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Project Summary
We invite candidates interested in challenging existing perspectives on social entrepreneurship by exploring how intersecting forms of marginalisation shape entrepreneurial identity, venture creation, and the pursuit of social change.
Intersectionality, originating in Black feminist scholarship (Crenshaw, 1991; May, 2015), offers a powerful framework for understanding how multiple dimensions of identity interact to produce distinct experiences of privilege and oppression. Rather than treating categories such as gender, race, class, disability, age, sexuality, migration status, or neurodiversity as separate and additive, intersectionality emphasises their interdependence and mutual constitution. Social identity markers are "inextricably interconnected in the production of social practices of exclusion" (Crenshaw, 1997, p. 237). Consequently, social inequalities are understood not as isolated phenomena but as intersecting and reinforcing structures that shape everyday experiences and opportunities.
Within entrepreneurship research, increasing attention has been paid to the experiences of individuals who are marginalised or "othered" because of their social identities. Women, migrants, people of colour, LGBTQ+ individuals, disabled entrepreneurs, and other under-represented groups frequently encounter barriers to participation in entrepreneurial ecosystems. Scholars have begun to examine how intersections of race, gender, ethnicity, and class influence entrepreneurial experiences (Essers et al., 2010; Forson, 2006, 2013; Knight, 2016). For example, Forson (2013) demonstrates how migrant women of colour negotiate often conflicting social expectations while pursuing entrepreneurial activities. These studies highlight the importance of understanding entrepreneurship as embedded within broader systems of social stratification and unequal access to resources.
Despite these advances, intersectional theorisation in entrepreneurship remains relatively underdeveloped. Existing research often focuses on only two dimensions of identity, such as gender and migration status, while overlooking other important dimensions including religion, sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI), age, disability, and neurodiversity. As Dy (2020) argues, broader engagement with intersecting dimensions of diversity is necessary to understand the complex and unequal realities entrepreneurs experience.
Importantly, intersectionality moves beyond an examination of individual characteristics and focuses attention on the structural and contextual nature of discrimination. It highlights how entrepreneurial opportunities and constraints emerge within broader societal systems shaped by patriarchy, racism, heteronormativity, ableism, masculinity, and forms of outsidership (Yamamura et al., 2022; Yamamura & Lassalle, 2023). Entrepreneurs do not act in isolation but operate within social contexts that shape their identities, access to resources, legitimacy, and opportunities. Overlooking the lived experiences of entrepreneurs facing intersecting forms of marginalisation limits our understanding of entrepreneurial motivation, identity formation, and venture creation.
Building on these insights, Yamamura and Lassalle (2024) introduce the concept of intersectional entrepreneurs, referring to individuals who experience multiple layers of marginalisation associated with factors such as race, ethnicity, citizenship, sexual orientation, gender identity, disability, and neurodiversity. Their research argues that current entrepreneurship studies often focus narrowly on entrepreneurial activities while neglecting the wider life contexts that shape entrepreneurial experiences. Through narrative research with LGBTQ+ entrepreneurs who were also migrants, people of colour, and neurodiverse individuals, they demonstrate that discrimination experienced beyond the business context profoundly influences entrepreneurial decision-making, opportunity recognition, resource mobilisation, and wellbeing. Their work highlights the value of in-depth, qualitative approaches that capture entrepreneurship as deeply embedded within broader social and personal realities.
Research also suggests that intersectional entrepreneurs face challenges that differ from those experienced by either dominant groups or single-minority groups (Yamamura & Lassalle, 2024). They often encounter difficulties accessing entrepreneurial networks, markets, sources of support, and funding opportunities. At the same time, they may draw strategically on their multiple identities and lived experiences to develop innovative ventures and create social value. However, the close relationship between personal identity and entrepreneurial activity can create additional vulnerabilities, exposing individuals to discrimination, moral tensions, and mental wellbeing challenges.
While intersectionality has begun to gain traction within entrepreneurship research, it remains comparatively underexplored in social entrepreneurship. This omission is particularly significant because social enterprises are explicitly concerned with addressing social problems, reducing inequalities, and creating social change (Bhatt, 2022; Bhatt et al., 2019; Chatterjee et al., 2021; Hota et al., 2019). Social enterprises operate within social contexts characterised by exclusion and marginalisation, and understanding how entrepreneurs experience and navigate these realities is fundamental to understanding the mechanisms through which social change is pursued (Bhatt et al., 2022; Mair et al., 2016; Sutter et al., 2019). The contextual sensitivity of intersectionality therefore offers a particularly valuable lens for advancing social entrepreneurship research.
Emerging evidence points to the relevance of this perspective. For example, Qureshi et al. (2023) demonstrate how the intersection of gender and caste shapes women's experiences of social enterprise initiatives and show how social enterprises can mitigate some of the disadvantages associated with intersecting forms of marginalisation. Similarly, Social Enterprise UK has highlighted the importance of incorporating intersectional perspectives into social enterprise practice and policy. However, significant gaps remain in our understanding of how individuals experiencing multiple and intersecting forms of marginalisation become social entrepreneurs and how these experiences influence their entrepreneurial journeys.
Project Aim
This PhD project seeks to address this gap by exploring how social entrepreneurs experiencing multiple and intersecting forms of marginalisation create and sustain social enterprises. The project will examine how identities, lived experiences of exclusion and inclusion, and broader structural conditions shape the entrepreneurial process, while also exploring how social entrepreneurship may serve as a pathway for challenging inequality and creating social change.
Indicative Research Questions
Depending on the candidate's interests and the emerging literature review, the project may address questions such as:
How do social entrepreneurs with intersecting marginalised identities experience and navigate the process of creating and sustaining social enterprises?
How do social entrepreneurs understand, negotiate, and describe their intersecting identities?
How do experiences of marginalisation influence entrepreneurial motivations and venture creation?
What barriers and opportunities do social entrepreneurs encounter when developing and growing their ventures?
How do social entrepreneurs navigate support systems, entrepreneurial networks, and funding environments?
How do intersecting identities influence entrepreneurial practices, leadership approaches, and decision-making processes?
How do social entrepreneurs draw upon their lived experiences to create social value and address social inequalities?
Methodology
This project lends itself to a qualitative, interpretivist approach informed by intersectionality theory. It will explore how social entrepreneurs experiencing multiple and intersecting forms of marginalisation make sense of their identities and navigate the process of creating and sustaining social enterprises. A narrative inquiry design enables participants to share their entrepreneurial journeys and the broader personal, social, and structural contexts that shape them. This approach responds to calls for more contextualised and lived-experience-based studies of intersectional entrepreneurship (Dy, 2020; Yamamura & Lassalle, 2024).
Data collection is likely to involve in-depth narrative interviews with social entrepreneurs from a range of marginalised backgrounds, potentially complemented by documentary analysis and participant reflections. Data will be analysed using narrative and thematic approaches, with particular attention to how intersecting identities, experiences of exclusion and inclusion, and broader social structures influence entrepreneurial motivations, venture creation, access to resources, and social value creation. The study aims to generate a rich understanding of the process of becoming a social entrepreneur at the margins and contribute to emerging debates on intersectionality, inclusion, and social entrepreneurship.
Enquiries
For academic queries, please contact irina.popova@open.ac.uk For administrative queries, please contact Graduate-School@open.ac.uk or telephone +44 (0) 1908 653806 (Mon-Fri 09:00 – 16:30)
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