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Abstract   Amsterdam is known to be a cosmopolitan and multicultural city where newly arrived 

migrants find opportunities to test business ideas. Behind every business idea, there are people 

supporting the entrepreneurs’ initiatives and providing feedback. This chapter examines the role 

of those people in the process of refining business ideas being implemented in the city. 

 The literature about the role of connections in business highlights the value of networks’ 

diversity for creativity and innovation. I argue that both diverse and similar business connections 

have their specific role in the adaptation of a business idea to Amsterdam’s context. The specific 

role was analyzed from 509 business connections in 41 businesses. Qualitative information and 

ego-network maps were collected to measure similarity indexes in: place of residence, 

nationality, and level of education of entrepreneurs.  

 The results show that migrant businesses in the multicultural market of Amsterdam rely 

on diverse and similar connections acting together: similar ones as a safety net where ideas 

develop, and diverse ones where ideas are quickly tested. Migrant entrepreneurs actively use 

their business connections to carve a niche, whether strengthening relations with migrant-based 

markets, or moving towards the high-end segments of the local market. 
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8.1 Introduction 

 (…) I mean, my niche is very simple: I am the international English-speaking 

photographer -and I happen to be English- in Amsterdam for people from Germany, 

France, Italy, and America. Whoever is coming to Amsterdam to get something done 

photographically, they are looking to get something done, something reliable, they don’t 

speak Dutch, they do not Google in Dutch and do not search in Dutch. A Dutch company 

searches in Dutch, Dutch people search in Dutch. That’s normal. But foreigners, even 

French people, they search in English. I'm here for the English market, and for people who 

are googling in English. They come even from Belgium, I get a lot from companies but also 

individuals. 



Interview Code 101 

 

Finding a niche is of great importance for entrepreneurs, as can be read in the initial quote of this 

chapter. A niche market allows this particular entrepreneur to profit from the existing demand for 

English-speaking services in Amsterdam, and to avoid competition with other entrepreneurs who 

are targeting niches in other languages. His migratory background is combined with his 

professional skills as a photographer to avoid the competition with others who are acting in the 

local Dutch-speaking market. This chapter shows the importance of using business connections 

when refining those business ideas to adapt to the market of Amsterdam, especially considering 

that connections need time and effort to be built. 

The specific case of migrants gives a unique perspective to look at the business connections 

of entrepreneurs. Having the diverse city of Amsterdam as the scenario, new connections are 

formed in this same city but also connections are still active in other geographical locations due 

to the entrepreneurs’ migratory past. The literature about the role of connections in business 

highlights the value of networks’ diversity for creativity and innovation (Burt 2000; Portes and 

Vickstrom 2011; Nathan 2015; Herstad 2017). The use of similar connections in the adaptation 

to a local market is missing. Moreover, digital communication channels are allowing faster and 

repetitive contacts with connections anywhere, locally or globally. For example, former 

classmates abroad from previous studies could keep in contact through social media platforms, 

while at the same time current colleagues from work could meet in person regularly for social 

events.  

In 2016, almost 30,000 migrants registered to live in Amsterdam, the following year the 

amount increased to nearly 35,000, and later in 2018 to almost 39,000 (CBS 2018; Couzy 2018). 

The reports of the Central Office of Statistics of the Netherlands show that many of these 



newcomers were from the U.K., U.S., Germany or Italy, and labelled in that registry as Western 

migrants, but also from other countries with a long history of migration to the Netherlands such 

as Turkey, Morocco or Suriname. The city of Amsterdam has been a destination for migrants for 

many years, with a stronger presence of E.U. nationals in the past years (OIS 2018). From that 

group of newly arrived Amsterdammers in the past five years, 41 migrant entrepreneurs were 

recruited for an interview.  

[INSERT FIGURE 8.1 HERE] 

In recent years, the economy of Amsterdam has been growing in services as well as the 

presence of migrant businesses, with knowledge and tech-based initiatives growing (Couzy 

2018; OIS 2018). The service sector provides a unique combination of tangible and intangible 

aspects to be offered in the market, for example healthy-eating coaching with fruits as a tangible 

good, and advice as an intangible service. The provision of a service is relational, i.e. it exists 

when two actors agree on the provision of that service. And that is why the role of business 

connections becomes more relevant when understanding the demand for services and the 

formation of niches.  

