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The Promise and Limits of Self-employment as a Path to Fulfillment and Well-being at 

Work 

 

Abstract 

Self-employment has been suggested as a way to increase well-being, and a body of research has 

found evidence that self-employed individuals achieve higher levels of well-being compared to 

wage employees. However, while there is a general positive association between self-employment 

and well-being, for specific groups of self-employed/entrepreneurs (e.g., women entrepreneurs, 

immigrant entrepreneurs, etc.) the relationship between being independent and achieving 

fulfillment, personal growth and wellness through their work is complex and multifaceted. This is 

due to structural limits, societal norms, and contextual limitations that can impede their ability to 

achieve meaningful work and well-being while being self-employed. This chapter reviews both 

the promise and the limits of self-employment as a path to well-being for the self-employed with 

a particular focus on women entrepreneurs and immigrant entrepreneurs. 

 

Keywords: well-being, work fulfillment, self-employment, women entrepreneurs, immigrant 

entrepreneurs 
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1. Introduction 

Well-being has been suggested as an important but under-researched outcome in the 

entrepreneurship literature. High levels of well-being can result in a wealth of psychological 

resources for entrepreneurs, such as resilience and self-esteem, which in turn can help them to 

overcome challenges and work towards commercial or social innovations that ultimately 

contribute to societal well-being (Foo et al., 2009). Wiklund et al. (2019, p. 582) define 

entrepreneurial well-being as “the experience of satisfaction, positive affect, infrequent negative 

affect, and psychological functioning in relation to developing, starting, growing, and running an 

entrepreneurial venture.” 

Research suggests that the well-being of entrepreneurs is higher than that of non-

entrepreneurs (e.g., Hessels et al., 2018), and the well-being of opportunity entrepreneurs is 

higher than that of necessity entrepreneurs (Stephan, 2018; Nikolova, 2019). However, research 

also reports that while in general self-employed persons enjoy greater autonomy and schedule 

flexibility (which increases their well-being), there are trade-offs between the costs and benefits 

of self-employment (Parasuraman & Simmers, 2001) that may limit the ability of the self-

employed1 to achieve high well-being through their work.  

In this chapter we focus specifically on two groups of entrepreneurs that may face added 

stressors and challenges in their entrepreneurial paths - women entrepreneurs and immigrant 

entrepreneurs. The literature has pointed to the structural challenges for self-employed women 

related to balancing multiple demands (e.g., work and family) due to societal norms (Jennings & 

Brush, 2013). Similarly, the literature on immigrant entrepreneurship (understood as the pursuit 

 
1 Because most of the extant literature on entrepreneurial well-being uses self-employment as a proxy for 
entrepreneurship, in this chapter we use the terms self-employed and entrepreneur interchangeably.  
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of entrepreneurial activities by immigrants) has discussed added challenges for this group of 

entrepreneurs due to numerous structural barriers that might limit the career options of 

immigrants (Dabic et al., 2020). Those added stressors have the potential to affect well-being, 

and therefore those groups of entrepreneurs merit focused research attention.  

In what follows, we first provide an overview of the literature on self-employment and 

well-being, then describe some of the key elements that position self-employment as a potential 

path for achieving better fulfillment at work (the ‘promise’), followed by some of the limits that 

an entrepreneurial career poses on people’s wellness. We then turn to a discussion of the promise 

and the limits specifically for women entrepreneurs, and for immigrant entrepreneurs. 

Subsequently, we review aspects at the intersection of gender and immigrant status as they 

pertain to well-being for the self-employed. Finally, we present an overview of exciting new 

research opportunities in the field of entrepreneurship and well-being, and offer a conclusion. 

 

2. Overview of self-employment and well-being  

2.1. Hedonic and eudaimonic well-being 

Well-being is a complex construct that characterizes peoples’ perceptions about their 

lives and functioning. Extant research on well-being is based on two general perspectives: 

hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. According to the hedonic approach, well-being is defined in 

terms of pleasure attainment and pain avoidance; whereas the eudaimonic approach focuses on 

self-realization and the degree to which a person is fully functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2001). The 

literature commonly assesses the hedonic aspect of well-being as positive affect (positive mood), 

the absence of negative affect (mood), as well as life satisfaction (an evaluative component), 

which together are summarized as happiness or subjective well-being (Kahneman et al., 1999; 
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Diener, 1984;). The eudaimonic approach on the other hand, assumes that you cannot equate 

subjective happiness with well-being, because some outcomes – although pleasure producing – 

might not be conducive for wellness or be good for the people (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Well-being 

is thus not simply the result of attaining pleasure, but as striving to realize one’s potential, which 

has been termed psychological well-being (Ryff, 1995). The eudaimonic perspective emphasizes 

measures of psychological functioning and focuses on assessment of whether a person is living a 

fulfilling life, including having personal growth (self-realization and achievement of personal 

potential), autonomy (a person is self-determining and independent), purpose in life (sense of 

directedness, meaning in life), self-acceptance (positive attitude toward the self, acknowledging 

multiple aspects of self), mastery (competence and master of the environment), and relationships 

with others (trusting relationships with others, concern about the welfare of others) (Ryff, 2019).  

