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Introduction
The mixed embeddedness approach has seen application in different contexts and in 
different domains since its export into the field of immigrants’ entrepreneurship in the 
late 1990s by Dutch scholars Kloosterman et  al. (1999). Admittedly, the utility of this 
approach has been in its broader and all-encompassing pathway for explaining immi-
grants’ entrepreneurship. In its 20-years of application, scholars have brought tremen-
dous insight to the approach from the domain of economy (Barrett et  al., 2002), state 
structure (Jones et  al., 2014; Kloosterman, 2003a) and history (Peters, 2002), among 
others like politics, policy and law. Moreover, the use of the approach to understanding 
immigrant entrepreneurs has tended to focus on western settings like those in Europe 
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(Barrett et al., 2002; Jones et al., 2014; Kloosterman, 2003a;), Australia (Peters, 2002), US 
(Chacko, 2015; Price & Chacko, 2009) and elsewhere (Aliaga-Isla & Rialp, 2013). Despite 
these efforts, there are yet, many aspects of the theory that suffer in terms of empirical 
application including how immigrants’ own social, ethnic and cultural patterns implicate 
their entrepreneurial careers. But perhaps more important in the discourse on mixed 
embeddedness’ application is the idea of context, i.e. the different contexts and settings 
that scholars have focused on, in their empirical application of the theory. We argue in 
this paper that, thus far, the empirical application of the mixed embeddedness theory 
has tended to focus on North American and to a much greater extent, the European 
contexts, to the neglect of other equally important geographical regions, particularly the 
African region.

Therefore, in this paper, we provide two important drifts to enrich the scholarship on 
mixed embeddedness and immigrants’ entrepreneurship. First, we bring insight to the 
approach from the social and ethno-cultural domains of immigrants in the articulation 
of their entrepreneurship. We draw on the narratives of Nigerian immigrants in Ghana 
and the ways in which their social and ethno-cultural realities provide structuring influ-
ence on their entrepreneurship in the country. This is important for the specification 
and representation of the mixed embeddedness approach for explaining immigrants’ 
business set-up and operation in their destination countries. Our second drift addresses 
the lacunae of mixed embeddedness and immigrant entrepreneurship research in lesser 
known context, Ghana in West Africa with migration actors from Nigeria. The paper 
thus broadens the contextual scope of mixed embeddedness’ empirical application.

The embeddedness approach to immigrants’ entrepreneurship studies

The embeddedness approach to immigrants’ entrepreneurship studies, which builds on 
the agency-structure interactive model of Waldinger et al. (1990) and further draws on 
Granovetter’s (1985) social embeddedness construct, postulates a nexus between immi-
grant entrepreneurs’ own characteristics and the wider socio-economic and political 
contexts within which they operate (Kloosterman, 2010; Kloosterman & Rath, 2001; 
Kloosterman, et  al, 1999). The approach venerates how, in simple terms, economic 
activities of immigrants are rooted not just in the micro-level characteristics of the 
immigrants, including their social embeddedness but also in the wider meso and macro-
structures of the destination country. The approach incorporates multiple realities of 
social embeddedness, market dynamics or economic embeddedness and politico-insti-
tutional embeddedness in explaining immigrant entrepreneurship because these lay-
ers of realities impact the decisions and choices of immigrants regarding the economic 
activities they can and will pursue (Jones et al., 2014; Kloosterman et al., 1999; Klooster-
man, 2003a, 2003b, 2010; Moyo, 2014).

Kloosterman et al., (1999, p. 253) have argued reasonably that immigrants’ expectation 
of upward social mobility in destination countries should be understood by consider-
ing ‘their embeddedness in the socio-economic and politico-institutional environment 
of the country of settlement’. This somewhat implies that the articulation and pursuit 
of the ‘migratory goals and expectations’ are embedded in the social, economic, politi-
cal and institutional spaces and arrangements of the migration destination. This is an 
important sermon to the mixed embeddedness treatise in immigrant entrepreneurship, 
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a treatise which argues that immigrants’ entrepreneurship be grounded, not just in the 
immigrants’ own resources of ethno-social capital, but also, in the operating conditions 
of their contexts (including political-economic environment, legal, and policy) of the 
immigration society. Kloosterman and Rath (2001, p. 190) also explain that the (mixed) 
embeddedness approach focuses on immigrant entrepreneurs’ ‘concrete embeddedness’ 
in their ‘social networks’ as well as their ‘abstract embeddedness in the socio-economic 
and politico-institutional environment of the country of settlement’.

A key strength of the embeddedness theory is its ability to locate entrepreneurial 
actions and processes within specific sets of contexts. This helps answer questions relat-
ing to how different contexts and structures like social, cultural, ethnic, legal and pol-
icy, among others, both formal and informal in their characteristics, implicate different 
immigrant entrepreneurial trajectories (Kloosterman et al, 1998). Therefore, in its sense 
of application, the rise of different immigrant entrepreneurship activities is attributable 
to the existing different concrete and abstract embeddedness. This implies that different 
embeddedness begets different mixed embeddedness of immigrants’ economic activities 
(Antwi Bosiakoh & Williams Tetteh, 2019). Drawing on the idea of different contexts 
giving rise to different immigrant entrepreneurship trajectories, this study seeks to dem-
onstrate how the existing socio and ethno-cultural realities provide useful pathways for 
explaining transnational Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurs’ embeddedness in Ghana. 
Next from here, we take a brief detour to understanding Nigerian immigrants in Ghana, 
followed by the study’s research approach before presenting the findings and discussions 
and finally provide conclusion.