The connections of migrant entrepreneurs are analyzed in terms of their nationality, place of 

residence and level of education. Those networks are built in the past life experiences: family, 

education, migration and work. Thus, by following previous studies, some degree of similarity 

would be expected (Jones et al. 2012; Nathan 2015; Kloosterman et al. 2016). In this chapter, the 

attention is given to looking at diverse connections and when are they necessary, but together 

with similar connections acting simultaneously. The case of Amsterdam shows the role of 

connections in saving time and effort for entrepreneurs when developing and spreading their 

business ideas in a city that already hosts a large diversity of migrants.  



8.2 Theoretical Framework 

Sociological research suggests that geographical conditions and migration shape the way 

entrepreneurs carry out their economic activities (Aldrich and Waldinger 1990; Portes 1995; 

Kloosterman and Rath, 2001; Saxenian 2007). The selection of a certain location provides access 

to a market and resources that are necessary for an entrepreneurial idea to develop. At the same 

time, the presence of migrants produces a demand for products and services that in some cases 

could be different to the demand of the local population before migration. Entrepreneurs find 

their way in those conditions and try to exploit opportunities for their own businesses.   

Entrepreneurs, regardless of whether they are migrants or not, are continuously bringing 

ideas to the market: it can be a new good or service into a local market, a new organizational 

structure in a company, a new marketing strategy or a new production process. Some of those 

elements in that business are identified as something novel in the market; in other words, a type 

of incremental economic innovation (Rogers 2003; Hurt and Jones 2005; Ramella 2015). Two 

processes are among the most useful: adapting the business idea, and using business connections. 

Those two processes contribute to searching for or creating a niche market in a city (Storti 2014; 

Ram et al 2017; Morgan et al. 2018).  

A business idea is usually seen as the outcome of the action of individual entrepreneurs and 

their steps, for example looking at their entrepreneurial intentions, their access to resources or 

their identification of opportunities (Fairlie and Lofstrom 2015; Morgan et al. 2018). However, 

the study of entrepreneurs beyond individual actions but looking at business connections used to 

bring ideas to the market requires further exploration. The idea of the solo migrant entrepreneur 

who has a few business connections in his/her workplace is replaced with the idea of migrant 



entrepreneurs with social connections from other life spheres who potentially incorporate those 

social relationships in the sphere of business (Saxenian 2002; Solano 2015; Bianchi et al. 2018). 

A social connection is someone with whom an entrepreneur is in contact with during daily 

activities, including family, friends and acquaintances. Daily activities have a certain meaning 

and people involved in them have various degrees of familiarity to the entrepreneur. For a better 

clarification for the case of migrants, earlier studies have shown the use of social connections for 

different purposes (Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993). More specifically, a business connection is 

a person with whom an entrepreneur exchanges information related to economic activities, 

including social connections giving advice, support or engaging in an economic transaction. 

Examples of this kind of connection include specific professionals like marketing consultants, 

tax advisors, investment officers and the like, but it also includes friends who give advice or 

clients who give feedback about a product (For a discussion about connections in the daily life of 

business people, see Ladkin et al. 2016). 

 

8.3 Methodology 

The market is demarcated by geographical boundaries where the entrepreneurs operate, in 

this case the urban space of Amsterdam where most of their economic activities take place, but 

also the national space of the Netherlands as the boundary where businesses are active. More 

importantly, with the focus on migrants, national borders matter in order to look at the economic 

behavior of those who immigrate (referred to as migrants for the rest of the chapter). 

Migrants who were interviewed follow the characteristics of the newly arrived into 

Amsterdam: most of them from E.U. countries, with secondary or tertiary education, and mostly 

aged between 35 and 50. Their stories, together with the stories of their connections, help us to 

understand the new trends of migration and the current formation of business connections and 



niches in the region, which complements previous research done in groups that migrated earlier, 

paving the way to the diversity of Amsterdam. 

The selection of businesses for this chapter was directed towards micro and small businesses 

with migrant owners, where the individual migrant entrepreneurs take their own decisions about 

the implementation of business ideas. It was expected from earlier studies that a large number of 

migrant businesses would be in the range of micro and small companies (Ambrosini 2013; 

Herstad 2017; Dheer 2018). One major point was the ownership of the business: the entrepreneur 

needed to be the only owner or to have a majority in the partition of shares. In the case of self-

employment without employees, having more than one customer was required. This avoided the 

selection for an interview of a self-employed person who had landed in such a situation due to 

labor flexibility rules allowing the outsourcing of activities from bigger companies. 