Recognizing the importance of variables related to psychological well-being, several 

recent studies in entrepreneurial well-being (Nikolaev et al., 2020; Shir et al., 2019) build on the 

premises of self-determination theory (SDT) which is based on three innate psychological needs: 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Autonomy in SDT refers to 

experiences of volition, i.e., an individual’s need to feel that their actions are self-directed. 

Competence relates to the experience of effectiveness and mastery, and the ability to engage in 

activities that use and extend a person’s skills and expertise. Relatedness refers to the human 

need for connectedness with others, and feelings of being cared for. SDT posits that the 

fulfillment of those three basic needs is essential for a person’s psychological growth, integrity, 

and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001).  
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2.2. Entrepreneurship and well-being 

Most research examining entrepreneurship and well-being has focused on the hedonic 

perspective, especially measures of life satisfaction. However, recent calls and research has 

increasingly started to recognize the relevance of eudaimonic approaches to well-being, 

especially given the importance of constructs such as autonomy, self-realization, and personal 

growth for entrepreneurs (Nikolaev et al., 2020; Ryff, 2019; Shir et al., 2019; Stephan, 2018). 

Entrepreneurs / self-employed vs. non-entrepreneurs 

A substantial part of research on entrepreneurship and well-being has focused on 

differences in well-being for entrepreneurs (usually measured as self-employment) vs. 

employees. Those studies regularly use satisfaction with life and / or work as the outcome 

variable. The rationale of those studies is usually that entrepreneurs enjoy more decisional 

freedom, work flexibility, and independence which would lead them to be more satisfied with 

their work and life, even as they may experience higher stress and longer working hours (Baron 

et al., 2016). For example, using the British Household Panel Survey, Binder and Coad (2013) 

found that self-employed individuals have higher life satisfaction scores than individuals in 

regular employment. However, they caution that in some instances, the self-employed might not 

enjoy higher life satisfaction because their high job satisfaction (resulting from being self-

employed / independent) could mean that they focus too much on their work at the expense of 

other activities that contribute to high life satisfaction. In another study, using the German Socio-

Economic Panel (SOEP) longitudinal data set, Binder and Coad (2016) found that both work and 

life satisfaction of the voluntarily self-employed (moving from employment to self-employment) 

were higher than that of their employed counterparts, while being forced into self-employment 
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(moving from unemployment to self-employment) did not provide such benefits. Furthermore, 

self-employed people were found to be less satisfied with their available spare time compared 

with employees. Johansson Sevä et al. (2016), using data from 21 countries from the European 

Social Survey, also found that self-employment was positively related to subjective well-being 

(measured as life satisfaction), but the effect was more pronounced for self-employed with 

employees, compared to self-employed without employees. Hessels et al. (2018) used the 

Eurobarometer data for 28 European countries (2008–2012) and found that self-employed 

individuals are more satisfied with their lives than paid employees are. Similarly, Benz and Frey 

(2008) find that self-employment leads to greater autonomy which in turn leads to greater job 

satisfaction. Parasuraman and Simmers (2001) report that the self-employed had higher levels of 

job satisfaction but also experienced more work-family conflict, and lower family satisfaction 

compared to employees. 

More recent studies incorporate both hedonic measures of well-being (e.g., life 

satisfaction) and eudaimonic approaches. In a large-scale study using UK data, Abreu et al. 

(2019) found that the self-employed have higher levels of job satisfaction (with the effect being 

persistent over time), and higher subjective well-being (including aspects of eudaimonic well-

being). However, the authors show that well-being varies by location with the highest job 

satisfaction reported for entrepreneurs in semi-urban areas. Shir et al. (2019) also examined both 

hedonic and eudaimonic measures of well-being and determined that engagement in 

entrepreneurship is associated with higher levels of well-being compared to engagement in 

regular employment. Building on self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), the authors 

position the concepts of autonomy, relatedness, and competence as mediating the relationship 

between engagement in entrepreneurship and well-being, thus highlighting the importance of 
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positive psychological functioning for achieving entrepreneurial well-being. In a similar vein, 

Nikolaev et al. (2020) place psychological functioning as a mediator in the relationship between 

engagement in entrepreneurship and subjective well-being, measured as hedonic (positive affect) 

and evaluative well-being (life satisfaction), while Nikolaev et al. (2022) show how the self-

employed achieve higher levels of eudaimonic well-being through a focus on problem-focused 

coping (proactive behaviors and thoughts that help them overcome challenges). This more recent 

strand of research points to the importance of attending to the diversity of well-being dimensions 

and the inclusion of eudaimonic measures that have been linked to entrepreneurial features such 

as drive for autonomy and self-determination, competence, and sense of purpose and personal 

growth, among others. 

Variations in well-being for different groups of entrepreneurs 

While the literature has established, in general, a positive relationship between 

engagement in entrepreneurship and well-being, it has also offered a more nuanced 

understanding of the differences in well-being for diverse groups of entrepreneurs. Notably, the 

benefits of well-being are not equally distributed among entrepreneurs. One of the most 

prominent differences is the variation established for necessity vs. opportunity entrepreneurs. For 

instance, despite their overall finding that on average the self-employed have higher life 

satisfaction than employees, Binder and Coad (2013) found that individuals moving from 

unemployment to self-employment (arguably ‘necessity entrepreneurs’) were not better off in 

terms of life satisfaction than individuals moving from unemployment to regular employment. 