Nigerians in Ghana: migration and economic profile

Nigeria is located just 45-min flight distance from Ghana eastwards and is separated by 
two small French-speaking countries, Togo and Benin. Both Ghana and Nigeria share 
similar colonial past, and are the biggest English-speaking countries in West Africa. The 
two countries are also, by far, the key players in activities for the formation and opera-
tionalization of the sub-regional economic grouping, the Economic Community of West 
African States, ECOWAS whose main goal is to engender free movement of people and 
goods across the sub-region. Additionally, Ghana is a lower middle-income economy, 
and West Africa’s second biggest economy after Nigeria (ADB, 2012). Largely, because of 
these similarities, there is increased migration of Nigerians to Ghana. This migration is 
further influenced by the peace and stability (Antwi Bosiakoh, 2009) and a much wider 
range of political and civil liberties in Ghana which have earned the country free sta-
tus in Freedom in the World ranking (Puddington & Roylance, 2016). Ghana also has a 
more superior position than Nigeria in both World Governance Indictors (World Bank, 
2016) and Democracy Index (EIU, 2016). But besides these current and evolving realities 
behind Nigerian migration to Ghana, there is also a historical underpinning to Nigerian 
migration to Ghana (Antwi Bosiakoh, 2017). Long before colonization and indeed dur-
ing colonial and post-colonial eras, huge episodes of migratory activities from Nigeria 
to Ghana were recorded (Amenumey, 2008; Anquandah, 1985; Arhin, 1979), with some 
research suggesting that, the contemporary trends of Nigerian migration to Ghana is a 
convenient continuation of the existing historical fact (Antwi Bosiakoh, 2009, 2017).
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Currently, there is an estimated one million Nigerian immigrants in Ghana accord-
ing to the Nigerian embassy in Accra (Akinyoade, 2015 p. 217). These immigrants cut 
across the three main ethnic groupings (Igbo, Yoruba and Hausa) in Nigeria. Igbos 
who are numerically dominant, are mainly resident in Accra and are in flux. They see 
Ghana as a ‘stepping stone’ in a broader migratory project to Europe and North Amer-
ica (Akinyoade, 2015 p. 214; Antwi Bosiakoh, 2019). The Yoruba and Hausa immi-
grants on the other hand appear to see Ghana as another homeland, (Akinyoade, 2015). 
Self-employment is a common feature of the economic profile of these immigrants 
(Akinyoade, 2015; Olatuyi et al., 2013). A key factor accounting for this economic profile 
of Nigerian immigrants in Ghana is the way they themselves perceive Ghana—as a coun-
try ‘open to investment’ (ibid p. 28) where they can achieve their desired upward social 
mobility. Most of these immigrants are thus involved in unregistered informal trading 
and business activities (LaPorta & Schleifer, 2008) within the Ghanaian informal econ-
omy. The entrepreneurial activities of the immigrants are embedded in a mix of realities, 
some of which have been explored recently by focusing on Nigerian women entrepre-
neurs in Ghana (Antwi Bosiakoh & Williams Tetteh, 2019), and Nigerian transnational 
entrepreneurs in Ghana (Antwi Bosiakoh, 2020).

Thus far, one unexplored aspect of this scholarship is the ways in which social and 
ethno-cultural patterns of Nigerian immigrants, influence their entrepreneurial articu-
lation in Ghana. This is the focus of this paper. Three isolable socio and ethno-cultural 
themes of relevance are identified for understanding the setting-up and operations of 
transnational Nigerian immigrants’ entrepreneurship in Ghana. These socio and ethno-
cultural patterns shape different aspects of the business activities of the immigrants such 
that, it is possible to argue of a ‘socio and ethno-cultural embeddedness’ of transnational 
Nigerian immigrants’ entrepreneurship in Ghana. This ‘socio and ethno-cultural embed-
dedness’ is part of the general mixed embeddedness of Nigerian immigrants’ entrepre-
neurship in the country.

Methods
We draw this paper from an ethnographic fieldwork by the first author on Nigerian 
immigrant entrepreneurs in three Ghanaian cities, namely Accra (n = 17), Kumasi 
(n = 14) and Ashaiman (n = 10). The fieldwork involved a total of 41 entrepreneurs made 
up of 35 males and 6 females running different businesses in the three cities of Ghana. 
Selection of the entrepreneurs drew on multiple entry points and contact cases in the 
first instance. This was to help generate diversity in the activities pursued by the entre-
preneurs. Subsequently, and through referrals and snowballing processes, more and 
more entrepreneurs were identified and included in the study. A final selection strategy 
involved diversifying the sample by identifying entrepreneurs involved in other business 
activities. These strategies provided useful pathways for gaining diversity in the activities 
of the entrepreneurs including those involved in phone/IT accessories trading (n = 12), 
food-related activities (n = 7) auto-mobile spare parts trading (n = 6), fashion/beauty 
and entertainment (n = 3), metals and hardware (n = 3), cleaning and repair (n = 3) etc. 
The fieldwork offered rare opportunities to walk through the various markets the entre-
preneurs operate and in the process, engaged in various forms of conversations (casual 
and in-depth) with the entrepreneurs at their business premises in face to face. Business 
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operation activities of the entrepreneurs were also observed to understand the various 
logics behind them. Table 1 below present the location and sectorial distribution of busi-
nesses interviewed.