This chapter uses a mixed-methods strategy to explain the role of the business connections 

of migrant entrepreneurs searching for a niche in the market. On the one hand, there is a 

quantitative measure of the networks of entrepreneurs to visualize the type of connections among 

them (Crossley et al. 2015; Molina et al. 2015; Vacca et al. 2018). On the other hand, there is a 

qualitative component to explore the way that migrant entrepreneurs use their past connections in 

a current business initiative (Crouch and McKenzie 2006; Scott 2006; Kloosterman et al. 2016). 

The interview became a one-time measure of each migrant entrepreneur at that particular time in 

Amsterdam; nonetheless, the questions were designed to gain an insight into the activities in the 

past and provide a sketch of future scenarios. 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen with a design that was able to adapt to the questions 

focused on three main types of data (Rusinovic 2006; Solano 2016; Vacca et al. 2018): (a) 

survey-type questions to gather socio-economic data from the entrepreneurs and the company, 



(b) open-ended questions to gather personal opinions about their businesses, and (c) relational 

questions to gather the socio-demographic data of the connections in the migrants' business 

networks. The interviews followed a protocol to gather information about the creation of 

business ideas together with information about the life trajectory of migrant entrepreneurs – (a) 

and (b) type of data (Rusinovic 2006; Ambrosini 2012; Gubrium et al. 2012; Storti 2014). 

Besides, they also included concentric circles and networks rosters – (c) type of data – to gather 

information about the business connections and their characteristics (Herz et al. 2014). The 

information collected on the 509 business connections gives the possibility to compare 

similarities and differences between the entrepreneur and their business connections.  

During the interviews, the use of open questions allowed an exploration of which people 

were relevant in the creation and development of a business idea as well as those who were 

important in the implementation process of that idea. The questions asked referred to the 

following topics: 

• Boosting creative ideas that you applied in your business 

• Implementing new ideas in your business 

• Funding for the development and implementation of the new ideas into your business 

• Support for the business (advice, professional consultancy, unpaid work) 

The analysis of the networks of the entrepreneurs consisted of a comparison of diversity and 

similarity seen from three different angles: nationality, level of education and place of residence. 

Since the number of connections per entrepreneur is not constant for all the interviewees, 

proportions were used to compare the cases. The shares were calculated for the composition of 

the 509 business contacts of 41 migrants in Amsterdam. Finally, the EI index for similarity was 

calculated for each of those variables (Krackhardt and Stern 1988), following the formula: 



EI =
(E − I)

(E + I)
 

The results are presented in a scale from +1 to -1 (Crossley et al. 2015). The positive 

outcome implies heterophily, i.e. that connections have different characteristics to entrepreneurs, 

while the negative outcome implies homophily, meaning that connections have similar 

characteristics to entrepreneurs. The choice of EI index is the simplest way to approach diversity 

(Budescu and Budescu 2012; Zhan et al. 2015) when looking at economic roles. 

 

8.4 Who is Part of One of the Emerging Niches in Amsterdam? 

One of the most common explanations when matching migrant entrepreneurs to niches is to 

look at the co-ethnic relationships. This section provides a background of the conditions that the 

respondents found when they arrived in Amsterdam. Those who took part in this research 

identified that one of the opportunities to provide services is to look at the segment of highly 

skilled migrant workers, also called the expat community by respondents. Such an expat 

community has been termed by media articles as a group of white people with privileges 

(Remarque Koutonin 2015); or from sociological research as people with high levels of 

education, working for multinational companies, originally from Western countries, and with a 

high socio-economic status (Scott 2006). Arrivals to Amsterdam from European countries have 

been in a majority in recent years (CBS 2018), and some of them find entrepreneurship to be the 

best option to be economically active. 

The migrant entrepreneurs who took part in the interviews also fit a similar description: they 

have a university level of education, and most of them have a few years of extensive experience 

travelling and living outside their countries of origin. Half of the group comes from a European 



country, and the rest from a variety of countries, including the United States, the Dominican 

Republic, Turkey, Israel, Russia, Australia and Venezuela. 

