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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

Background 
 

 This report provides an overview of ethnic minority businesses in the 
West Midlands. It interprets data drawn mainly from the 2001 Census and 
from the Annual Population Surveys for 2005, 2006 and 2007. 

 Overall growth in the regional population between 2001 and 2006, from 
5.27 million to 5.37 million resulted from stability in the White British 
population and growth in the combined minority ethnic groups. The latter 
constituted 13.8 per cent of the regional total in 2001 and 16.4 per cent in 
2006. 

 
 

Traditional activities 
 

 Ethnic minority business (EMB) has been an increasingly prominent part 
of the West Midlands economy since the 1970s. 

 The earliest EMBs, mainly established by South Asians, tended to be 
ñtraditionalò, based on low value labour intensive activities supported 
mainly by informal social capital from within family and community.  

 Traditional sectors include corner shop retailing and restaurants. 

 Early businesses often focussed on the ethnic community as a market. 
 
 

Entrepreneurial transition 
 

 In recent years several communities have experienced an entrepreneurial 
transition in which human capital, including education, acculturation, and 
expertise is used to move from traditional sectors into less labour-
intensive mainstream markets with higher returns. 

 These non-traditional sectors include financial services, IT and 
consultancy.  

 Much of this transition is associated with the British born generations of 
minority ethnic groups. 

 
 

Group experiences 
  

 In the Indian community the entrepreneurial transition is associated with 
falling levels of self-employment as the immigrant generation, constrained 
into self-employment by limited opportunities in the labour market, is 
succeeded by those born and educated in the UK, for whom self-
employment is just one of a range of possible career paths. In 2001 Indian 
self-employment of 13.2 per cent exceeded the regional average of 11.2 
per cent, but by 2005-07 Indian self-employment had, at 11.1 per cent, 
fallen below the regional average of 11.6 per cent.  

 The Chinese, proportionally the most self-employed of all minority ethnic 
groups in the region, also have a falling level of self-employment 
nationally, but this is not yet fully apparent in the figures for the West 
Midlands where 2001 self-employment of 23.5 per cent had fallen only to 
23.3 per cent by 2005-07. The groupôs association with the restaurant 
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trade is falling, but remains very high: 70.4 per cent of self-employed 
Chinese in the West Midlands were in the hospitality sector in 2001, and 
65.5 per cent in 2005-07. 

 Pakistanis and Bangladeshis still have high and growing levels of self-
employment in the region, and this is strongly associated with increasing 
involvement in taxi-driving, an expanding niche involving long hours and 
low rewards. Pakistani self-employment in the region increased from 15.8 
per cent in 2001 to 20.8 per cent in 2005-07, while Bangladeshi self-
employment went from 11.6 per cent to 19.5 per cent in the same period.  

 More positively the UK born members of both communities display lower 
levels of self-employment, very similar to that of UK born Indians. For 
Indians 13.4 per cent of those born overseas were self-employed in 2005-
7, but only 8.0 per cent of the British born. For Pakistanis the equivalent 
figures were 30.5 per cent and 9.0 per cent, and for Bangladeshis 25.5 
per cent and 7.7 per cent. This may be a leading indicator of an emerging 
entrepreneurial transition for Pakistanis and Bangladeshis. 

 Black Caribbean self-employment, traditionally very low, has been slowly 
increasing towards the regional average. It increased from 4.9 per cent in 
2001 to 6.3 per cent in 2005-07. The self-employed in this group have 
greater involvement in non-traditional sectors than any of the other groups 
reviewed, including the White British. 

 A number of small but rapidly growing ethnic groups still display low levels 
of self-employment. These include groups growing rapidly by immigration, 
such as Black Africans, and the still youthful populations of ethnically 
mixed ancestry, mostly born in Britain. 

 
 

Economic and social roles of EMB 
 

 Most EMB is geared to tolerable survival rather than high growth and its 
associated risks. Despite flouting orthodox economic commitment to 
growth many such firms make a valuable contribution to employment and 
service provision in problematic social and economic locations. 

 A minority of high growth minority ethnic firms may contribute strongly to 
regional economic growth. These include a number of Indian and Chinese 
businesses developing trade and investment with their ancestral 
countries. 

 
 

Policy considerations 
 

 In the light of recent and forthcoming legislation all agencies providing 
business support need to ensure that EMBs from all ethnic communities, 
new and old, are aware of the available support. 