Besides the 41 entrepreneurs, interviews were also made conducted with leaders of 
four (4) Nigerian immigrant groups and associations.1 Three of these groups/associa-
tions, i.e. the Yoruba Association, the Coast City Brothers’ Association, and the Nigerian 
Youth Association, were involved in social and cultural activities and one group/asso-
ciation (the Eagle Digital Association in Tiptoe Lane at Kwame Nkrumah Circle, Accra) 
involved in business facilitation for its members Additionally, there was interview with 
the Igbo (Paramount) Chief in Ghana to explore how Nigerian miniature chieftaincy and 
chiefdoms intersect with the entrepreneurship development activities of their subjects in 
the country.

In each of the three cities (Accra, Kumasi, and Ashaiman), there were multiple city 
areas where the entrepreneurs operated. The Kwame Nkrumah Circle area, Legon/East 
Legon, UTC area, Madina, Kisseman, Tema Station, Haasto and Adenta were the areas 
in Accra where the entrepreneurs were identified. Similarly, in Kumasi, the entrepre-
neurs were identified in the Adum/PZ area, Suame Magazine, Suame market area, Ked-
jetia, Asafo, and Central market. The Ashaiman entrepreneurs were however identified 
at the Traffic Light and Lebanon Zone 5 areas. The procedures adopted on the field fol-
lowed international standardise requirements and recommendations, in particular, the 
Australian National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007, updated 
in March 2014) as the National Statement, and was approved by the Macquarie Univer-
sity’s Human Research Ethics Committee (Human Sciences and Humanities), reference 
No. 5201400968. While in general the entrepreneurs shared different migration motiva-
tion stories anchored on such factors as family, marriage, agency and frustration, among 
others (Antwi Bosiakoh & Williams Tetteh, 2019), their life stories in Ghana provide a 
confluent leitmotif around entrepreneurship.

Results and discussions
Nigerian immigrants as transnational entrepreneurs in Ghana

Of the 41 Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurs in this study, approximately 88%, n = 36 
were involved in one form of transnational practice or the other. This consisted of 

Table 1  Location and sectorial distribution of businesses

Research 
Location

Sectors

Phone/IT 
accessories

Food 
related 
activities

Auto 
mobile 
spares 
parts

Fashion/beauty 
entertainment

Cleaning 
/repairs

Metals/
hardware

Miscellaneo-us

Accra 7 3 – 2 3 1 1

Kumasi 4 3 3 1 – – 3

Ashaiman 1 1 3 – – 2 3

Total 12 7 6 3 3 3 7

1  Names of the entrepreneurs and leaders of the Nigerian immigrant groups /associations have all been anonymized. 
However, Chief Chukwudi Jude Ihenetu, the Igbo Paramount Chief in Accra insisted his name be mentioned.
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entrepreneurs whose activities involved movements to and from Nigeria, China, Togo, 
as well as other countries like the UK, Japan, UAE, Germany, and Singapore, among oth-
ers. The distribution of these transnational entrepreneurs across the three Ghanaian 
cities was as follows: Accra 38.8%, n = 14; Kumasi 38.8%, n = 14; and Ashaiman 22.2%, 
n = 8. This distribution was slightly lower compared to the bigger study’s sampling, in 
particular for Accra and Ashaiman which had 17 and 10 respondents respectively. Over-
all, a quarter of the transnational entrepreneurs (25%, n = 9) were involved in Ghana-
Nigeria/Nigeria-Ghana trading activities followed by 16.6%, n = 6 each in China-Ghana 
and Other Countries-Ghana activities. Table  2 below provides detailed information 
about the activities of transnational Nigerian entrepreneurs in Ghana.

These transnational activities of the entrepreneurs have been discussed and catego-
rized in other studies into three, namely one-way, two-way and tripartite transnation-
alism (Antwi Bosiakoh, 2020) and how Nigerian entrepreneurs in Ghana respond to 
emerging economic opportunities occurring both within the West-African economic 
community, the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and around 
the world.

Socio and ethno‑cultural embeddedness

Ethnicity and cultural embeddedness

The pattern of ethnic and cultural embeddedness of the entrepreneurs across the 
research sites is mixed in shape. In Accra, the pattern shows Igbo domination and in 
Kumasi, it is largely Yoruba. However, in Ashaiman, the pattern is more of a blend mani-
festing both Igbo and Yoruba identities. There were no Hausa ethnic entrepreneurs. For 
these transnational Nigerian entrepreneurs in Ghana, ethnicity and cultural rationalities 
play important business set-up and business operation roles. One example to empha-
size this position is Obike who runs a Nigerian foodstuff shop in Accra. Obike’s business 
relates directly to concentration of his country people, or better still, his ethnic people 
in Accra, and specifically the area he operates: ‘There are many Nigerians around here 
and this was one of the things that influenced my establishment of Nigerian food stuffs 
business here’. Though other ethnics both in Ghana and Nigeria patronise his business, 
Obike thinks most of his customers are Igbos, his own ethnic people. As he observed, 
‘Igbos like to cook food in their own house … we take it as a respect to the home’. This, 

Table 2  Transnational patterns of Nigerian entrepreneurs in Ghana

a UK, Japan, UAE, Germany, Singapore, etc.