Similarly, Nikolova (2019), utilizing a German longitudinal data to study individuals’ switches 

from unemployment to self-employment (necessity entrepreneurship) and from regular 

employment to self-employment (opportunity entrepreneurship), found that necessity 
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entrepreneurs experience improvements in their mental health but not physical health, while 

opportunity entrepreneurs had both physical and mental health gains. While switching from 

unemployment to self-employment seemed to provide mental health benefits (likely via boosting 

individuals’ self-esteem and avoiding stigma associated with being unemployed), necessity 

entrepreneurs did not fare as well as their opportunity-motivated counterparts. Following the line 

of research on well-being variations for different groups of entrepreneurs, in this book chapter 

we focus on two specific groups that have received limited attention so far in the entrepreneurial 

well-being literature: women entrepreneurs and immigrant entrepreneurs.  

 

3. The promise of entrepreneurship as a path to well-being 

Today, more people than ever before are choosing to be self-employed (Stephan et al., 

2020). The drive to be self employed is different for each person (self-expression, financial 

independence or achieving individual dreams) depending on what motivates them (Dawson et 

al., 2009). Seminal work from Vroom (1964) defined motivation as the expectations that a 

person has that a specific effort will result in a certain outcome. Literature has focused on 

classifying these motivations into two distinct categories, namely, push and pull factors (Dawson 

& Henley, 2012; Kirkwood, 2009; McClelland et al., 2005).  Push factors can be contextualized 

as external or personal factors (e.g., not getting a job promotion) and can have a negative 

connotation (Kirkwood, 2009). While pull factors can be seen as factors that attract people to 

start their own business and be self-employed (e.g., seeing a gap in the market to take advantage 

of an opportunity) (Kirkwood, 2009; Shinnar & Young, 2008; Segal et al., 2005). Being self-

employed may provide a unique opportunity to enable the fulfillment of basic psychological 

needs for people (Shir et al., 2019). The fulfillment of the psychological needs has the ability to 
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positively increase a person’s well-being (Shepherd & Patzelt 2017; Williams & Shepherd 

2016). This is further supported by several authors (Litsardopoulos et al., 2022; Marshall et al. 

2020; Abreu et al. 2019; Binder & Coad 2016), that found evidence that people who are self-

employed have a greater sense of well-being with their jobs than employees that earn a 

wage/salary. In this chapter, three drivers of self-employment will be focused on due to their 

prominence in the literature, namely: autonomy, financial gain, and goal fulfillment. 

 

Autonomy 

Autonomy can be defined as the preference an individual has to make their own decisions 

(Douglas & Shepherd, 2002). According to Croson and Minniti (2012) autonomy (also referred 

to in the entrepreneurial literature as independence) is an important motivator for choosing to be 

self-employed (Carter et al., 2003; Shane et al., 2003; Douglas & Shepherd, 2002; Feldman & 

Bolino, 2000; Shane et al., 2001). Croson and Minniti (2010) state that when a person leaves 

organizational employment for self-employment, this allows for the individual to remove the 

“bonds of obedience and loyalty” that are linked to an employee/employer relationship. The 

decision to move from organizational employment to self-employment has the ability to directly 

create autonomy for a person (Croson & Minniti, 2010).  

Ryff (2019) states that autonomy is encapsulated in self-determination theory (SDT) and 

can be seen as the point when core motives and needs are met. A need for autonomy has been 

found to be associated with higher business start-up intent (Burch et al., 2022; van Gelderen & 

Jansen, 2006). SDT highlights that work activities which are able to satisfy basic psychological 

needs (Ryan 1995) of a person, such as: autonomy, competence, and relatedness can lead to 
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increased motivation and ultimately greater well-being (Shir et al. 2019; Gagné & Deci 2005; 

Deci & Ryan 2000).  

 
Financial gain 

In the literature, financial gain can also be referred to as financial success (Carter et al., 

2003). The financial gains a person receives from being self-employed can be seen as the cash 

payments received from the business (e.g., drawings, salary and dividends) (Carter, 2011). 

According to Uddin et al. (2014) some people choose to become self-employed to improve their 

financial position by making more money and ultimately improve the position of their families. 

Deng et al. (2011) elaborates further and highlights that individuals are drawn to self-

employment for the desire of wealth (financial reward) that is associated with owning a business. 

According to Rahman et al. (2015) the financial performance of a business has a positive 

and significant relationship with subjective well-being. When a person is able to generate enough 

finances to be in a strong financial position, they are able to engage in activities beyond the 

fulfillment of the basic needs and therefore advance their well-being (Diener, 2000). 

Furthermore, Rahman et al. (2015) purports that the ability of a business to be profitable and 

hence have a financial reward for the business owner could possibly enhance their self-

confidence, optimism and sense of belonging which could aid in the development of a positive 

outlook for their future and their overall well-being. 

 

Goal fulfillment  

Goals can be defined as targets which people set for themselves that they try and achieve 

(Hanafiah & Yousaf, 2016). These personal goals provide the roadmap and motivation to focus a 

person’s efforts and attention (Locke & Latham, 2006). The attainment of these personal goals is 
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when goal fulfillment occurs. When a person starts or owns a business, business goals are 

developed which can be similar or different to an individual’s personal goals (Hanafiah & 

Yousaf 2016). Several studies such as Dunkelberg et al. (2013) and Benzing & Chu (2009)  

suggest that starting or owning a business can accomplish personal goals through the attainment 

of a higher self esteem, higher need for achievement, growth, independence and monetary 

rewards. 