 Key agencies need to develop coherent, consistent and comprehensive 
data on regional EMBs in order to fill in the broad picture available from 
national statistical sources. 

 It is not appropriate to deliver business support to EMBs solely through 
segregated ócommunity-basedô agencies. 

 Public sector bodies, especially RDAs, can encourage good practice in 
procurement policies. It needs to be recognised however that many 
characteristics of typical EMBs make it difficult for them to engage with 
supplying either other businesses or government. 
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 Active steps therefore need to be taken to involve the minority of EMBs 
capable of accessing such opportunities. 

 EMBs should be valued for their social potential even if they do not 
conform to the conventional rules of capitalist success 

  



 

E
th

n
ic

 M
in

o
ri
ty

 B
u

si
n

e
ss

e
s 

in
 t
h
e

 W
e

st
 M

id
la

n
d

s
 

4 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Until quite recently, systematic research into ethnic minority business (EMB) at 
national and regional levels has been hampered by a lack of official data.  Prior to the 
1991 census, there were no full breakdowns of ethnic group self-employment, so that 
most knowledge in the field was derived from selected mostly local surveys (See 
Ram and Jones 2008 for summary).  
 
 In the present report, we benefit from vastly improved data coverage in the 2001 
Census, supplemented by the 2001 Census Sample of Anonymised Records (SARs); 
and the 2005, 2006 and 2007 Annual Population Survey for up-dating.  By way of 
caution, we note that the percentages derive from the sample surveys are sometimes 
based on rather small numbers and indicate approximate orders of magnitude rather 
than strict accuracy.  Even with these limitations, this new data is a marked 
improvement, especially with regard to the distribution of EMB between economic 
sectors.       
 
Following brief background demographic and labour market material, this report 
presents the principal features of and trends in EMB in the West Midlands region.  
For our purposes, ñethnic minorityò ï in itself an intensely contested label - is taken to 
mean any individual not included in the ñWhite Britishò category as defined by the UK 
Census 2001, our main data source for the bulk of the reportôs material. Accordingly 
ñEMBò denotes firms owned by a member or members of the fourteen groups defined 
as other than White British. In this report however we concentrate on the experience 
of the minorities who are not white, although some of the tables and figures relate to 
the White Irish and to Other Whites. 
 
Throughout the report, each ethnic communityôs level of business ownership is 
measured by the self-employment rate ï the number of self-employed people in the 
group given as a percentage of its economically active population.  From the outset, 
it is acknowledged that self-employment is a somewhat imperfect measure, in that a 
small minority of the self-employed may own more than one firm; while at the other 
extreme, there are some individuals officially classed as self-employed who do not 
actually own a business in the full sense. 
Using the 2001 Census, with updates to 2006/7 and, where appropriate, flash-backs 
to 1991, we are able to present an account of trends in EMB, comparing the West 
Midlands with the national picture for England as a whole.  As well as 
straightforwardly setting out information, we also seek to be interpretative, wherever 
possible drawing upon a large and expanding body of research to infer causes and 
effects.     
 
Springing from this, a high priority will be given to implications for policy-makers and 
practitioners in the field.  To this end, we pay consistent attention to the growing need 
to promote quality over quantity in EMB development.  In the early stages of 
enterprise support, emphasis was very naturally on the need simply to help people 
into business but now this must give way to a drive for diversification away from the 
narrow and restrictive traditional base which has hitherto limited the rewards of EMB 
and stifled much of its potential.  For some groups like South Asians, the problem 
could be seen as too much business per se but too little in properly remunerated 
mainstream enterprise. 
  



 

E
th

n
ic

 M
in

o
ri
ty

 B
u

si
n

e
ss

e
s 

in
 t
h
e

 W
e

st
 M

id
la

n
d

s
 

5 

 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC BACKROUND 
 
Any examination of size and trends in ethnic minority business (EMB) in the West 
Midlands must first briefly establish the principal features of the ethnic minority 
population itself.  At the outset, we confirm the widespread perception that the region 
is home to a large and diverse immigrant-origin population, making up 16.4 per cent 
of a total population of almost 5.37 millions in 2006.  Up from 13.8 per cent of the 
regionôs population of 5.27 million in 2001, it is the growth of the combined ethnic 
minority population which entirely accounts for the population rise in a region lagging 
behind national growth and with a static White population. The percentage each of 
the minority groups contributes to the total population is shown in figures 1a and 1b. 
The White British majority are not shown in these charts because their dominant 
share of the population would require a major compression of the vertical scale, 
rendering differences between minorities less easy to discern. 
 
