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Not only provides new and compelling conceptual frameworks from a variety of

perspectives, including institutional, communal and cognitive notions, but also

new holistic ways of viewing necessity combined with innovative methods.
—John C Dencker, D’ Amore-McKim School of Business, Northeastern University

I am convinced that the intriguing set of articles published in this volume will
inspire many scholars to take up research on necessity entrepreneurship!
—Marc Gruber, EPFL

This volume offers scholars a new set of theoretical and methodological tools to
advance our shared understanding of a complex and growing global phenomenon.
—Jill Purdy, University of Washington, Tacoma

[...] a great group of international scholars, who provide fascinating evidence on
how to theorize, study, narrate and visualize necessity entrepreneurship.
Friederike Welter, Institut fiir Mittelstandsforschung Bonn and University of Siegen

Necessity entrepreneurship is broadly understood as the identifying and seizing of
business opportunities to address basic needs such as food and shelter. This volume
proposes new ways of seeing, theorizing, and researching necessity entrepreneurship.
Scholars from across the management field expand our collective understand-
ing, presenting necessity entrepreneurship not just as an economic process but
as a cluster of cognitive, communal, and institutional processes aimed at cop-
ing with various dimensions of necessity. Challenging and revising foundational
assumptions underlying prior necessity entrepreneurship research, chapters
unpack necessity entrepreneurs’ inhabited cognitive processes, highlighting
community-level insights on necessity entrepreneurship beyond the individual-
level perspective that still dominates many necessity entrepreneurship studies.
This volume showcases novel theoretical frameworks and methodological
approaches, ranging from quantitative measurement through artificial intelligence-
based methods of visualization to qualitative-interpretative accounts, preparing
the next stage of necessity entrepreneurship studies.
—Sophie Bacq,
Professor of Social Entrepreneurship and Coca-Cola Foundation Chair in
Sustainable Development at IMD, Switzerland.

—Katrin M. Smolka,
Associate Professor of Entrepreneurship and Innovation at
Warwick Business School, University of Warwick, UK.

—Angelique F. Slade Shantz,
Associate Professor of Strategy, Entrepreneurship and Management,
University of Alberta, Canada.

—Pursey P.M.A.R. Heugens,
Professor of Organization Theory at the Rotterdam School of Management,
Erasmus University, The Netherlands.
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FOREWORD: RESEARCH IN THE
SOCIOLOGY OF ORGANIZATIONS

Research in the Sociology of Organizations (RSO) publishes cutting-edge empiri-
cal research and theoretical papers that seek to enhance our understanding of
organizations and organizing as pervasive and fundamental aspects of society
and economy. We seek provocative papers that push the frontiers of current con-
versations, that help to revive old ones, or that incubate and develop new per-
spectives. Given its successes in this regard, RSO has become an impactful and
indispensable fount of knowledge for scholars interested in organizational phe-
nomena and theories. RSO is indexed and ranks highly in Scopus/SCImago as
well as in the Academic Journal Guide published by the Chartered Association of
Business Schools.

As one of the most vibrant areas in the social sciences, the sociology of organi-
zations engages a plurality of empirical and theoretical approaches to enhance
our understanding of the varied imperatives and challenges that these organi-
zations and their organizers face. Of course, there is a diversity of formal and
informal organizations — from for-profit entities to nonprofits, state and public
agencies, social enterprises, communal forms of organizing, nongovernmental
associations, trade associations, publicly traded, family owned and managed, pri-
vate firms — the list goes on! Organizations, moreover, can vary dramatically in
size from small entrepreneurial ventures to large multinational conglomerates to
international governing bodies such as the United Nations.

Empirical topics addressed by RSO include the formation, survival, and growth
of organizations; collaboration and competition between organizations; the accu-
mulation and management of resources and legitimacy; and how organizations
or organizing efforts cope with a multitude of internal and external challenges
and pressures. Particular interest is growing in the complexities of contemporary
organizations as they cope with changing social expectations and as they seek to
address societal problems related to corporate social responsibility, inequality,
corruption and wrongdoing, and the challenge of new technologies. As a result,
levels of analysis reach from the individual to the organization, industry, com-
munity and field, and even the nation-state or world society. Much research is
multilevel and embraces both qualitative and quantitative forms of data.