Goal fulfillment from the view of the SDT, focuses on an individual’s motivation to take 

action to control their life and act in a way that follows their beliefs and is directed in achieving 

their goals (Lanivich et al., 2021). According to Vansteenkiste et al. (2004) and Ryan and Deci 

(2000) goals that are intrinsic in nature are able to satisfy basic (psychological) human needs and 

therefore are likely to be positively related to psychological well-being. 

 
 
4. The limits to achieving well-being through self-employment   

 
The following section focuses on key characteristics which have been considered to be 

limits in the extant literature to the self-employed achieving well-being.  They are the long hours, 

the demand on self-employed, and social support in relation to well-being.    

 
Long working hours  
 

The promise of self-employment is that it awards freedom and control (Nikolova, 2019). 

However, research on the context of work and self-employment supports the view that 

entrepreneurs may experience more negative working conditions compared to employees who 

get paid a salary. A key negative working condition is the longer working hours that many 

entrepreneurs endure. Entrepreneurs work very long hours with a significant amount of time 

committed to work and entrepreneurs believe that long working hours are a requirement for their 
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business to be successful (Poggesi et al., 2019; Toyin et al., 2019).  There is an expectation that 

entrepreneurs will work long hours to develop their (new) venture (Bae, 2017; Grosch et al., 

2006).  

Studies investigating working hours point to the importance of recovery processes, 

meaning the processes of recovering from work demands through disengagement from work and 

engagement in leisure activities (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). For example, Rau et al. (2008) found 

that the length of vacation time affects well-being positively, while another study compared 

entrepreneurs’ well-being before and after a recovery retreat and found positive outcomes on 

well-being (Vesala & Tuomivaara, 2015). Yet, it is recognized that entrepreneurs have 

difficulties separating their personal and professional time, and detaching mentally from work, 

which introduces the need for targeted recovery practices (Williamson et al., 2021). 

 

Demands on the self-employed 
 

Entrepreneurs face high work demands that require strong, consistent effort and 

concentration (Karasek, 1979). The demands have been shown to negatively affect well-being 

for self-employed workers (Rau et al., 2008).  The demands of being an entrepreneur compared 

to working as an employee has been characterized to be more “extreme work” as the 

entrepreneurial activities require both deeper well-being resources and that this subsequently 

creates more intense stressors (Stephan et al., 2022; Rauch et al., 2018; Hahn et al., 2012). 

Entrepreneurs are known to be independent and overconfident which leads to them 

overestimating their likelihood of success in their entrepreneurial venture (Cassar, 2010; 

Koellinger et al., 2007). They are equally likely to overinflate their abilities to manage the 

demanding work, typically when they find this work gratifying, satisfying, and energizing, which 
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helps them justify their heightened focus on it (Stephan, 2018). Thus, they have the propensity to 

amplify their work and “overwork” themselves, thus leading to negative wellbeing or ill-being 

(Stephan, et al., 2022; Williamson et al. 2021; Paye, 2020). Whilst entrepreneurship offers 

autonomy and meaningfulness, it also manifests in mental health issues resulting from the 

pressured nature of their entrepreneurial work, which creates more stressors (especially high 

workload and high levels of uncertainty; Rauch et al., (2018); Stephan, (2018); Wincent et al., 

(2008), and high levels of accountability. Entrepreneurs also endure the downside of their 

actions; thus, complications result in great stress, displeasure, feelings of lacking progress, and 

levels of depression and anxiety (e.g., Stephan et al., 2022; Wach et al., 2021).  

Self-employed individuals experience lower levels of family satisfaction (Parasuraman 

and Simmers, 2001; Nguyen and Sawang, 2016) with family involvement and parental demand 

being significantly related to Work interference with family (WIF) and Family interference with 

Work (FIW) (Poggesi et al., 2019). This low family satisfaction and high demand of running a 

business can explain why many entrepreneurs prefer to stay single or have been divorced, as 

entrepreneurs explain that their work causes lack of time for family and inability to separate 

work from life (Toyin et al., 2019). Contributions from other actors such as the spouse and 

family member work relationships, role relationships in the business, time commitments and the 

prior success of the business as a causal indicator have been considered to have a negative 

bearing on relationships and well-being associated for the family involved or uninvolved with 

the firm (Stephan, 2018).  

 
Social support, isolation and well-being  
 

Social support is positively connected to life satisfaction and well-being among 

entrepreneurs, where a change in Perceived Social Support (PSS) relates to positive association 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0883902618308942#bb0450
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0883902618308942#bb0450
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outcomes in life satisfaction (Alshibani & Volery, 2021; Nguyen & Sawang, 2016). Poggesi et 

al. (2019) report that social support from the entrepreneur’s partner, family, or private/public 

services help moderate the relationship between family involvement, parental demand, and time 

committed to family with FIW. Relationships are vital connections throughout the various stages 

of the entrepreneurial process, from initial concept stage to planning and the implementation 

stage (Shir & Ryff, 2021).  