In itself an expression of multi-cultural diversity, the rising ethnic minority proportion 
is in excess of the national figure, a regional concentration exceeded only by London.   
Partly this reflects the heritage of heavy post-war labour migration (mostly 1950-70) 
to the region from the New Commonwealth. This is demonstrated by the continuing 
predominance of Indians, Pakistanis and Black Caribbeans, the three largest non-
white categories recorded in figure 1b.  In all three cases, their proportion in the 
regional population is notably in excess of their share of the national population. 
Since 2001, this share has continued to rise for the South Asian groups, while Black 
Caribbeans have maintained a static proportion in a gradually rising regional total. 
While smaller in absolute and relative terms, the Chinese population broadly 
resembles the growth trends recorded by the South Asians.      
  



 

E
th

n
ic

 M
in

o
ri
ty

 B
u

si
n

e
ss

e
s 

in
 t
h
e

 W
e

st
 M

id
la

n
d

s
 

6 

 

Figure 1a England by minority ethnic group 2001-2006 (Percent of total 
population) 

 

 
 
 

Figure 1b West Midlands by minority ethnic group 2001-2006 
(Percent of total population) 

 
 
 
More recently, the ethnic mix has been accentuated both by the arrival of migrants 
from previously under-represented geographical origins; and by the increase in 
mixed-origin people, for the most part the children of unions between white and 

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

W
hite

 Ir
is
h 

O
th

er
 W

hite

M
ix
ed

 W
hi

te
 &

 B
la

ck
 C

arib
be

an

M
ix
ed

 W
hi

te
 &

 B
la

ck
 A

fri
ca

n

M
ix
ed

 W
hi

te
 &

 A
si

an

O
th

er
 M

ix
ed

In
di

an

P
ak

is
ta

ni

B
an

gl
ade

sh
i

O
th

er
 A

si
an

B
la

ck
 C

ar
ib

be
an

B
la

ck
 A

fri
ca

n

O
th

er
 B

la
ck

C
hin

es
e

O
th

er
 E

th
ni

c 
G

ro
up

2001

2006

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

W
hite

 Ir
is
h 

O
th

er
 W

hite

M
ix
ed

 W
hi
te

 &
 B

la
ck

 C
arib

be
an

M
ix
ed

 W
hi
te

 &
 B

la
ck

 A
fri
ca

n

M
ix
ed

 W
hi
te

 &
 A

si
an

O
th

er
 M

ix
ed

In
di
an

P
ak

is
ta

ni

B
an

gl
ade

sh
i

O
th

er
 A

si
an

B
la
ck

 C
ar

ib
be

an

B
la
ck

 A
fri

ca
n

O
th

er
 B

la
ck

C
hin

es
e

O
th

er
 E

th
ni
c 
G
ro

up

2001

2006



 

E
th

n
ic

 M
in

o
ri
ty

 B
u

si
n

e
ss

e
s 

in
 t
h
e

 W
e

st
 M

id
la

n
d

s
 

7 

 

ethnic minority parents.  The first of these trends is apparent in figures 1a and 1b, 
where the census categories Bangladeshi, Black African and Other Ethnic are seen 
to be growing substantially.  
 
Despite this increasing numerical importance, we should qualify by noting that this 
demographic growth is coming from very low base levels.  Moreover, except in the 
Bangladeshi case, the new minority share of the total falls noticeably short of the 
national level.  Even so, the data is a strong reminder of increasing diversity.  
Particularly telling is the emergence of the category Black African, which partly 
expresses the increasing presence of new communities like the Somalis. Interesting 
too is the rise of Other Whites, almost certainly a record of an important new 
presence of East Europeans.        
Also indicative of growing diversity is the rise of Mixed Groups.  Of these the Mixed 
White-Black Caribbean category is the largest but the White-Asian category shows 
most signs of expansion.  Perhaps the most direct and explicit reflection of 
integration, this trend can be confidently predicted to continue and indeed gather 
momentum. At the same time, as we shall see, it is still problematic as to how far 
these essentially hybrid entities ought to be treated as communities in their own right.  
This question of distinctiveness of identity is an unresolved issue for EMB 
researchers and is likely to recur throughout the report.  
 