Diverse theory is employed or constructed to enhance our understanding of
these topics. While anchored in the discipline of sociology and the field of man-
agement, RSO also welcomes theoretical engagement that draws on other disci-
plinary conversations — such as those in political science or economics, as well
as work from diverse philosophical traditions. RSO scholarship has helped push
forward a plethora of theoretical conversations on institutions and institutional
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XX FOREWORD: RESEARCH IN THE SOCIOLOGY OF ORGANIZATIONS

change, networks, practice, culture, power, inequality, social movements, catego-
ries, routines, organization design and change, configurational dynamics, and
many other topics.

Each volume of RSO tends to be thematically focused on a particular empiri-
cal phenomenon (e.g., creative industries, multinational corporations, and entre-
preneurship) or theoretical conversation (e.g., institutional logics, actors and
agency, and microfoundations). The series publishes papers by junior as well as
leading international scholars and embraces diversity on all dimensions. If you
are a scholar interested in organizations or organizing, I hope you’ll find RSO to
be an invaluable resource as you develop your work.

Professor Michael Lounsbury

Series Editor, Research in the Sociology of Organizations
Canada Research Chair in Entrepreneurship and Innovation
University of Alberta
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ABSTRACT

This introduction offers a revisionist view of necessity entrepreneurship
(NE). The volume editors are thereby challenging orthodox perspectives
that equate NE solely with financial poverty and lack of employment and
self-sustenance alternatives. Rather, a more nuanced understanding of NE
as encompassing cognitive, communal, and institutional processes aimed at
coping with various dimensions of necessity is needed. The editors encourage
moving beyond solely individualistic accounts to theorize NE as an emergent
property of social systems and a source of novel social structures. The edi-
tors further outline how this volume aims to expand our collective under-
standing of NE by theorizing it more holistically and make a plea to break
new theoretical and methodological ground. The introduction then introduces
the volume’s five sections, which propose new ways of seeing, theorizing, and
researching NE. These sections cover: (1) moving toward a new heterodoxy
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in NE research, (2) examining necessity entrepreneurs’ cognitive processes,
(3) exploring poverty and informality perspectives, (4) adopting insti-
tutional views, and (5) showcasing novel methodological approaches. The
editors hope that by challenging existing paradigms and proposing new con-
ceptual frameworks, this volume can help advance our understanding of NE
and lay the groundwork for future work in the field.

Keywords: Necessity entrepreneurship; revisionist view; entrepreneurial
cognition; poverty alleviation; informal economy; institutional theory;
Global South

WHY AN RSO VOLUME ON NE

Over the past decade, research on NE has expanded dramatically. In most exist-
ing works, the concept is broadly understood as identifying and seizing busi-
ness opportunities that address basic needs, typically occurring when decent or
desirable livelihood alternatives do not exist (Dencker et al., 2021; O’Donnell
et al., 2024). Such robust scholarly interest is not surprising when one real-
izes that NE is one of the most common types of entrepreneurial activity both
in the developed and developing world (Desai, 2011; Dheer & Trevifio, 2022).
Although much of the early work examined NE in the context of developing
countries and conceptualized it in terms of a response to shortages (primarily
of employment alternatives), emerging research has begun to study NE in a
broader range of empirical settings and from a variety of theoretical perspec-
tives (O’Donnell et al., 2024).

The purpose of this volume is threefold. First, it aims to expand our col-
lective understanding of NE by presenting it not just as an economic process
aimed at alleviating immediate sustenance needs but as a cluster of cognitive,
communal, and institutional processes aimed at coping with various dimen-
sions of necessity. Second, it encourages scholars to move beyond overly indi-
vidualistic accounts of NE and instead theorize it as an emergent property of
social systems as well as a source of novel social structures in its own right,
without overlooking the agency of necessity entrepreneurs. Third, it challenges
researchers to break new theoretical and methodological ground for the study
of NE, to prepare for a next generation of NE studies. In summary, we aim to
provide a “revisionist view” of NE.