 The social ties which are close to the entrepreneur are considered to be vital for them and 

the outcome of well-being, as these strong ties help entrepreneurs to endure the stressors of 

entrepreneurial work (Williamson et al., 2022). A lack of social support and social ties are 

associated with depression and anxiety for entrepreneurs, and thus ill-being (Stephan et al., 2022; 

Ariza-Montes et al., 2017). Research suggests that enough time needs to be dedicated for work, 

family, community and self in order to have positive well-being (Moen et al., 2008).  

Entrepreneurs have given accounts where they have experienced feelings of loneliness and 

isolation as a consequence of working alone or in a small team and trying to meet too many 

demands (Williamson et al., 2022). The act of entrepreneurial pursuits has thus been shown to be 

quite a lonely process, and could lead to social isolation.  

 

5. Promise and limits for women entrepreneurs 
 

Little is known about the well-being of women entrepreneurs (e.g., Hmieleski & 

Sheppard, 2019; Johansson Sevä et al., 2016). The scant literature on the topic is conflicting. 

Georgellis and Yusuf (2016) report that men who become self-employed are more satisfied with 

their job, while Johansson Sevä et al. (2016) found that women who are self-employed (without 

employees) had higher well-being than their male counterparts. Overall, it is recognized that 

women entrepreneurs usually have multiple demands (balancing home and work responsibilities) 
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and more restricted access to resources (Brush et al., 2009), which might impact their 

entrepreneurial well-being differently because structural barriers, societal norms, and contextual 

limitations can impede their ability to achieve meaningful work and well-being while being self-

employed. 

 

 
5.1 The promise for women entrepreneurs 

 
 
Work-Life Balance and Well-being 

 
The entrepreneurship literature has established that the experience of starting and running 

a new venture can be substantially different for women compared to men. The differences can 

stem from, among other factors, gendered socialization that positions entrepreneurship as a male-

typed career option (Gupta et al., 2009; Shinnar et al., 2012; Wilson et al., 2007), the desire to 

balance work and family responsibilities (McGowan et al., 2012), and different initial venturing 

motivations of women (Jennings & Brush, 2013; Manolova et al., 2012). Those differences in the 

entrepreneurial experience have the potential to affect differentially the well-being of women 

entrepreneurs. Specifically, maintaining good work-family balance is a potential benefit from 

entrepreneurship that draws many women in (Jennings & McDougald, 2007), and being able to 

achieve such a balance can increase individuals’ well-being. Johansson Sevä et al. (2016) 

propose that women entrepreneurs will benefit more from self-employment compared to men, 

because self-employment allows them the flexibility to balance career and family responsibilities 

– a reason more often cited by women who become self-employed. Using European data, 

Johansson Sevä et al. (2016) find that self-employed women without employees enjoy 
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significantly higher life satisfaction (while for self-employed individuals with employees there 

was no gender difference).  

 

Sense of Purpose 
 

In addition to providing flexibility to balance different tasks, self-employment has been 

examined as a way for women entrepreneurs to fulfill their psychological needs for sense of 

purpose. Bhuiyan and Ivlevs (2019) used the context of micro-borrowers in rural Bangladesh and 

reported that women micro-borrowers gain satisfaction with their financial security and feelings 

of achievement in life (an important aspect of eudaimonic well-being). The authors thus 

conclude that the subjective well-being of women can benefit from microcredit-enabled 

entrepreneurship. However, their results also caution that micro-borrowers in general have high 

worry over debt repayment, which leads to reduced life satisfaction.  

Chatterjee et al. (2022) investigated marginalized women entrepreneurs and well-being at 

the base of the pyramid, where the promise of entrepreneurship as emancipation is strong to draw 

them out of poverty and give them a sense of direction and purpose.  Their findings underscore 

the importance of considering the entrepreneurs’ family and social support networks, which are 

key to women entrepreneurs in this context to be able to achieve flourishing and psychological 

well-being.  

 

5.2 The limits for women entrepreneurs 

Work-family conflict and well-being 

Comparisons between the self-employed and the traditionally employed show that self-

employed individuals report significantly more work-family conflict (WFC) (Bettac & Probst, 

2021; Parasuraman & Simmers, 2001). It is seen that as work-family conflict increases, 
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subjective and psychological well-being of entrepreneurs decreases (Nguyen & Sawang, 2016). 

Although it is reported that self-employed individuals have greater autonomy and flexibility with 

their work (Parasuraman & Simmers, 2001), job flexibility and time committed to work are 

significantly related to work-family conflict (Poggesi et al., 2019). Family involvement and 

parental demand are significantly related to work-family conflict (Poggesi et al., 2019). Poggesi 

et al. (2019) also found that family plays a crucial role for women entrepreneurs as time devoted 

to work can mean time subtracted from family, leading to work interference with family. Some 

characteristics related to entrepreneurship, such as working long hours and high commitment to 

the entrepreneurial project, can have a negative effect on work-life balance and consequently 

well-being. In that sense, Parasuraman and Simmers (2001) found that women reported less 

work-family conflict (presumably because of greater schedule flexibility), but the juggling 

between work and family led to higher levels of life stress compared to men. In a longitudinal 

study, Georgellis and Yusuf (2016) revealed that job satisfaction benefits for men entering self-

employment persisted over the years, while women transitioning into self-employment 

experienced only a weak increase in job satisfaction in the first year, which quickly disappeared. 