Almost inevitably, regional demographic figures conceal enormous internal 
geographical variations.  Such is certainly the case in the West Midlands, 
encompassing as it does the two poles of extreme cosmopolitan urbanism as in 
central Birmingham and the remote rurality of the Welsh borderlands and Pennine 
fringes. 
 
Since one of the most frequently cited defining features of recent immigrants is their 
urban bias, it comes as no surprise that West Midlands County accounts for over 80 
per cent of the regional ethnic minority population.  Staffordshire and its embedded 
unitary authorities make up about another 8 per cent. 
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ECONOMIC ACTIVITY 
 
The principal focus of this report is on the entrepreneurial activity of ethnic minorities.  
To measure this we use the standard self-employment rate, which gives self-
employment as a proportion not of the total group population but of its economically 
active population.  In effect this allows for inter-group variations in levels of retired 
people, children below working age, students, full time family home-makers/carers 
and others essentially outside the formal labour market.  Such variations reflect 
demographic factors like differences in age structure and cultural factors like 
preferred family structures and attitudes towards working women.  
  
Particularly influential here is age structure (figure 2), where both at the regional and 
national levels ethnic minority populations as a whole are shown to have significantly 
greater proportions of under 16s and lesser proportions of over 60/65s than the 
White British.  Comparing the ethnic minorities themselves, there is a palpable 
contrast between the more recently arrived immigrant groups and the longer settled 
communities. As in the cases of Black Africans and Other Black, more recent 
immigrants tend to have a younger profile with less retired people than longer settled 
communities. Notable here also are the various ñmixedò groups, where the relative 
recentness of unions between people of different origins has also produced a 
youthful bias, with very few individuals of retirement age.  
 
 In sharp contrast is the way the demographic structures of the longest established 
groups are visibly converging with that of the white British.  Most advanced here is 
the Black Caribbean population in the West Midlands, whose over 60/65 sub-group 
has risen by two percentage points since 2001 to 17.3 per cent.  This is now 
approaching the virtually static 20.8 per cent figure for White British.      
 
When ethnic group economic activity rates are plotted in figures 3a and 3b, a 
decidedly mixed pattern emerges. Somewhat unexpectedly, the region is shown to 
have experienced a slump in its total rate, from a higher than national figure of 71.4 
per cent in 2001 to one of 65.7 per cent in 2006-7.  Affecting all groups including the 
White British majority, these figures run completely counter to the national trend and 
are not immediately explicable within the present brief. Note that in figures 3a and 3b 
the White Irish and Other Whites have been combined for technical reasons. 
 
For our purposes, the main interest lies in the inter-group contrasts, a long-running 
theme in the UK literature on EMB (See Ram and Jones 2008 for summary).  Despite 
a continuing tendency to highlight differences and exceptions, a salient feature of 
figure 3b is close conformity with the average.  Here the economic activity rates of 
two of the largest and longest settled ethnic minorities, Indians and Black 
Caribbeans, are seen to replicate closely the average level of All People, a 
conformity also shown by Black Africans and Chinese. 
 
Deviation from this norm is most conspicuous for Bangladeshis and Pakistanis, a 
frequently recorded tendency towards low activity rates for these groups (Jones et al. 
1989, Ram and Jones 2008). As well as high rates of staying on in education by 
younger members of these communities, cultural preferences also tend to ensure 
high rates of labour market abstention among married women.  In practical terms, 
however, the greatest single influence on labour market participation is demographic, 
with over one in three of both these populations being under 16 and thus not yet 
eligible for formal labour market participation.  Even so, we note that the economic 
activity of Pakistani and Bangladeshi persons aged 16-74 falls short of all others in 
the region.            
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The above average activity rates of the mixed origin groups are notable, most 
outstandingly White-Black Caribbean.  In these cases it is impossible to exaggerate 
the causal effect of demography, since all four mixed groups contain a truly 
minuscule minority of retirement age, with no real signs of increasing at this stage 
(figure 2). Even within the economically active population these groups have a 
younger age profile than most others, and have not yet lost large numbers to 
domesticity, premature retirement or work-related disability.   
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Figure 2 Age structure of ethnic groups 2001 and 2006: England and West Midlands 
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Figure 3a Economically active as percentage of total population aged 16-74 
by ethnic group England 2001 and 2006/7 