The presence of the expat community has a direct effect on the opportunities that 

entrepreneurs can identify, because the migrants belonging to that group of expats face less 

discrimination, and have a buffer of financial resources (Scott 2006). The quote below is from 

one interviewee discussing his search for workers for his company: 

We came to Amsterdam because when we wanted to attract people to Eindhoven, 

they didn’t want to work there. Several people turned down our job offers there. 

[We came to Amsterdam]for networking purposes. In Eindhoven, you have the 

technological infrastructure but the social infrastructure and the recruitment takes 

place in an international city. 

Interview Code 128 

 

For the case of Amsterdam, there is a long historical process of attracting people from 

abroad to work or study, or for tourism. At the same time, many of the interviewed entrepreneurs 

consider that the opportunities arise because of the presence of customers with an international 

background. These types of customers constitute a niche market where English becomes the 

main business language. Such a situation also follows a long-standing practice of using English 

in business sectors in the city. These aspects seem to be continuously feeding each other: a 

frequent use of English attracts foreigners who, in turn, expand that language and the cycle 

continues. Table 8.1 shows the languages used for business purposes by the entrepreneurs 

interviewed. 

 

[INSERT TABLE 8.1 HERE] 

 



Domains using Dutch are those involving legal aspects, regulations or bureaucratic 

procedures with authorities. Still, the city of Amsterdam has encouraged English as one of the 

main languages to be used with foreigners wanting to move to the city, leaving other languages 

having a minor role. The situation is visible when welcoming tourists, as shown by all the 

websites and tourist information. At the bureaucratic level, the website of the municipality of 

Amsterdam has an English version with information about housing, taxes, registration, leisure 

activities, work opportunities, study choices and much more. Specifically, in the area of business, 

the Chamber of Commerce offers a detailed guide in English about the procedures for starting a 

business (Hawes et al. 2017). Also, the tax authorities provide information about regulations for 

migrant entrepreneurs; a phone call for more information can be made with agents on the line 

who speak English. The role of English and Dutch seems to fit the image of Amsterdam as an 

internationally oriented business city. And yet, the importance of other languages also plays a 

important role because some entrepreneurs accommodate the preference of their clients to 

express themselves in their native languages. In general, language proves to be a key aspect, as 

shown in the following quote: 

I speak all three [referring to English, Dutch and their mother tongue]. I have 

tourists from [entrepreneur’s own country]. I freelance for a Dutch company 

owned by foreigners. With my partner we speak Dutch and sometimes English. (…) 

I think if I would feel confident in Dutch, my business would benefit because some 

Dutch [people] do not want to work in English. (…) they worked with me and then 

they stopped.  

Interview code 135 

 

The case above shows one of the types of consumer that are part of the international niche of 

Amsterdam. The presence of migrants from different countries expands the possibilities for 

offering them a service, and at the same time it encourages the adaptation of those services to the 

demands of those highly-educated, internationally-oriented and multilingual customers, e.g., 



providing a beauty treatment with similar standards to those in the customer’s country of origin, 

or providing suitable legal advice around being a foreigner in the Netherlands. 

 

8.5 Who are the Business Connections Helping to Refine a Business Idea? 

Hannah is from Austria. She studied Economics in Austria and had job in 

Amsterdam at a family company run by her Dutch husband. They divorced when 

her daughter attended primary school and Hannah did not want to be a full-time 

mother staying at home. Among the circle of international parents she met at her 

daughter’s school, she was asked to help them because they did not know how to 

deal with daily aspects of living in Dutch society, for example with letters from the 

municipality or arranging renovations in their apartments. She took the 

opportunity to start her own business as a relocation consultant for international 

people settling in Amsterdam and looking for solutions for problems related to 

housing, utilities and language. Since she could work from home, only a small 

monetary investment was needed, but a lot of time was used to market her company 

as a provider of this particular service. Hannah mentions that her choice of 

Amsterdam to start a business happened as an outcome of living in the city for 

many years and it feeling like her home. She is proud of being open-minded and 

willing to meet new people and new cultures, and uses those personal 

characteristics in her business. She qualifies her business as a provider of 

something her customers find relevant: she gives solutions for their everyday 

problems. Hannah also acknowledges that being a migrant herself has helped her 

to target her business to other newly arrived foreigners; she has learned the Dutch 

language and understands the way that culture and legal procedures work in the 

Netherlands. 