In this volume, we therefore strive to feature works of scholars from differ-
ent specializations within the broader management field (e.g., psychology, entre-
preneurship, organization theory) using a variety of methodological approaches
(e.g., text-to-image artificial intelligence (AI), discourse analysis, visual methods,
geospatial analysis, ethnography, experiments and quasi-experiments, interven-
tion studies) and theoretical frameworks (e.g., strengths-based approaches,
effectuation theory, institutional theory, motivation theory, and ethnic enclave
perspectives, as well as endemic and grounded theories) to make sense of the
broad and rich phenomenon that NE is.
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ORTHODOX AND EMERGING REVISIONIST VIEWS OF NE

Historically, NE refers to individuals starting a business out of necessity, usually
due to a lack of other livelihood options (Dencker et al., 2021). In this regard,
it is usually contrasted with opportunity entrepreneurship, which describes indi-
viduals who start a business on their own initiative, acting out of passion or on a
perceived market opportunity. This narrow view sets the basis for what we call the
“orthodox view” of NE. The left column of Table 1 illustrates this view.

Yet, while researchers have recently put more focus on NE as a field of study,
it is still largely an understudied area, particularly when compared to opportunity
entrepreneurship (O’Donnell et al., 2024). We therefore still lack an understand-
ing of the unique motivations, challenges, and outcomes associated with NE (e.g.,
Weber et al., 2023). As a response, the collection of Papers in this volume illustrates
that NE and necessity entrepreneurs are much more varied than what is suggested
by the classic juxtaposition with opportunity entrepreneurship and opportunity
entrepreneurs. The “revisionist perspective” is what we set forth in the remainder of
this volume and a summary of which can be found in the right column of Table 1.
This view, including the entrepreneurs featured in the empirical studies in the pre-
sent volume, all speak to this greater variety of entrepreneurial experiences.

Table 1. Contrasting the Orthodox and Emerging Revisionist

Views of Necessity Entrepreneurship.

Orthodox View of Necessity
Entrepreneurship

Emerging Revisionist View of Necessity
Entrepreneurship

Necessity is equated with financial poverty (e.g.,
Amordés & Cristi, 2011; Morris et al., 2020)

Necessity is equated with amoral behavior
through anomie (e.g., Chatterjee, 2019)

Necessity involves presentism, temporal myopia,
and hyperbolic discounting of future options
(e.g., Matos & Hall, 2021).

Necessity breaks down norms of solidarity and
breeds existential individualism (e.g., Roux
et al., 2015; Shah et al., 2012)

Necessity entrepreneurship is associated with a
lack of strategic sophistication (e.g., Block
et al., 2015)

Necessity entrepreneurship offers no room
for competitive differentiation and involves
copycat behavior (e.g., Weiss et al., 2024)

Necessity entrepreneurship leads to low-growth
or no-growth businesses (e.g., Calderon et al.,
2017; Rodrigues & Teixeira, 2020)

Necessity entrepreneurship equals a complete
lack of agency (Block & Koellinger, 2009)

Necessity is not just poverty in monetary terms —
people face all kinds of necessity (e.g., Morris
& Santos, 2024; Soudararajan et al., 2024)

Anomie can stimulate creative deviance in
necessity entrepreneurs (e.g., Cullen et al., 2014)

Necessity entrepreneurs carefully weigh future
options and behave accordingly (e.g., Shepherd
et al., 2022)

Necessity entrepreneurs are embedded in
community and family settings (e.g., Shepherd
et al., 2022; Slade Shantz et al., 2018)

Necessity entrepreneurs do strategize, even
though in different ways (e.g., Allen et al.,
2024; Nikiforou et al., 2019)

Necessity entrepreneurs do cater to differentiated
customer demands (e.g., Weiss et al., 2023)

Necessity entrepreneurship can offer a
steppingstone to moderate growth (e.g., Morris
et al., 2023)

Necessity entrepreneurs do exercise agency — in
unexpected ways (e.g., Griffin-El & Olabisi, 2018,
2024; Imas et al., 2012; Nikiforou et al., 2019)
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VOLUME OUTLINE AND CONTENTS

The five sections of this volume collectively propose new ways of seeing, theoriz-
ing, and researching NE (Table 2). In Section A, the Volume Editors (Paper 1) set
the stage by challenging and revising a number of the foundational assumptions

Table 2. Section and Paper Summaries.