  

 
 
Figure 3b Economically active as percentage of total population aged 16-74 

by ethnic group West Midlands 2001 and 2006/7 
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SELF-EMPLOYMENT 
 
One of the most outstanding and frequently noted attributes of immigrant-origin 
minorities in advanced western society is their propensity for entrepreneurial self-
employment (Barrett et al. 1996, Light 2007).  In both North America and Western 
Europe, there is now a lengthy history of over-representation in self-employment for 
such communities (Light 1980, Ram and Jones 2008).  In Britain since the 1970s, 
Indians and Pakistanis have customarily been promoted as the chief exemplars of 
this expanding ethnic minority business (EMB) role (Barrett and McEvoy 2007, 
Metcalf et al. 1996).  More recently, the Bangladeshi and Chinese communities have 
also become noted, above all for their extremely prominent role in the national 
catering industry (Ram and Jones 2008). 
 
Reflecting national trends, ethnic self-employment in the socially diverse West 
Midlands region emphatically confirms many of these patterns.  At the same time, 
however, it suggests that several of the conventional assumptions about EMB are in 
need of qualification in the light of changes both in thought and in the real world itself.    
By way of illustration, we provide self-employment data for all census ethnic 
categories, comparing 2001 with 2005/07 for both West Midlands Region and 
England.  For enhanced coverage, this is presented in both tabular (table 1) and 
graphic forms (figure 4a and 4b), since this material is vital in underpinning most of 
what follows. In 2005-07 the White Irish and Other White figures are combined for 
technical reasons.     
 

Table 1 Self-employed as percentage of economically active 
by ethnic group England and West Midlands 

 
 2001 2005-07 
 

England 
West 

Midlands England 
West 

Midlands 
All people 12.4 11.2 12.4 11.6 
White British 12.4 11.1 12.4 11.7 
White Irish  14.2 12.8 

13.9 10.0 
Other White 14.1 13.6 
Mixed White & Black Caribbean 6.9 4.9 6.6 2.4 
Mixed White & Black African 8.6 6.6 6.7 0.0 
Mixed White & Asian 10.6 8.4 11.4 4.3 
Other Mixed 10.2 7.3 10.1 6.9 
Indian 14.8 13.2 11.6 11.1 
Pakistani 17.0 15.8 21.5 20.8 
Bangladeshi 10.9 11.6 13.4 19.5 
Other Asian 13.9 14.9 12.5 9.4 
Black Caribbean 6.5 4.9 8.6 6.3 
Black African 6.8 5.9 5.8 3.2 
Other Black 5.2 4.1 6.8 3.3 
Chinese 21.3 23.5 16.2 23.3 
Other Ethnic Group 10.2 7.8 12.2 9.2 
 
 
For us, the starting point must be contrasts and similarities between ethnic minority 
self-employment and that of the historically incumbent White British majority, who 
might be thought to offer some kind of standard yardstick.  Immediately it becomes 
apparent that any expectations about a general ethnic minority (i.e. all non-White 
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British groups combined) over-representation in self-employment are not met. Both in 
the West Midlands and England as a whole, the White British figure is so close to 
that of ñAll Peopleò as to be virtually indistinguishable; the figures for England have 
remained stationary during the present century, but those for the West Midlands have 
increased slightly. .  
 
By implication this means that ethnic minorities as a whole do not make up a 
disproportionately large number of self-employed. Slightly more noteworthy is that 
the West Midlands region appears somewhat less entrepreneurial than the nation, 
although the gap has decreased since 2001. This probably stems mostly from 
historical industrial traditions in the region and cannot be related to its ethnic 
demography in any obvious way.    
 