Summary of Interview 112 – fictitious name 

 

The story of Hannah would seem to be a typical case of a migrant entrepreneur who engages 

with a niche market of other migrants and uses limited resources. Nevertheless, there is one 

aspect to look at further: the role of social connections who turned into business connections 

when her own business was created. In such a social context of Amsterdam, Hannah used her 

own experience as an example of what needed to be done. As she was settling in, she knew 

people who helped her with housing, language, shopping and more. Moreover, leaving her job 

pushed her into entrepreneurship in something she had already lived through: services to settle 

down in the city. Her service received a tremendous impulse when she started talking to other 



people and sharing information, and she later turned it into a business. In the next sections, I 

describe the education levels, nationalities and geographical location of those business 

connections. 

 

8.6 Educational Level of the Business Connections 

When referring to business ideas, education plays a major role. Having a high educational 

level implies many years of being polished by the educational system, completing primary and 

secondary education and specializing with higher vocational training or university studies. An 

important effect of spending time in the educational system is that social connections are built in 

that period. In the cases presented, those connections have lasted and evolved to become 

business contacts. In Figure 8.2, I show the share of educational level by each entrepreneur's 

connections. When combining the colors blue and light blue, showing a high level of education, 

the predominance of business connections with at least one university degree is clear. As the 

entrepreneurs are highly educated, their business connections follow a similar trend. The color 

red, corresponding to the secondary level of education, is associated with another characteristic 

of connections: their role. These are business contacts who only completed secondary education, 

are much older than the entrepreneurs, and are embedded in relationships like parents, mentors, 

family or family friends. 

[INSERT FIGURE 8.2 HERE] 

The high level of education of the business connections is connected to the high level of 

education of the migrant entrepreneurs. Such behavior is explained when people use similar 

others to create bonding experiences and a sense of belonging to a social class (Slootman 2018). 

In other words, the connection to other people with a different level of education is less common. 

The interviews show that strong business connections are being formed with other people who 



also have high levels of education, and are part of the highly educated niche of migrants (again 

called by some entrepreneurs as the expat groups) in Amsterdam. 

 

8.7 Building Bridges across Nationalities 

In the process of bringing business ideas into the market of Amsterdam, the business 

connections of migrant entrepreneurs provide an advisory role to get a better feeling of what 

would sell. Feedback from the connections is given according to their own experience, so 

differences could appear based on features such as language, information circulating among co-

nationals, or opportunities in the market. In this sample, those connections who share the same 

nationality as the entrepreneurs represent, on average, one third of the total connections. Another 

third corresponds to connections who are Dutch nationals. And the last third corresponds to 

connections with a migrant background but with another nationality (neither the entrepreneurs’ 

nationality nor Dutch). Knowing that the respondents are first-generation migrants, those two 

thirds of the connections with a different nationality than the entrepreneurs' own have the 

potential to provide novel information that differs from those contacts who share the same 

nationality. Figure 8.3 shows the composition of connections’ nationalities for each of the 

respondents. 

    [INSERT FIGURE 8.3 HERE] 

Those connections who share the same nationality play an important role because they 

provide clues on how to access the needs of co-nationals who are living in Amsterdam. Those 

ideas are turned into products and services, many of which follow similar cultural patterns to 

continue the lifestyle as it was in their own country of origin. This situation has been earlier 

described as ethnic enclaves or ethnic markets (Portes 1995; Basu and Werbner 2001; Rath et al. 

2017). 



To illustrate the importance of nationality, the quote below is from an entrepreneur using the 

migratory trajectory to create bonding moments with clients. His network in several parts of the 

world provides him with information about the current situation in the market of Amsterdam and 

about various markets abroad. So, he uses that information for networking purposes in his 

business. 

Now we have both networks [referring to Dutch and people from his own country]: 

we play [that] to our advantage, depending how the client is more comfortable. I 

try to leverage the fact that I have lived and worked in different countries. I look for 

a contact point with someone, so I use that. If I know anything about them, I talk 

about that place because there is a good chance that I have been there or worked 

there. So I use it to my advantage to have something in common. 