Studies also report that self-employed women experience significantly higher family 

interference with work (FIW) compared to self-employed men (Poggesi et al., 2019; Hagqvist et 

al., 2018). When considering perceived social support (PSS), women entrepreneurs have higher 

levels of PSS compared to male entrepreneurs (Alshibani & Volery, 2021). If women 

entrepreneurs receive PSS from their partner, their family, or through services, the relationships 

of family involvement, parental demand, and time committed to family with FIW can be 

moderated (Poggesi et al., 2019). 
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Country’s level of economic development and well-being  

A country’s level of economic development has been found to condition the extent to 

which the relationship between entrepreneurship and well-being holds true, and this can be 

especially significant for women in economically less developed countries. This is the result of 

lower economic development leading to more necessity-based entrepreneurs who are deprived of 

viable work options and are “pushed” into entrepreneurship. For instance, Johansson Sevä et al. 

(2016) found a significant interaction of self-employment with GDP growth and concluded that a 

positive macroeconomic environment brings significantly higher well-being benefits from 

engagement in entrepreneurship. Kwon and Sohn (2017) reported that self-employed individuals 

were less satisfied with their jobs than employees based on data from the Indonesian Family Life 

Survey. In the Indonesian context, the self-employed earned comparatively less; they were also 

more likely to live in rural areas and be female.  

Overall, the results from previous studies suggest a potentially complex pattern of 

relationships between engagement in entrepreneurship for women and diverse dimensions of 

well-being. The relationship is not straightforward, but can be dependent on the degree of work-

family conflict (Nguyen & Sawang, 2016) or conversely, work-family synergies that create 

balance (Eddleston & Powell, 2012) and satisfaction. Other factors that can affect this 

relationship are perceptions of person-work fit (Hmieleski & Sheppard, 2019), and feelings of 

achievement (Bhuiyan & Ivlevs, 2019). Importantly, however, while some aspects of 

engagement in entrepreneurship might be conducive to women’s well-being (work-life balance, 

autonomy and self-fulfillment, etc.), others can interfere with women entrepreneurs’ ability to 

achieve well-being (e.g., high stress levels and worry, incompatible demands).  
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6. Promise and limits for immigrant entrepreneurs 

6.1.  The promise for immigrant entrepreneurs 

Immigrants have been found to have higher levels of self-employment compared to 

natives in many countries. There are several factors that have been found to influence the higher 

proportion of self-employed among immigrants compared to natives, namely, the ethnocultural 

milieu, home country traditions, as well as unemployment and discrimination (Irastorza & Peña, 

2014; Andersson & Hammarstedt, 2012; Ndofor & Priem, 2011). Many of these factors suggest 

that there might be a higher proportion of necessity self-employed among immigrants than 

among natives, which in turn could affect levels of subjective well-being. However, since 

immigrants come from very diverse ethno-cultural backgrounds in terms of entrepreneurial 

culture (Dana, 1997), and since self-employment might represent a feasible way to become 

integrated in society, there is also reason to believe that the positive relationship between self-

employment and well-being holds for many immigrants. 

 

Financial capital 

The benefits of self-employment (life satisfaction) have been found to be significantly 

greater when there are positive macroeconomic conditions (GDP). It has been found that 

immigrant entrepreneurs are more likely to be self-employed and have employees which makes 

it likely they may receive a “substantial booster effect on life satisfaction from economic 

growth” (Johansson Sevä et al., 2016). According to Hessels et al., (2020) the general health of 

self-employed individuals increases significantly when their earnings increase. This significant 

positive relationship between health and earnings for the self-employed suggests that immigrant 

entrepreneurs experience greater well-being when their business is financially successful.  
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Social Capital 

Aldén et al. (2022) investigated the long-term differences between native and immigrant 

self-employment and found that earnings are similar over time, but capital income decreases for 

immigrant entrepreneurs with time. The reason for this decrease could be due to a lack of social 

networks. Therefore, specifically for immigrant entrepreneurs, social capital can be beneficial for 

building human and financial capital when resources and capabilities are limited. Additionally, a 

qualitative study involving Thai immigrant-founded restaurants in Malaysia suggested the 

important role of social capital for immigrant entrepreneurs; specifically, identifying the 

significant role of family and friends in opportunity discovery and opportunity exploitation for 

immigrant entrepreneurs (Senik et al., 2022).  The concept of ethnic enclaves, or areas that 

immigrants tend to cluster with other similar immigrants, represents an opportunity for social 

capital. Within these ethnic enclaves, immigrant entrepreneurs tend to have relationships of 

reciprocity and increased trust within their in-group communities (Casado et al., 2022), which 

may facilitate their well-being.  

Immigrants encourage and support entrepreneurship among community members; 

therefore, facilitating networking opportunities with other immigrants can benefit immigrant 

entrepreneurs (Andersson et al., 2021). The value of immigrant entrepreneurs networking with 

other immigrants is further supported by a study involving Asian immigrants in New Zealand 

that found immigrant firms should increase/strengthen managerial networks; specifically, 

highlighting managerial ties with fellow immigrants from the same country-of-origin or ethnic 

background to improve products, services, processes, and administrative systems (Chung et al., 

2020). A USA study on immigrant entrepreneurs found that community social capital is 

mediated by the individual’s agency; however, in general, immigrant entrepreneurs make 
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decisions in an effort to balance the well-being of their ethnic community with the well-being of 

their business (Gomez et al., 2020).  