Much more telling are the self-employment levels for individual ethnic communities. 
While there are several important regional instances of emphatic over-representation 
ïChinese, Pakistanis, and in 2005-07 Bangladeshis ï the overall picture painted by 
these figures suggests that prior expectations generated by the EMB literature may 
be exaggerated. In the event, the other eleven officially designated ethnic minority 
groups fall short of the White British self-employment level in the region, in some 
cases by very wide margins. The national picture is similar, but the Other Asian 
group marginally exceeds the overall self-employment level.   
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Figure 4a Self-employed as percentage of economically active 
by ethnic group England 2001 and 2006/7 

 

  
 

 Figure 4a Self-employed as percentage of economically active 
by ethnic group West Midlands 2001 and 2005/07 
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The Indian Case 
 
Of these eleven, the Indian community offers perhaps the most instructive lessons 
about the kinds of labour market adjustment likely to affect a long-settled immigrant-
origin population. It is important to note that many of the principles derived here from 
the Indian example are widely applicable to other entrepreneurial minorities, with 
obvious variations depending on cultural and historical circumstances.  Apart from 
any other consideration, they point to the need to avoid the kind of easy stereotypes 
to which students in this field are prone (Jones and McEvoy 1986, Jones et al. 1992).  
 
Ever since the 1970s, Indians have been presented as a major entrepreneurial 
presence in regions like the West Midlands (Jones et al. 1992, Ram 1994, Ram and 
Jones 2008).  Arriving for the most part in the post-war period as replacement 
workers for low level employment in labour starved sections of the national economy 
(Miles 1982), their subsequent displacement by deindustrialisation brought about a 
notable shift into self-employment.  In the West Midlands, this shift graphically maps 
the decline of traditional metal working and the 1980s rise of new sectors like service 
industries (notably dining out) and clothing manufacture, with Indians now mostly 
owners rather than workers.     
 
Almost inevitably there has been intense dispute about the motives underlying this 
mass entry into business ownership.  Existing research tends to emphasise the 
importance of supposedly ethnic ócultureô (Basu and Altinay 2002, Werbner 1984); or 
view self-employment as a response to labour market disadvantage (Jones et al. 
1992, Barrett and McEvoy 2007).  Whatever the merits of these arguments, it is 
indisputable that the historical coincidence of the rise of Indian business ownership in 
the West Midlands and the decline of the regionôs industrial economy is too close to 
be causally unconnected.  It is also too close to be rationalised simply as a matter of 
individual business entry decisions, strategically thought out though many of these 
may have been. Structural change provides the indispensible context for such 
decision-making and it was precisely at this juncture that Indian enterprise took off 
and elevated Indian self-employment to pre-eminent heights during the 1980s.   
2 
As table 2 confirms, this was more than three percentage points above White British 
self-employment in 1991.  Significantly, however, this figure has been falling ever 
since its 1980s heights, first converging on the White British level and then actually 
dropping below it by 2005/07. With a self-employment rate standing at more than half 
a percent below that of the ñmajorityò population, the Indian community in the West 
Midlands can no longer be seen as ñentrepreneurialò ï in crude numerical terms at 
any rate. Note here that this apparent disengagement from self-employment follows a 
national trend for Indians throughout the UK.    
 
There are reasons for welcoming this trend.  Here we underline the vital point that 
much of the initial wave of the first wave Indian business development was 
problematic in itself, less a release from exploitative work than a move into 
exploitative self-employment (Virdee 2006).  For the most part, a lack of financial and 
human capital restricted Indian business entrants to the easiest to enter sectors in 
some of the least rewarded sectors of the economy.   
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Table 2    West Midlands: Trends in Indian and White British  

Self-Employment 
 
 1991 2001 2005-07 2005-07 
    Overseas born UK born 
Indian 14.0 13.2 11.1 13.4 8.0 
White British 10.4 11.1 11.7 11.5 11.7 
 
 
There are reasons for welcoming this trend.  Here we underline the vital point that 
much of the initial wave of the first wave Indian business development was 
problematic in itself, less a release from exploitative work than a move into 
exploitative self-employment (Virdee 2006).  For the most part, a lack of financial and 
human capital restricted Indian business entrants to the easiest to enter sectors in 
some of the least rewarded sectors of the economy.   
 
The struggle to survive in activities like retailing and catering was accentuated by 
intense competition driven by the sheer number of entrants, so that the entire 
rationale of business became one of extreme labour-intensiveness requiring 
grindingly long hours for under-rewarded entrepreneurs and their family members 
(Jones et al. 1994).  
Such a mismatch between inputs and returns forcibly reminds us of the distinction 
between quality and quantity, making the point that an impressively high self-
employment rate often hides a mass of struggling marginal enterprises.  It may be 
anything but a positive economic indicator. 
 