Section/Paper Author(s)

Introduction: From an orthodox to an emerging Sophie Bacq, Katrin M. Smolka, Angelique F.
revisionist view of necessity entrepreneurship Slade Shantz, and Pursey PM.A.R. Heugens

A.  Toward a New Heterodoxy in Necessity Entrepreneurship Research

1. Toward a shared agenda for necessity Katrin M. Smolka, Pursey PM.A.R. Heugens,
entrepreneurship research: Definitions, Sophie Bacq, and Angelique F. Slade Shantz
theories, and perspectives

B.  Necessity Entrepreneurs’ Inhabited Cognitive Processes

Stopping the slide and rising above the tide: ~ Saras D. Sarasvathy and Maelle A. Perez
Entrepreneurial education to move out of
necessity into opportunity

3.  Toward a strengths-based view of necessity ~Ketan M. Goswami
entrepreneurship

C.  Poverty and Informality Perspectives on Necessity Entrepreneurship

4. Necessity entrepreneurship as a misnomer: ~ Michael H. Morris and Susana C. Santos
Lessons learned from working with poverty
entrepreneurs

5. Constellations in the galaxy: Ethnic enclave Mohammed Bendaanane, Siddharth Vedula,
membership and venture behavior among Robert Nason, and Andrew Charman
necessity entrepreneurs in a South African
township informal economy

D. Institutional Views on Necessity Entrepreneurship

6. Health provider or debt collector? The Kenneth Ngari Ogendo, Emily Block, Andrea
unintended consequences of integrating Caldwell Marquez, and Bertha Ochieng
income-generating activities with
community health interventions in Kenya

7. Navigating intersectional inequalities: Kylie Heales, Charlene Zietsma, and Luciano
Resource assemblage for firm profits Barin Cruz

E.  Methods Around Necessity Entrepreneurship

8. Measuring necessity entrepreneurship: Chad D. Coffman, Sanwar A. Sunny, and
Challenges and implications Griffin W. Cottle

9. Quantitative methods in the field of Laura Rosendahl Huber and Caroline Witte
necessity entrepreneurship

10. From the ground Up: Unpacking Bernadetta A. Ginting-Szczesny
the visual representation of necessity
entrepreneurship

11.  Moving beyond “jump in, jump out” Patrick Shulist

interviewing: Using more complex
qualitative methodologies to build deeper
theory in the Global South
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underlying earlier waves of NE research. Discussing the rapidly emerging field
of NE, the authors highlight its pre-paradigmatic state and point to the need for
enhanced definitional, theoretical, and methodological clarity. The authors reflect
on choices scholars must make to move from eclectic toward more programmatic
NE research, including on how to collectively define NE, whether to opt for theo-
retical eclecticism or integration, and what methodological approaches are neces-
sary to reflect our increasingly sophisticated understanding of NE.

Section B extends the individual-level perspective that dominates many NE stud-
ies by unpacking necessity entrepreneurs’ inhabited cognitive processes. Sarasvathy
and Perez (Paper 2) examine new sources of NE stemming from employment-sub-
stituting technologies such as Al, and the implications for entrepreneurship educa-
tion. These authors push the reasoning further, encouraging us to consider that
we may need to teach everyone how to create jobs, for themselves as well as for
their communities. Goswami (Paper 3) leverages a strengths-based perspective and
sheds a welcome positive light on the inherent merits and strengths of NE, more
specifically on the relational (social capital), temporal (time), and moral (social
disparities) fronts. While profits, scaling, and growth have been disproportionately
privileged both in entrepreneurship theory and practice, in line with strengthening
assertions to recognize social-, civic-, and community-focused pursuits, Goswami
urges us to adopt a more fine-grained approach to the relational, temporal, and
moral aspirations pursued by necessity entrepreneurs.

Section C highlights and celebrates the poverty and informality perspectives
on NE. Based on a historical account of NE, Morris and Santos (Paper 4) stress
the importance not to conflate NE with venture creation pursued by those in
poverty conditions. They raise several distinctions between the two, including
in terms of motives, drivers, founder identity, and needs served by the venture.
Bendaanane, Vedula, Nason, and Charman (Paper 5) highlight that community
is an important, yet relatively understudied, influence on NE. This Paper takes a
closer look at community in NE through the lens of ethnicity. Studying a commu-
nity of necessity entrepreneurs with different ethnic backgrounds in a township
of Cape Town, South Africa, the authors explore how the construct of ethnic
enclaves — that is, communities of both place and identity — can both help and
hinder foreign entrepreneurs in this context. Their work sheds new insights on the
dynamics of community and ethnicity among necessity entrepreneurs, as well as
the tradeoffs of scrutiny and rigidity they face. Furthermore, the study advances
promising micro-geography methods.