Interview Code 128 
 

8.8 Local and Transnational Interactions 

Being in the same geographical space contributes to fostering closer contact among people, 

especially when there is continuous interaction among people. Sharing Amsterdam as the place 

of residence of the entrepreneur and the business connections suggests that the interaction 

involves belonging to a group, such as being part of a club or social meeting. Such social events 

contribute to the exchange of information among people, and are thus used by many 

entrepreneurs to show their business ideas, shape them and discuss prospective plans. Figure 8.4 

provides the place of residence of the business connections of migrant entrepreneurs. The color 

orange represents the Netherlands, and it seems to be predominant with 7 out of 10 connections, 

on average, also being residents in this country. The remaining third is divided among business 

connections who live in the entrepreneur's country of origin and those who live in another 

country. 

    [INSERT 8.4 HERE] 

 



Knowing that most of the business connections reside in the Netherlands, there are 

entrepreneurs who are targeting business ideas in Amsterdam and those correspond to 

entrepreneurs having a higher presence of connections residing in the Netherlands, and a lower 

presence of connections residing in other countries. There is one key aspect in this group, namely 

those residing in the Netherlands who are not of Dutch nationality, meaning that their advice and 

information corresponds to the needs and news from groups of migrants in Amsterdam. 

In a similar manner, among the group of connections residing in the Netherlands, there are 

also those who have a lower presence of business connections from their country of origin or 

from other nationalities, and more connections with Dutch nationals. They are interacting more 

often with the local Dutch market, entering the trend of adapting their business to the needs of 

the local market. There are also entrepreneurs who are oriented to keep connections with people 

residing in other countries, which can be explained because their migration happened recently 

and the strong relationships besides business that are also present: business affairs are only part 

of what close friends and family talk about. Connections who are in their country of origin are 

receiving similar advice that they would receive if they were in their own country. 

 

8.9 Combining Similarity and Diversity among Business Connections 

The businesses in Amsterdam that were interviewed were analysed comparing three 

characteristics of the entrepreneurs to his or her connections: level of education, place of 

residence and nationality. The following patterns emerge: similarity in the connections to highly 

educated people; predominant similarity of having the residence in the Netherlands with a 

continuous contact with people in their countries of origin; and diversity in terms of being 

connected to people with Dutch origin, co-nationals and other nationalities. To illustrate the 

importance of similar and diverse connections, Figure 8.5 shows the relation between the EI 



score for nationality and place of residence. The results show the tendency that those 

entrepreneurs whose connections have a high score of diversity in terms of nationality also 

correspond to those who have high score of similarity in terms of residence in the Netherlands.  

     [INSERT FIGURE 8.5 HERE] 

To better understand the connection of similarity in residence and diversity in nationality, I 

provide three examples with various situations. The first one shows the similarity in the place of 

residence. The business connections helping with business ideas are shaped by previous life 

experience. Many of the contacts were created in times when entrepreneurs lived in the same 

locations as them during studies or work. Similarity in place of residence plays an important role, 

as colleagues from studies or work have a similar level of education and possibly similar 

lifestyle. Communication between them flows better thanks to trust built up over the years, and 

friendship ties overlap with business initiatives. Given that those connections know each other 

from the past, complementarity is used in business: each can do their best at what they are good 

at. The cases below illustrate these arguments: 

Eventually I made my way back to Eindhoven and some of my friends from the 

international school were starting their own company because they studied at the 

technical university. They needed somebody to do all the communication around 

the software they were building, and I had that skill from my academic career: to 

listen to information. I studied anthropology and agricultural development and I 

worked in countries around the world in development projects. A mentor helped to 

define the product. He has a company in Holland so he could listen to our fantasy 

ideas and talk about the real world and ask questions. 

Interview code 128 

 

The second example corresponds to similarity of nationality and diversity of place of 

residence. The characteristics of the connections can help to shape new ideas coming from other 

circles of people (Burt, 2004), while people who are similar but not so close contribute to 

bringing those ideas together (Granovetter 2005). Migrant entrepreneurs use both strategies when 



it comes to relating with people from different nationalities and different places of residence. 