Seen in this light, the self-employment rate seems more a negative than a positive 
economic indicator, with the declining rate announced by table 2 looking more like 
liberation than failure.  This sense is heightened by the strong contrast shown 
between the immigrant and native-born generations, with the self-employment level 
of the latter less than two-thirds that of the former.  This reinforces the view that 
inordinately heavy dependence on independent business ownership is an immigrant 
rather than an ethnic phenomenon per se (Ram and Jones 2008).  Dislocation 
coupled with discrimination acts to exclude new incomers from mainstream labour 
markets, so that self-employment functions as often the only alternative career. 
 
For native-born descendants of immigrants, these pressures are weakened and fresh 
opportunities present themselves.  In the case of UK-born Indians, it is now well 
known that their educational qualifications exceed those of the general population, a 
stock of human capital providing them with a wider choice of careers outside 
enterprise, notably professional and white collar employment (Mascarenhas-Keyes 
2008).   Within self-employment itself, they are now increasingly using their human 
capital to move away from traditional low-level sectors into less labour intensive 
mainstream markets with higher returns. 
 
Describing this general tendency for settled migrant groups to shift away from a 
narrow low-level entrepreneurial over-dependency, Ram and Jones (2008) have 
used the term entrepreneurial transition. While clearly recognising this shift as 
essentially progressive, this model rejects any suggestion of smooth inevitability.  On 
the contrary, the opening up of new opportunities within and beyond self-employment 
is an intensely contested process (Virdee 2006). Accordingly, there can be no 
complacent assumption that EMB problems are somehow self-correcting and policy-
makers must continue to address the continuing and even aggravated barriers faced 
by would-be high-flying entrants into novel markets and sectors.     
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The Chinese Case  
 
In many respects, the Chinese community nationally embody a version of this 
entrepreneurial transition, their experience broadly parallel to that of Indians but 
occurring more rapidly (Table 1).  Immediately apparent from table 3, one salient 
contrast with Indians in the West Midlands is the continuing Chinese over-
representation in self employment, over eleven percentage points above White 
British in 2005/07.  They are proportionately the most self-employed of all the ethnic 
communities in the region. 
 
Rather than simply expressing straightforward occupational choice, however, this 
high level actually reflects a reduction from the even higher earlier figures.  A 
recurrent theme in research on Chinese business is the motivations of the first wave 
of immigrants, many of whom entered Britain specifically as recruits to the catering 
industry (Ram and Jones 2008).  This inordinate concentration in the restaurant trade 
is evident in the 1991 figure in table 3, when over one quarter of the community was 
self-employed, almost three times the White British level.   
 
Since then, this figure has fallen.  Even during the 1990s period of general 
entrepreneurial growth, when White British self-employment took a noticeable rise, 
the Chinese level took a noticeable dive.  In the present century however it remains 
conspicuously high. 
 

Table 3    West Midlands: Trends in Chinese and White British  
Self-Employment 

 
 1991 2001 2005-07 2005-07 
    Overseas born UK born 
Chinese 28.7 23.5 23.3 23.3 23.1 
White British 10.4 11.1 11.7 11.5 11.7 
 
Perhaps the most surprising feature of table 3 is the small difference in self-
employment rates between the overseas born and UK born segments of the Chinese 
population. According to Mascarenhas-Keyes (2008), both Chinese and Indian 
graduate entrepreneurs are attaining prominence in various cutting-edge industries 
demanding high intellectual capital. This reflects extremely high educational profiles, 
and could be expected to lead to a substantial fall in self-employment in the British 
born Chinese, as with their Indian equivalents. It may be that the figure for the British 
born Chinese is simply reflects the unreliability of small samples.  
 
 

The Pakistani Case. 
 
Much like Indians, the Pakistani community traces its origins in the West Midlands to 
early post-war economic migration.  Yet in some respects, Pakistani trends appear 
as the obverse of Indian (table 4). Not only is self-employment shown as consistently 
in excess of the White British level but in line with national Pakistani trends, it has 
actually increased.  Indeed the most recent figure indicates more than one in five 
self-employed, an unexpectedly high degree of dependency, suggesting that this 
community is still far less integrated into the mainstream labour market than Indians.   
 
At the same time, table 4 also records a contrast between immigrants and British-
born in 2001, with the latter less than a third as self-employed as the former. While 