It has been found that both first- and second-generation self-employed immigrants have 

higher life satisfaction when they have employees working for them as opposed to no employees 

– suggesting the significance of human capital for immigrant entrepreneurs (Johansson Sevä et 

al., 2016). Furthermore, a study found that well-being, satisfaction, and work-life balance were 

all highest for first-generation immigrants compared to second-generation immigrant 

entrepreneurs which researchers suggested was due to first-generation choosing to make a major 

life change (Zbierowski et al., 2019).  

 

6.2 The limits for immigrant entrepreneurs 

Necessity entrepreneurship 

Necessity self-employment has been found to be associated with lower levels of job 

satisfaction (Block & Koellinger, 2009) and overall life satisfaction (Binder & Coad, 2013). 

Immigrants often encounter instances of marginalization and discrimination in their host 

societies which push immigrants to become self-employed as there are no better options, i.e., 

necessity self-employment (Dana, 1997). Therefore, there is reason to assume that the benefits of 

self-employment in terms of subjective well-being are less obvious among immigrants than 

among native-born individuals.  

Socio-cultural factors 

Limitations due to socio-cultural factors have been found to adversely affect immigrant 

businesses. Therefore, adaptation was required to develop relational embeddedness within their 
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communities through involvement with its social, structural and institutional frameworks (Hack-

Polay et al., 2020). There may be additional barriers for immigrant entrepreneurs; however, a 

study involving Chinese immigrants in Australia found that cross-cultural capabilities that 

include the capability of psychological adaptation (emotion management and positive mindset) 

and socio-cultural adaptation (cultural learning, language skills, and bicultural flexibility) can be 

leveraged to create competitive advantage in international markets; specifically, noting that the 

capability of emotion management helps maintain psychological well-being (Xu et al., 2019). 

 

7. Intersection of immigrant status, gender & entrepreneurship 

Research has found that an individual’s background, such as human capital, gender, 

ethnicity and cultural background, help explain the likelihood of immigrants becoming 

entrepreneurs; specifically, compared to self-employed immigrant males, immigrant females are 

disadvantaged to become self-employed both at entry and in the long term (Sun & Fong, 2022). 

Similar findings in a study in the USA comparing foreign born Hispanic and Asian women with 

native born Black and White women suggest that gender, race and ethnicity, and family factors 

interact significantly in the entrepreneurial process (Wang, 2019).  

It has been found that spousal support and motivation is important for female immigrant 

entrepreneurs regardless of whether they were “pushed into entrepreneurship by unemployment 

or underemployment; attracted by the idea of living in the rural north; or motivated by ideas of 

independence, flexibility and status” – highlighting the significance of family embeddedness 

(Munkejord, 2017:269). Additionally, being unemployed and/or being an immigrant are 

expected to be the factors most strongly associated with entrepreneurship among mothers (Naldi 

et al., 2021).  
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Female immigrants & entrepreneurship: between personal and community well-being  

Women have been found to not rely solely on their earnings to measure to what extent 

they felt their businesses were successful, but rather “they considered a broad collection of 

variables such as personal autonomy, job satisfaction, control of their future, the ability to 

balance work and family, with these measures often personally determined to fit family needs 

and the desires of the owners” (Patrickson & Hallo, 2021:5). Some immigrant female 

entrepreneurs in rural Norway emphasized that “they were motivated by the idea of contributing 

to place development in their new home region” (Munkejord, 2017:270). Additionally, an 

overwhelming majority of the participants in a USA study involving immigrant female 

entrepreneurs stated that giving back to their communities is one of their main goals in running 

their businesses (Wang, 2019). According to Wang (2019), women entrepreneurs measure their 

success based on non-financial aspects such as: compatibility with their values, vision, purpose 

in life, ability to contribute to the community, and flexibility in order to balance work and 

family. It has been found that well-educated women who arrived in Japan as homemakers were 

able to redesign themselves to become self-employed and create employment for both native and 

immigrants (Billore, 2011). Their improving relations with native customers, employees and 

suppliers have meant they have become an important source of economic rejuvenation and a 

strong motivation factor for the population in general (Billore, 2011). 

Female identity: ethnicity, culture, & religion 

Perceived gender roles and the impact of those perceptions on female identity is 

significantly influenced by many factors including ethnicity, culture, and religion of both the 
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country of origin and the destination country. However, a qualitative study involving female 

immigrant entrepreneurs of Turkish and Moroccan descent found that “these women do not 

internalize stereotypical roles of gender and ethnicity passively - by engaging in creative identity 

work, they relate themselves actively to these in creative ways to obtain more female autonomy 

and to sustain their business ownership identities” (Essers et al., 2013:1661). 

Research suggests that women entrepreneurs live and work under the constraint of social 

norms and perceived gender roles - notably with culture in the country of origin playing a role 

for immigrant women business owners in terms of how they view gender’s role in family and at 

work (Wang, 2019). Another study of female entrepreneurs in India found deep-rooted gender 

bias and family pressures presented major challenges for female entrepreneurs (Aggrawal et al., 

2022). A study involving Muslim immigrant businesswomen found that to some extent all 

women interviewed struggled with the restrictive gender and ethnic rules of their immigrant 

communities and families; therefore, “restrictive manifestation of female ethnicity urges them 

either to play down the salience of femininity and ethnicity in their entrepreneurial contexts, or to 

engage in a continual battle or to distance themselves from the narrow categories of gender and 

ethnicity” (Essers et al., 2010:336). Collectively, the results of those studies point to the need to 

investigate the well-being implications of the entrepreneurial endeavors of immigrant women 

entrepreneurs, with a special attention to how the intersection of different identities (e.g., woman, 

immigrant, mother) can affect the experiences of the self-employed.  