One entrepreneur (Case 133) has created a diverse set of contacts who have different places of 

residence and diverse nationalities. His nine connections allow him to be in contact with the 

Dutch (3 people), European (5 people) and American (1 person) markets where he operates. A 

higher degree of similarity is shown in terms of nationality because all his contacts in different 

European countries come from his own country, so they share cultural and language 

backgrounds. They did not know each other previously from their own country, but instead 

nationality ties contributed to bond them when the entrepreneur was looking for contacts abroad. 

Still, his strength is to keep those contacts separate; his connections do not know each other 

except of a couple of sporadic contact among a couple of them. Such situation help this 

entrepreneur to collect all the ideas from other locations as a broker, and translate that 

information to the service he provides in the local market of Amsterdam. 

The third example corresponds to an entrepreneur who combines similarity in the place of 

residence with diversity in the nationality of the connections. The entrepreneur (Case 141) has a 

priority of using connections from various countries of origin but working all in the Amsterdam 

area. Her eleven business connections are originally from the Netherlands (1), North America 

(3), Oceania (2) and Europe (5). Furthermore, most of them know each other personally and do 

different activities together besides business, which facilitates communication among them. 

English is their language to communicate, as many of them have another languages as their 

mother tongue. The entrepreneur takes her network very seriously and promotes the relationships 

among them at all levels. Her business ideas are fed by the expertise of those people, each of 

them being an expert in a sector: technology, marketing, funding, mentoring and networking. 



The role of this entrepreneur is to identify the market trends and signals in those interactions 

between them to be able to transform that knowledge into business ideas. 

In all the cases illustrated above, the creation and implementation of business ideas is 

facilitated by the languages being used. As said before, English has become one of the main 

languages of business in Amsterdam and the quote below illustrates the advantage of it. To deal 

with formal relations with the public authorities, Dutch remains the language to arrange 

everything. Nevertheless, when it comes to personal interaction with clients, the use of other 

languages is preferred. English remains the common language among different nationalities 

because the target market for their businesses is the expat niche and international businesses.  

With most of the clients it's mostly English; sometimes French or German, but 

mostly English. But when you are dealing on the other hand with authorities or 

local people it is in Dutch. Occasionally, with the tax authorities you can 

sometimes do things in English if it suits everybody better.  

Interview Code 133 
 

8.10 Discussion: Forming a Niche in a Diverse City 

Amsterdam has evolved into a place where entrepreneurs identify opportunities in several 

niches, and the niche of the city's expat community is quite profitable and open for business. It is 

good for migrant entrepreneurs, as with their previous experiences of education and work they 

can more easily connect with potential clients to sell their business ideas.  

To look in more detail at the adaptation processes, this section discusses three different 

aspects when finding a niche: what already existed, what could be new, and what could be a 

barrier. The answers from the entrepreneurs show that changes were necessary to steer the 

services in the right direction to attract the customers they needed. There is a combination 

between individual agency and contextual reaction. A crucial aspect is the identification of the 

networks of business contacts that give advice about the way to adapt to the Dutch market. There 



is also the need to comply with regular formalities to operate in the local market, and the 

consequence of the omission or lack of languages. Understanding the culture, government 

procedures and legal structure is crucial to operate in the niche market where the entrepreneur is 

located. Knowing which tricks can be done from within the system is something that migrants 

learn over time. 

Another aspect about the process of adaptation of something new in the market is that 

businesses face changes under external conditions. Arriving to live in a new place like 

Amsterdam implies a change in pattern in the daily life of migrants, and the search for safe 

spaces also applies to business initiatives. The descriptions below summarize the thoughts of 

migrant entrepreneurs about recent changes in Amsterdam: 

• There is a big expat community demanding services and goods for their ‘expat niche’; in 

other words, there is a niche of international customers and diversity in terms of 

nationalities who are ready to pay for specific services. 

• Business ideas are looked at from an international perspective, which means that 

potential customers are being searched for not only in the local but also international 

markets. 

• It has been positive for entrepreneurs to build relations with like-minded people, given 

that the international clients who speak English are available and clustered together.  

The presence of such a large group of international people goes in line with the expansion of 

services that are being demanded at personal and corporate levels. The aim of companies based 

in the Netherlands to grow internationally has opened positions for foreigners and makes their 

presence more visible in the city. In this scenario, entrepreneurs, whether they are migrants or 

not, search for similar people to start a business with, or who can be supportive in that process. 