Next, Section D features Papers that adopt institutional views on NE. Ogendo,
Block, Marquez, and Ochieng (Paper 6) explore the role of community health
promoters in NE and highlight the significant challenges they face in maintaining
their public health roles while engaging in income-generating activities, empha-
sizing the tensions and potential barriers to meeting basic healthcare needs. This
Paper highlights the critical importance of considering contextual and institu-
tional dynamics when designing poverty alleviation strategies through entrepre-
neurship within public service frameworks. Then, Heales, Zietsma, and Barin
Cruz (Paper 7) examine the patterns of social inequalities (gender, family respon-
sibilities, and religion) and resources (formal, social, and cultural) associated
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with venture profitability among necessity entrepreneurs. Using qualitative
comparative analysis (QCA) to identify multiple pathways to profitability, their
study challenges prevailing deficit and homogeneous narratives about necessity
entrepreneurs. By offering a nuanced perspective on the intersectional inequali-
ties of necessity entrepreneurs, the authors suggest that multiple inequalities are
not always associated with poor performance, but they do have real cumulative
effects on entrepreneurial resources.

Finally, Section E showcases novel methodological approaches to study NE,
ranging from quantitative measurement and a review of existing quantitative
approaches through Al-based methods of visualization to qualitative-interpre-
tative accounts. Coffman, Sunny, and Cottle (Paper 8) endeavor to measure NE.
Their findings, based on data collected in Ghana and Cote d’Ivoire, suggest that
NE and opportunity entrepreneurship are better conceptualized as existing along
a continuum, rather than as distinct categories. The validated scale offers a more
nuanced measurement tool, enhancing research accuracy and policy efficacy in
transitioning individuals from NE to opportunity entrepreneurship. Despite this
advancement which could help us make strides on capturing levels of NE in coun-
tries or regions, the authors stress the fact that the broad and somewhat loose
meaning of NE challenges measurement accuracy. Furthermore, while the use of
quantitative methods in the field of NE is quite prevalent, there seems to be a lack
of attention to current trends in the area of causal inference and an overreliance
on a select few secondary databases as well as a lack of attention to primary data
collection. This inevitably leads to an overly strong focus on Western economies,
whereas NE is much more prevalent in low- and middle-income countries. To
counter this important limitation, Rosendahl Huber and Witte (Paper 9) call for
better data and better methods and challenge researchers to go beyond the “low
hanging fruits,” for instance, by investing time and effort in (quasi-)experimental
methods, in a concerted effort to advance the field. The next Paper innovatively
addresses the question of how we can foster new narratives and reduce repre-
sentational stereotyping. Ginting-Szczesny (Paper 10) uses text-to-image gen-
erative Al to give shape to the online public discourse on NE and invite readers
to critically reflect on how this notion is visually represented. One key takeaway
from this Paper is the potential of using text-to-image generative Al to develop
knowledge in entrepreneurship. Analyzing Al-generated images, which are based
on extensive online datasets, allows us to question existing representations and
develop new (counter)narratives. Ginting-Szczesny also enhances the methods set
for NE researchers by providing a detailed and transparent example of using text-
to-image generative Al as a research tool, covering steps from data generation to
the qualitative analysis of the rhetorical organization of a discourse within the
images. Finally, she suggests that exploring the physical, emotional, personal, and
contextual aspects of NE —what she calls “groundedness” — can offer new insights
for future research. In the final Paper, Shulist (Paper 11) highlights the vast theory-
building opportunities that studying NE in the Global South represents. To fully
realize these opportunities, methodological choices must be considered deeply
and in some cases drastically rethought. Theory is not built in a vacuum but is
only as good as the attendant methods, argues Shulist, so that complex theory
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requires complex methods. While this Paper does highlight examples of studies
living up to the ideal, it takes particular issue with a common approach to study-
ing NEs, namely “jump in-jump out” interviews, where Global North scholars
conduct a small number of interviews in the Global South to then quickly “jump
out” and conduct standard grounded theory analyses with little input from local
voices. Seeking to guide future research to new directions, this Paper highlights
methodological strategies for sensitization before designing a study, for building
a better empirical base, and for rethinking analytical approaches to developing
robust theory about the complex socially, culturally, and historically embedded
nature of NE in the Global South.