Transnational connections Accra Kumasi Ashaiman Total

Nigeria-Ghana 4 3 2 9

Nigeria-Ghana; Ghana-Nigeria 2 2 1 5

A mix of Ghana and Nigeria 1 1 1 3

Togo-Ghana 1 1 0 2

China-Ghana 2 2 2 6

China-Nigeria-Ghana 1 2 0 3

A mix of Ghana, Nigeria and China 1 1 0 2

Other countriesa-Ghana 2 2 2 6

TOTAL 14 14 8 36
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he noted, is a cultural practice, and giving the surge in Nigerian migration to Ghana, he 
related his business to the food needs of his fellow ethnics:

‘The rate of Nigerian migration to Ghana is high so I discovered that if they come, 
they will need their food and I decided to provide. So, the increased migration of 
Nigerians to Ghana encouraged me to set up the business. They constitute my cus-
tomer base … they will need their Nigerian foods’.

As in Obike’s account, Ijeoma (Nigerian restaurant operator) and Ikechukwu (Nigerian 
foodstuffs shop operator) both anchored the logic of their business identification strate-
gies in the increased migration of Nigerians to Ghana and the expected food needs of 
the immigrants. This is part of what Kloosterman et al., (1999) call ‘market conditions’ 
and reflects how the needs of customers determine the emergence of opportunities in 
certain segments of the economy. In explaining their decisions to operate Nigerian-spe-
cific restaurants and foodstuff shops in Ghana Ijeoma and Ikechukwu noted as follows:

Ijeoma: ‘There are a lot of Nigerians working in this precinct and I thought running 
this kind of business will sell. These Nigerians want to eat something they are used 
to, their ethnic food’.
Ikechukwu: Many Nigerians are in this area and they need their food which we 
provide so they can enjoy their stay here in Ghana.

These accounts show how the entrepreneurs have embedded their businesses in the 
‘dense Nigerian ethnic pool’ and preference for ethno–cultural products (foods and ser-
vices) (Marchand & Siegel, 2014). This is important as businesses need a market to sell 
their goods and services (Kloosterman, 2010, p. 26). The entrepreneurs have established 
themselves in the markets where they operate as popular places for ‘authentic ethno-cul-
tural specialism’ (Barrett, et al., 2002, p. 17) which Nigerian immigrants in Ghana need. 
This is the beginning of the creation of ethnic niche but better conceived here as secto-
rial concentration and is related to the oft-mentioned general propensity of immigrant 
entrepreneurs to enter the food sector to establish ethnic restaurants and groceries (see 
for example Basu, 2011). Both Ijeoma’s and Ikechukwu;s arguments of the desire to con-
sume familiar food from their ethnic/countries of origin (supposedly as it may sound), 
creates a market niche for entrepreneurial career in ethnic food commerce within immi-
grants’ host country (Basu, 2011). The restaurants and foodstuff activities of Ijeoma and 
Ikechukwu and others involved in similar activities are ethnically embedded in both the 
supply and demand sides of market operations. On the supply side, the entrepreneurs 
implant their businesses in the heritage culture with high premium placed on foodstuffs 
and raw materials that bear the closest similarity to what comes from Nigeria to create 
the authentic taste expected by customers at the demand side of the logic.

Besides the food sector, evidence of ethnic embeddedness was detectable in the auto-
mobile spare parts business in Suame, Kumasi and in the phone and IT accessories busi-
ness in the PZ area (Kumasi) and Kwame Nkrumah Circle area, (Accra). These sectors 
and the locations of concentration serve to attract newly-arrived Nigerian immigrant 
entrepreneurs. This process contributes to niche formation in certain sectors by the 
entrepreneurs. Amobi affirmed this, noting that ‘there are many of us doing the same 
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kind of business here’. Akin to this observation is Abiola’s argument produced below as a 
testament to the ethnic embeddedness line of reasoning.

‘Here at Tiptoe Lane, there are more than 300 Nigerian business operatives. We have 
an association that meets regularly with about 200 registered people and others who 
have not registered for the association. So yes we are many here. All the shops on this 
particular lane, except two, are owned by Nigerians, so yes we are many here’. [Abi-
ola, Phone and IT accessories, Kwame Nkrumah Circle, KNC in Accra].

As Razin (2002, p. 163) has noted, accounts on immigrants’ inclination to entrepreneur-
ship need to recognise the ‘location-specific traits of the immigrant community’ and the 
ways in which immigrants and their businesses ‘are inserted into the socio-cultural and 
institutional context’ of their host society (see also Kloosterman, 2010). This observation 
applies to the discourse on Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurs in this study. Their busi-
ness set-up and operation narratives are linked to the location-specific traits of ‘dense 
Nigerian ethnic pool’ in Ghana and preference for ethnic products. This is a case of 
‘instituted process between man and his environment’ (Polanyi, 1957, p. 248) or more 
specifically entrepreneurship embedded in ethnic and cultural conditions and rationali-
ties. However, mixed embeddedness as a theoretical construct, underscores the interac-
tion of determinants of entrepreneurship, rather than their separation. Subsequently, we 
now turn to another aspect of the determinants, so that the nature and complexity of 
mixed embeddedness may be better explicated.

