. Participants noted concerns ranging from governments mis-
trust of diasporans who are often perceived as a political threat, to issues 
of endemic corruption. Due to their faith, which centres on key traits of 
honest, trustworthy and discourages bribery, the women entrepreneurs’ 
challenge was to establish their businesses without compromising these 
to please a corrupt system. In WA1’s views:

The problem with Africa is still that of corruption. We sat down with the 
government and tried to convince them to get involved as we are getting 
the cheapest possible price …but they weren’t buying into it. The offi-
cials wanted us to pay them money. We said we will not bribe anybody… 
after prayer, we felt God leading us to work with private doctors and hos-
pitals… We never had any challenges in negotiating these partnerships, 
which gave us the confidence that God has opened the door.



11  Skilled Migrant African Women …        261

In some cases after long periods of trying to engage government author-
ities, diasporans were given very tight appointments, which as SA1 
notes below is very costly:

We prayed and did quite an intense research in our effort to engage the 
government. Then a breakthrough came, my husband was given a 30 
minute slot to see the Vice-President … He had to pay a ticket to go see 
him for those 30 minutes…

Conclusion

Our study has revealed the complex interaction of faith and other com-
ponents considered central to entrepreneurship development in general 
and transnational entrepreneurship in particular. Using sociological and 
education lenses, we have engaged with the specific experiences of five 
skilled African migrant women entrepreneurs who share a strong belief 
in biblical principles as underpinning their business ventures. While 
participants’ trajectories vary in terms of levels of education and occu-
pations taken up on arrival, they share a Christian belief in going into 
entrepreneurship not only for personal survival, self-improvement and 
economic prosperity but also for the common good, both in places of 
origin and host country. Biblical principles construct their practices and 
behaviours in ways that set them apart from other entrepreneurs.

We have also noted the critical role and complex interaction of edu-
cation and faith in shaping these practices and behaviours. For example, 
education enables them to be knowledgeable about effectively running 
their businesses in the context of a global knowledge-based economy, 
while faith makes the knowledge seeking and application achievable. 
We have seen how the ability to forge strong connections with appro-
priate key players in the field is critical for success and requires faith-
based character building. For example, through their good character, 
WA1 and husband managed to persuade suppliers of the high-end tech-
nology, who ordinarily would be wary about doing business with Africa, 
to support their transnational business.
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Through their faith, they are able to navigate the corrupt terrain of 
some African governments to successfully launch their businesses with-
out compromising their Christian values and professionalism by suc-
cumbing to corrupt practices. While the issue of total dependency on 
God has been previous questioned (see e.g. Ojo 2012), our study sug-
gests the need to seriously consider the relationship between faith and 
entrepreneurship in transnational contexts. Overall, the extent to which 
faith works to produce enduring entrepreneurships is a subject for fur-
ther exploration as we consider more data.
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