CONCLUSION

Taken together, the works included in this volume present a comprehensive and
multifaceted exploration of NE, which for too long has been oversimplified and
underappreciated. The authors in this volume highlight its complexity, chal-
lenges, and promises but also call for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners
to approach NE with greater nuance, methodological rigor, and contextual sen-
sitivity. As such, we believe that this volume represents a significant milestone in
the study of NE. As we reflect on the diverse perspectives and insights presented
across these Papers, several key themes emerge that collectively push the bounda-
ries of our understanding and lay the foundation for future research in this area.

First, there is a clear and urgent need to reconceptualize NE (cf. Papers 1, 3,
and 4). The traditional necessity—opportunity dichotomy, while useful as an initial
framing, no longer helps us advance the field. Instead, as several authors argue, we
need a more nuanced understanding that recognizes the complexity and diversity
within NE. When redefining and reframing NE, we can acknowledge the strengths
and potential of necessity entrepreneurs rather than focusing on the deficits.

Second, the importance of context in shaping NE experiences and outcomes
is a recurring theme throughout the volume (cf. Papers 5-7 and 11). From eth-
nic enclaves in South African townships to the intersectional inequalities faced
by entrepreneurs in Haiti, authors in this volume underscore that NE is not a
monolithic phenomenon, but one that is deeply embedded in its specific social,
cultural, and economic contexts. This recognition calls for more contextually sen-
sitive research approaches and tailored policy interventions. It is essential that
we account for the unique challenges and opportunities those different settings
bring about.

Third, this volume also makes a strong case for methodological innova-
tion and rigor in NE research (cf. Papers §-11). The limitations of current
measurement approaches are made obvious and arguments are presented for
adopting more sophisticated quantitative methods including (quasi-)experi-
mental designs. Equally important is the call for more immersive and nuanced
qualitative approaches. The authors in this volume encourage researchers
to move beyond “jumping in and jumping out” to methods that can capture
the richness of necessity entrepreneurs’ experiences. The suggestion to use
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Al-generated imagery as a tool for exploring representations of NE is particu-
larly innovative and points to the potential of new technologies in advancing
our understanding of NE.

Fourth, another critical insight that authors in this volume stress are the
unintended consequences of NE interventions (cf. Papers 6 and 7). NE schol-
ars need to stay cognizant of outcomes that NE initiatives can bring about by
accident. The authors remind us of the need for careful, holistic considera-
tions of the broader impacts that those NE initiatives and policies can have.

Fifth, the volume also brings important questions to the forefront about how
NE is represented and perceived, both in academic discourse and public media
(cf. Papers 3 and 10). The authors in this volume thereby challenge us to recon-
sider our own biases and assumptions. This shift in representation of necessity
entrepreneurs is not only relevant for academics but has real implications for
the ways in which policies are shaped. Even more important, such positive shift
can even impact how necessity entrepreneurs view themselves and their own
potential.

Sixth, another key contribution of this volume is bridging theory and practice
(cf. Papers 2 and 5-7). A number of authors offer insights that have direct impli-
cations for policy and intervention designs, from rethinking entrepreneurship
education in light of changing work patterns to considering how institutional
resources can be leveraged to overcome intersectional inequalities. We believe that
these insights challenge us to move beyond “one-size-fits-all” in supporting neces-
sity entrepreneurs. Instead, we need more nuanced, context-sensitive approaches
that recognize the diversity within NE and the multiple pathways through which
individuals can leverage entrepreneurship to improve their own lives but also lives
in their communities.

In conclusion, this volume seeks to challenge existing paradigms, propose
new conceptual frameworks, and call for methodological innovations. We firmly
believe that the study of NE has the potential to not only advance our theoreti-
cal understanding but also lay the groundwork for meaningful change. By doing
so, we can move beyond viewing NE simply as a subject of study and instead
approach it as a powerful lever for inclusive economic development and societal
change. The future of NE is not just about a better theoretical understanding of
the phenomenon - it is about contributing to a more equitable and sustainable
world where entrepreneurship can be a pathway to empowerment for all, regard-
less of their starting point or circumstances.
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