Embeddedness in informality

A key part of market structure and market relations in both Ghana and Nigeria is the 
ways in which informality shapes different aspects of market dynamics. In Ghana for 
example, informal ‘economics’ is an accepted part of the economic process and describes 
many employment forms and economic activities. One estimate of total employment 
in 1990 was 45% (Ninsin, 1991), increasing to 89% in the late 1990s (Yankson et  al., 
2001). Other estimates point to more than 80% of all persons employed in Ghana work-
ing in the informal sector, with over half (55.9%) of them in self-employment and a fifth 
(20.4%) in family-related enterprises (GSS, 2008; Osei-Boateng & Ampratwum, 2011 p. 
9). In Accra, Grant and Yankson (2003 p. 70) observe that about 40% of the population 
were engaged in informal sector economic activities in 2000. Given this informal profile 
of Ghana’s economy, and drawing on the mixed embeddedness frame of thought, infor-
mality presents a context which Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurs recognise and use 
in their business operations. As such most entrepreneurs are involved in the informal 
sector of market operations since, in the scheme of probability, immigrants generally 
enter economic frontiers with lower entry barriers (Waldinger, 1984) such as those in 
the Ghanaian informal economic domain.

Across the three research cities (Accra, Kumasi & Ashaiman), the pattern of 
embeddedness in informality was revealing, and manifested in business sizes, family 
involvement, engagement with officialdom, the formation and operation of informal 
associations and the way in which informal power brokers shape different aspects of 
their entrepreneurial activities. For example, all the businesses of the entrepreneurs 
in this study were small and largely owned individually or by a family. A case in point 
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is Adeyemi who operates a Nigerian restaurant at Kiseman at a small suburb north of 
Accra, drawing on family, informality and transnationality as he describes here:

‘My entire family of four (4) is involved in this business … because I cannot hire 
and pay salaries now. I and my wife prepare and serve food, wash plates, mop 
the eating area and clean the tables etc. My son is still in school in Nigeria and 
he sends badly needed Nigerian foodstuffs to us twice a month. My daughter was 
brought to Ghana a year ago to learn this business and currently does deliveries 
and errands’.

Adeyemi’s account demonstrates concrete informal ways of embedding family/house-
hold in his entrepreneurial activities (Welter, 2011). It further illustrates, together 
with other informal entrepreneurs in this study, the few employees (typically 1–2 
employees) they rely on, and the fact that these employees often included family 
members recruited through the informal system of apprenticeship. Further, he relies 
on informal transnational family connection to have access to essential resources 
for his business. But unlike Adeyemi who operates a Nigerian restaurant in Accra, 
Osita, operates an industrial materials shop in Ashaiman and as a small scale trading 
entrepreneur, Osita explained how his business relies on informal employment (Wel-
ter et  al., 2015) in the form of transnational labour recruited through the informal 
apprenticeship system:

‘My business now has 18-years old boy apprentice I brought to Ghana from Nige-
ria 6 months ago. It is like what we do in Nigeria… you start with an apprentice 
who works with you for about six years and thereafter, you settle the person by 
setting up a similar business at a small scale for him’.

Also, a key part of the entrepreneurs’ discourse on the ease of setting-up their busi-
nesses in Ghana is the less-capital requirement: Amobi, Auto-mobile spare parts 
trader in Kumasi observed that ‘In Ghana, one does not need huge capital to start 
business’ This observation, and the perception it carries about capital requirement for 
setting up business in Ghana, formed a recurring theme in many accounts:

In Ghana, one can set up business with any little money and grow it. I started 
with GHC500.00 and today, I am in a shop full of goods. This place is better for 
me than Nigeria. Achebe, CD & Electrical Shop.
This [business] can be done by anybody with or without money. I started with lit-
tle money and from that amount, I am what I am today. Nnaji, Hardware Shop.
I think it is very easy to set up business in Ghana. Any amount you have, you can. 
It is not same in Nigeria. Chinedu, Second-hand Bags (repair & sale).

Though these narratives make sense on their own, they are more meaningful when 
viewed within the context of informality. In formal reality, there are legal/formal 
requirements for setting up business in the country including (but not limited to) 
investment capital threshold for immigrants and other sector-specific requirements 
for business set-up and this makes business entry less easy. Thus, the immigrant 
entrepreneurs in this study do not meet these requirements and thus operate out-
side the legal/formal domain of the economy (Godfrey, 2011), i.e. in the informal 
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space where no threshold (like capital, etc.) is placed on them and therefore they 
can operate with whatever capital at their disposal. Furthermore, social relations and 
networks provide immigrant entrepreneurs access to social capital that are embed-
ded in a network (Aarstad et al., 2010). Thus, the entrepreneurs’ accounts position 
Ghana more as conducive for their informal small medium and micro enterprises 
(SMMEs) they operate and the canticles of ‘less capital requirement’ helps place this 
argument in empirical frame.

Consequently, most entrepreneurs, in taking advantage of this situation, are 
‘locked up’ in small scale informal businesses. Further, most businesses were neither 
registered with the Registrar General’s Department (RGD), the Ghanaian institution 
mandated with business registration responsibility, nor with the Ghana Investment 
Promotion Centre (GIPC) which is responsible for investment facilitation in the 
country (Table 3). However, some business operatives produced Business Operation 
Permits (BOP) issued by local government units (LGUs), namely the Accra Metro-
politan Assembly, the Kumasi Metropolitan Assembly and the Ashaiman Municipal 
Assembly. Largely because they are unregistered, most businesses evade tax (LaPorta 
& Schleifer, 2008), and engage in corrupt practices, particularly in the cross-border 
movements of goods, services and their people.