The creation of niche markets for these types of consumers is usually recognized faster by those 

who are a part of those groups, and those who realize that there are opportunities to create 

services for newly arrived migrants. In previous research, it has been shown that migrants have 

experienced a similar process where the needs are identified from within and are met by 

entrepreneurs with their same ethnic origin (Logan et al. 2002). 

The last aspect refers to the barriers identified by migrant entrepreneurs when trying to form 

businesses. It is obvious that ideas can find obstacles in the market when the customers do not 

consume those services, and not surprisingly the factors behind that lack of consumption are 

social. Two main barriers were recurrent during the conversation with the respondents: language 

misunderstanding, and clashes in traditions and social habits: 

• The language barrier is a double-edged situation because it allows one to enter a new 

niche but at the same time it makes those businesses vulnerable and limited to foreign 

clients only. 

• Consumption habits are difficult to change and new consumers only slowly create new 

demand for services and products. 

The first statement is a good explanation of the role of language. It was explained before that 

language offers various business opportunities, and at the same time the number of customers in 

that language remains a limitation for the business to grow. In such a context, growth inevitably 

points to expansion to the Dutch-speaking market as an opportunity that faces a barrier in the 

second statement. But not all migrant entrepreneurs aim to grow—they prefer to remain in their 

secure niche where they feel at ease. Migrant entrepreneurs have noticed that business with 

Dutch entrepreneurs, and sometimes customers, can be difficult and that certain habits are 

difficult to understand and overcome. 



 

8.11 Conclusion 

Migrant entrepreneurs are carving a new niche in the city of Amsterdam. This niche follows 

certain patterns that have been seen in other cases, like the predominance of co-ethnic 

relationships and the importance of sharing the same geographical location. But what is novel for 

this particular case is that the presence of diverse nationalities in the business sectors is 

encouraging the use of English as a common language instead of the local Dutch language. Also, 

the migrant businesses are targeting local residents, Dutch or not, who have an international 

lifestyle, usually called the expat market. The context plays a role: Amsterdam allows contact 

with diverse people in the same urban location. Within that frame, migrant entrepreneurs can let 

their skills work, in terms of knowledge awareness and knowledge decisions. Also, the context 

provides boundaries of where to look for elements, such as the business connections for 

entrepreneurs. The context of the entrepreneurs' countries of origin influences the supportive 

function of the connections still living in those countries. These transnational connections 

contribute to the uniqueness of the services provided by the respondents. 

Business connections are useful when they provide information, resources and support to the 

business initiative, but having connections who are not aware of the context in which the 

business operates could be counterproductive for the business. Connections in the same 

geographical location provide leverage when they share information about legal, political and 

economic conditions in Amsterdam and the Netherlands more generally. 

Business connections, as mediators between the creation of business ideas and their 

implementation, work as magnets for other people to be part of an entrepreneur’s connections. 

These new actors bring new input for better adaptation of the business ideas or for the creation of 

business ideas. Some of those connections help to shape business ideas. Other connections 



contribute to the implementation of a business idea. Also, there were groups of people who 

rejected some ideas proposed by the entrepreneurs and pushed them to find alternatives. The 

central function of business connections needs further exploration to look at the multiple roles of 

the same people, not only for business but also for other social relations, commonly partners, 

family and friends. 

The large number of business connections was useful to provide an overview of diversity 

and similarity in terms of education, place of residence and nationality. Some key contacts were 

those who provided diverse information and opportunities, in line with the interpretations of the 

network entrepreneur (Burt 2000). In that same line, the position of migrant entrepreneurs 

permitted them to access other important bridges or stakeholders (Burt 2004) that allowed them 

to create expectation and business interest among groups. As a further contribution, similar 

contacts were used to re-affirm business ideas while providing a common language between 

them to understand those business initiatives. That process facilitated support from those similar 

connections in terms of specific advice and financial resources. 

Further research on a larger scale and in different locations would provide more evidence 

that homogeneity and diversity are crucial for migrant entrepreneurs. A larger study could use 

the same method and expand the collection of more attributes in the form of socio-economic 

variables. This chapter could be the basis for other studies that include other connections that 

could play an important role in business but are not mentioned by the entrepreneurs, for example 

with psychological support or with occasional advice.  
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