Table  3 also shows that only a third of the businesses are registered for tax pur-
poses with the relevant local government unit (34%; n = 14) and the Domestic Tax 
Revenue Division of the Ghana Revenue Authority (32%; n = 13), and for many entre-
preneurs, keeping record of business activities is not part of their normal practices. 
These characteristics support the construction of informal economy as involving 
unregistered firms hidden from taxation and even when registered, some entrepre-
neurs still evade taxes (LaPorta & Schleifer, 2008; Overå, 2007, p. 543), manipulate 
established norms and exploit loopholes.

Table 3  Matrix of informality: business/tax registration and account statuses

RGD, Registrar general’s department; GIPC, Ghana investment promotion centre; BOP, business operation permits, LGU, local 
government units; DTRD, domestic tax revenue division; GRA, Ghana revenue authority

√ ✗

Business registration status

RGD 3 38

GIPC 2 39

BOP 16 25

Tax registration status

LGU 14

DTRD of GRA​ 13

Account status

No formal account records 29

Some accounts recorded 9

Full accounts recorded 3
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Informal power brokers

A key part of the broader governance structure of Nigerian immigrant entrepreneur-
ship in Ghana is the way in which informal power brokers shape different aspects of the 
entrepreneurial activities. As part of their adaptation, and the need to preserve their cul-
tural labels, Nigerian migrants in Ghana, through various ethnic associations, have cre-
ated different miniature groups and chiefdoms in Ghana. Perhaps, the most prominent 
of these is the Igbo Paramountcy in Accra. Chief Chukwudi Jude Ihenetu operates the 
Ghana palace of the Igbo Paramountcy in East Legon, Accra. He and his elders sit with 
other sub—chiefs in Igbo community meetings to discuss and resolve matters of interest 
to Igbos in Ghana. There are similar community meetings in the regions and Igbo lead-
ers and members submit to the Igbo Central in Accra. Recently, Chief Ihenetu has been 
involved in the creation of sub-chiefs at La-Nkwantanan-Madina Sempe, Dansoman, 
Amrahia- Adoteiman, and Ashaiman chiefs to take care of the needs of his people. Key 
among these needs is to provide them with education on basic requirements for peaceful 
living in Ghana:

‘…we are working to educate our people about living in Ghana, like the need to have 
updated documentation to make our people law abiding’.
■ Chief Chukwudi Jude Ihenetu.

As a businessman himself, Chief Ihenetu, who first came to Ghana in 1995 engaged in 
the supply of auto-mobile spare parts. After convincing himself about the conducive 
business environment in Ghana, he decided to settle and now owns businesses dealing 
in mother care products, oil, and aluminium products. He is also involved in the Ezeigbo 
Foundation which helps young Igbo boys to learn various trades and further provide 
capital for them to start their own businesses. Many of Chief Ihenetu’s sub-chiefs, like 
himself, are also business people and they provide business advice to their subjects.

Besides the miniature chiefdom, there are several informal structures for organising 
Nigerian immigrants and their entrepreneurial activities in Ghana. The Yoruba Associa-
tion in Kumasi, the Eagle Digital Association at Tiptoe Lane at Kwame Nkrumah Circle 
in Accra, the Coast City Brothers’ Association in Kumasi, and the Nigerian Youth Asso-
ciation are but a few such structures. Interview with some association leaders revealed 
that their activities intersect multiple frontiers like education, immigrant integration, 
business, law, etc. For example, Jamal, a senior member of the Yoruba Association in 
Kumasi indicated that, the association, through the education they give to their mem-
bers’, help them ‘to understand their Ghanaian host, especially their culture, and to be 
able to relate better with them in the running of their businesses to prevent conflict’. 
Also, Baba, an executive member of the Eagle Digital Association in Tiptoe Area at 
Kwame Nkrumah Circle, Accra intimated that, members of the association are always 
enjoined to live peacefully with their Ghanaian host, and ‘to identify peaceful options 
always in resolving conflicts both in their business dealings and in their places of resi-
dence’. Baba further noted that, ‘leaders of the association sometimes mediates for mem-
bers who have cases with the police or in court’. This point was corroborated by a senior 
member of the Coast City Brothers’ Association who further indicated that their asso-
ciation ‘organize a program once a year to refresh members on peaceful living and some 
basic Ghanaian laws’.
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Therefore, together with the heads of ethnic chiefdoms and their sub-chiefs, these 
informal power bearers arbitrate in disputes between their member-subjects as well as 
between their member-subjects and their Ghanaian business counterparts. As largely 
trading entrepreneurs, these business people frequently encounter problems with the 
Ghanaian Customs and Police officials, and Nigerian Chiefs in Ghana and leaders of the 
associations have regularly intervened to resolve them out of court (Antwi Bosiakoh, 
2011). These activities and services serve as contextual realities and a part of the mixed 
embeddedness argument that enhance the economic activities of the entrepreneurs in 
the country. This is a case of informal power brokers involved in ‘peace-making’ and 
business facilitation, two important strands of the mixed embeddedness of transnational 
Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurship in Ghana.

Traditional apprenticeship system

For Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurs in Ghana, a key part of the articulation of cul-
ture in their entrepreneurial activities is the deployment of their traditional apprentice-
ship system for the recruitment of labour transnationally. This system, derived from a 
philosophy where individuals including the socially deprived, can negotiate better social 
status (Uchendu, 2007), is applied in real world market situation. Here, parents ‘bargain 
and negotiate with successful traders’ and business people (Oga, master, Nna Ukwu, 
big father/master) to pass their skills on to young apprentices (Odibo, or just ‘Boys’ as 
this often involves young males) through a certain process, which has been described 
by Agozino and Anyanike (2007, p. 236) as a traditional Igbo business school. In this 
practice, an Oga (e.g. in auto-mobile spare parts business) recruits young apprentices for 
training from Nigeria (usually for five to seven years) and serially replaces them as they 
become adroit in the business (Agozino & Anyanike, 2007; Forrest, 1994; Olutayo, 1999). 
During the period of apprenticeship, the Oga provides the needs of his Odibo, including 
shelter and boarding as well as transportation and healthcare. However, there is no sal-
ary payment but the Oga helps the Odibo to set-up their own businesses.

This cultural system (Krueger Jr, 2000; Weber, 1930) is deployed as an important entre-
preneurial training pathway and transnational labour recruitment strategy and almost all 
the entrepreneurs shared in it. Kelechi, for example, operates an informal event manage-
ment at Accra’s north-east suburb of Haatso and indicated that he had two boys working 
as apprentices with him in the beginning of his business but currently has only one boy 
who has been with him for the eight months before he was interviewed. Kelechi speaks 
about the utility of this apprenticeship system as follows:

‘Honestly, my business benefited from our apprenticeship system. I had two boys 
from Nigeria to help me when I started. One is now at Teshie and the other is back 
to school at Jayee University. I have another boy currently working with me’. Kelechi, 
Event Management, Accra.

Similar to the account of Kelechi, Ibeamaka, who runs an auto-mobile spare-parts busi-
ness at Suame magazine in Kumasi, indicated that his business relies greatly on the use of 
the apprenticeship system. Ibeamaka has two shops, all located at Suame and he has two 
apprentices for each shop as sales assistants. He notes that, the use of the apprentices as 
sales assistants helps him to focus on matters relating to his supply chain, moving from 
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Kumasi through Accra to Lagos where he gets most of his goods, and back. Ibeamaka 
points out that:

‘I am forever grateful for the system as it helps in this business operations. I don’t 
know how I would make it in this business if I were to hire all the four sales assis-
tants and pay them monthly salaries’. Ibeamaka, Auto-mobile Spare-parts shop 
owner, Kumasi.

Besides Kelechi and Ibeamaka, other entrepreneurs shared experiences on the use of 
apprentices in business operations as something they had done before or currently do, or 
that they know people who had done so in the past, or are doing it currently, or they had 
heard about people doing it now or in the past.

Indeed, for some entrepreneurs like Osita and Abiola, the narratives of their entrepre-
neurial journeys began with their own training under trade masters through this infor-
mal apprenticeship system, and like their own training, they also rely on this system to 
satisfy their cultural obligation to fellow ethnics and countrymen. As is evident thus far 
in the narratives, the entrepreneurs, in addition, rely on this system to meet their labour 
needs. While this often involves family members, it suffices to say that it is mainly for 
people from the same ethnic group (like an Igbo entrepreneur with Igbo apprentices), 
and most commonly from the same federal State, town or village like an entrepreneur 
and apprentices from a town or village in Anambra State. Kelechi’s current apprentice for 
example was brought from a village near his own hometown. Most entrepreneurs had at 
least one apprentice-employee but others had more. Those without any Odibo hoped to 
have one in the future when their businesses expand. This is because, the entrepreneurs 
know the usefulness of the apprenticeship system to the growth of their businesses.

Thus, the deployment of this apprenticeship system adds two important breadths of 
explanation to the discourse on immigrant entrepreneurship. First is to the cultural 
explanation of immigrant entrepreneurship, that is how cultural backgrounds (Basu & 
Altinay, 2002; Marchand & Siegel, 2014), and in this case the culturally devised system 
of apprenticeship (Agozino & Anyanike, 2007) implicates the entrepreneurial develop-
ment processes of the transnational Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurs in Ghana. The 
second, and perhaps the most important in this paper is to the mixed embeddedness 
construction of the immigrants’ entrepreneurial articulations in the country. The infor-
mal apprenticeship system provides important informal context for understanding the 
entrepreneurs’ business set-up and operational logics.

Discussion
From its beginning, the mixed embeddedness approach conceived immigrant entrepre-
neurship as the outcome of the matching process between entrepreneurs themselves, 
and the existing/potential opportunities within the socio-economic and politico-insti-
tutional environments (Kloosterman et  al., 1999). This position provides a basis for 
understanding immigrant entrepreneurship away from the separate explanatory factors 
emanating from specific fields like economics, culture, psychology, technology, among 
others, and also from specific socio-cultural and politico-institutional and policy/legal 
contexts. From this idea, we are able to locate the Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurship 
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in this study within a mix of social and ethno-cultural contexts that speak to an intra-
African reality of mixed embeddedness and immigrant entrepreneurship.

This African-centred reality of mixed embeddedness and immigrant entrepreneurship 
rolls out first from the immigrants’ concentration at particular areas to set up businesses. 
From the data of this study, we draw two-fold explanations for this point. The first expla-
nation is the way it offers basis for setting up businesses that meet the basic needs of the 
immigrants themselves within the concentrated area. This is a case of how market con-
ditions within the particular areas of concentration by the immigrants determine what 
business opportunities can be pursued (Barrett, et al., 2002; Kloosterman, 2010; Kloost-
erman et al., (1999; Marchand & Siegel, 2014). As an ample testament to this position, 
the coming of Nigerian immigrant to Ghana and their concentration in large numbers 
have provided favourable context for their ethnically and culturally inspired food entre-
preneurship. This food entrepreneurship carries important cultural meaning, not least 
as an identity marker for the immigrants in the country (Ojo, 2018). The second stream 
of explanation for immigrants drawing on their concentration at particular areas relates 
to transfer of business knowledge. Concentrated areas often attract newly arrived immi-
grants and this has implications not only for adjustment and network formation but also 
opportunity identification, business entry pathways and niche formation through infor-
mal skills uptake processes, etc.

Another strand of the mixed embeddedness emanating from the social and ethno-cul-
tural study of Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurship in Ghana is informality, i.e. how the 
entrepreneurs draw on various forms of informality in their operations. Key contours of 
informal imprints identified in this study relates to the sizes of the enterprises pursued 
by the entrepreneurs and the few employees including the recruitment processes which 
draw on the entrepreneurs’ informal traditional system of apprenticeship. A further 
mark of informality underlining the operation of Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurship 
in Ghana is the way family/household members are embedded both domestically and 
in transnational context that connects the entrepreneurs’ home country. Also related to 
informality is the way different shades of informal power brokers shape different aspects 
of their entrepreneurial activities through facilitations and peace-building in the busi-
ness environment within which the entrepreneurs operate.

The final strand of the mixed embeddedness rationalities in the operation of Nigerian 
immigrant entrepreneurship in Ghana is in the role of traditional apprenticeship system 
operating both within the family context and as community norm/cultural label, and 
embodying transnational life-force. From these positions, it is possible to posit a socio 
and ethno-cultural mixed embeddedness treatise for understanding the transnational 
Nigerian immigrant entrepreneurs in Ghana. This treatise, properly explained, hitches 
on a multi-level concept aggregated around the three actualities of dense ethnic pool, 
informality and informal power brokerage and traditional apprenticeship system. And 
while the discussions here are all important to the scholarship on mixed embeddedness 
and immigrant entrepreneurship, we point out two areas of particular interest. The first 
is that, the mixed embeddedness of the transnational entrepreneurs is anchored in spa-
tial space. This argument in itself, is laden with dual construal. The first is that, the mixed 
embeddedness of the transnational entrepreneurs straddle across all the three research 
sites of Accra, Kumasi and Ashaiman and the second relating to transnationalism, i.e. the 
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far reaching West African, Africa and far off places around the world. The second contri-
bution of this paper to the mixed embeddedness scholarship is in the application of the 
theory to a non-Western setting, specifically in a developing country context of Ghana. 
This contribution is essential because, the existing empirical application of the mixed 
embeddedness theory to immigrant entrepreneurship focuses mainly on developed 
economies in western democracies, particularly in Europe and North America, among 
others. While some aspects of this African-centred actuality of mixed embeddedness 
and immigrant entrepreneurship (e.g. dense ethnic concentration and informality, etc.) 
corroborates the extant scholarship (Barrett et al., 2002; Basu, 2011; Kloosterman, 2010; 
Marchand & Siegel, 2014; Welter, 2011), other aspects of this African-centred represen-
tation (e.g. the traditional apprenticeship system and the role of informal power brokers) 
are quite novel, potentially carrying important imperative for the discourse on mixed 
embeddedness and immigrant entrepreneurship. With this representation, the discourse 
on mixed embeddedness and immigrant entrepreneurship which is less reflective of the 
actualities in developing country contexts is broadened, and taken together with other 
issues discussed, this paper casts important light on the nature of immigrant entrepre-
neurship within the south-south migration discourse.

Conclusion
This paper is an attempt to understand the socio and ethno-cultural underpinnings 
(dense ethnic pool, informality and traditional apprenticeship system) of entrepreneur-
ial activities pursued by Nigerian immigrants in three Ghanaian cities, Accra, Kumasi 
and Ashaiman. These immigrant entrepreneurs across the three research sites, were first 
and foremost, transnational in the operation of their businesses as their businesses con-
nect multiple national (Ghana, Nigeria, Togo, China, etc.) and continental (Africa, Asia, 
Europe) localities. Within continental Africa, the entrepreneurs are deeply embedded 
in the West African sub-region, such that, their activities, reflecting the contextual con-
ditions in the sub-region can be said to be embedded within the West African states. 
As transnational entrepreneurs as they are, they maintain business-related linkages with 
their country of origin, Nigeria and the country of origin (Ghana) as well as Togo and 
others far off in Asia and Europe. By this, they transform isolable geographical places 
into transnational, trans-local or multi-local space for performing their entrepreneur-
ship that utilized embeddedness essences drawn from their social and ethno cultural 
patterns.

Going into the future, migration policy positions of West African governments need 
to recognize not only the economic implications of migration within the sub-region but 
also the social and ethno-cultural specificities that envelop these migratory configura-
tions. This is because of the ways in which the lines of socio and ethno-cultural pat-
terns provide useful pathways for understanding the formation, operations and future 
prospects of entrepreneurship pursued by the immigrants and the broader transnational 
(mixed) embeddedness argument of the entrepreneurs in West Africa.
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