 

8. Discussion: Advancing research on self-employment & well-being  

While self-employment has been touted as a path to personal fulfillment and well-being, 

that path is long and winding, and attention needs to be paid to the differences of self-
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employment experiences for diverse groups of entrepreneurs. In this chapter we presented 

arguments for both the ‘bright’ side of self-employment as a way to well-being, and the 

challenges associated with it. As the field of entrepreneurial well-being is in its early stages, in 

what follows, we offer several fruitful avenues for future inquiries. Table 1 provides a summary 

of the key future research directions. 

 
8.1. The promise 
 

While several studies have confirmed that self-employment is associated with higher 

levels of well-being compared to wage employees, the dimensions used to measure well-being 

have been mainly limited to hedonic measures, such as life satisfaction. A recent stream of 

research has pointed to the importance of eudaimonic well-being, and several studies have 

incorporated eudaimonic measures as dependent variables (Shir et al., 2019; Nikolaev et al., 

2020; Stephan et al., 2020; Nikolaev et al., 2022). Autonomy has long been considered a key 

motivator for entrepreneurial behaviour (van Gelderen & Jansen, 2016), and it is also a crucial 

aspect of well-being drivers according to SDT, and a major eudaimonic well-being component 

(Ryff, 2019). However, other drivers / dimensions such as competence, relationships, purpose in 

life, self-acceptance, etc. have received relatively little attention. Recent research underscores the 

importance of understanding how (via) what mechanisms self-employment leads to different 

measures of eudaimonic well-being (Nikolaev et al., 2022). In line with this research, we 

encourage research attention on understanding how different measures e.g., autonomy, 

competence and relatedness of eudaimonic well-being impact self-employed/ entrepreneurs.  

Furthermore, context specificities have rarely been taken into account. While Stephan et 

al. (2020) investigate eudaimonic well-being for self-employed across 16 European countries, 

there are potentially many differences in the experience of entrepreneurial well-being across 
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different cultures and geographies. Another important context to consider is the industry context. 

For instance, high-growth, competitive sectors, such as those related to Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Mathematics (STEM), may pose unique challenges and stressors for 

entrepreneurs (potentially having negative impact on health and/or hedonic well-being 

measures), but may also offer the possibility of high fulfillment and personal growth, thus 

increasing eudaimonic well-being. Further, for specific groups of entrepreneurs, e.g., women in 

STEM, who are underrepresented in the industry and may be subject to constrained expectations 

due to gendered social norms, the challenges of working in such competitive fields might be 

compounded, but success in those fields might also lead to a commensurate increase in 

eudaimonic well-being measures. Further delving into different groups of entrepreneurs, more 

attention should be paid to differences between ‘traditional’ for-profit entrepreneurs and social 

entrepreneurs. Are social entrepreneurs better able to achieve well-being because of the nature of 

their work and the positive societal impact of their ventures, or are they faced with unique 

challenges that reduce their well-being? 

Finally, while a corpus of research has examined a variety of well-being dimensions, we 

encourage more attention to the relationship between them. For instance, eudaimonic well-being 

has been positioned as a mediator that leads to hedonic well-being (life satisfaction) (Shir et al., 

2019; Nikolaev et al., 2020). However, we know relatively little about the interrelationships 

among different well-being aspects such as physical health, mental health, hedonic well-being, 

and eudaimonic well-being. 

 

8.2. The limits 

We note that the literature tends to have a ‘positive bias’ when it comes to well-being 
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outcomes of entrepreneurship. However, it is important that (would be) entrepreneurs have a 

realistic picture of the hardships involved in being self-employed along with the benefits. 

Demands on the self-employed, such as long working hours and potentially social isolation, can 

take a heavy toll on various aspects of well-being, such as heath, life satisfaction, and positive 

relationships with others. As entrepreneurs go through various stages of the venture formation 

process, those experiences may vary, resulting in a differential impact on their well-being (Shir 

& Ryff, 2021). Future studies should incorporate research methods which are temporal such as 

longitudinal studies in order to understand the changes over time for the various aspects of well-

being / ill-being. Furthermore, how can we overcome the positive bias in extant literature on the 

well-being of entrepreneurs?  

In a review of the literature, Williamson et al. (2022) discuss several negative emotions 

that can result from entrepreneurship, such as emotional exhaustion, depressive feelings, anxiety, 

and frustration. Williamson et al. (2021) contend that “entrepreneurship tends to erode 

boundaries between work and non-work experiences like few other occupations and makes it 

particularly difficult for entrepreneurs to detach mentally from the stressful aspects of their 

work” (p. 1308). Thus, more work is needed on support for entrepreneurs and aspects of well-

being to reduce isolation and enhance the relationship aspects of well-being. There should be 

more research in this area on the context and role of working alone and thus the barriers to social 

connectedness to foster positive well-being for entrepreneurs.  

 
8.3. Women entrepreneurs 
 

The literature on entrepreneurial well-being has not paid sufficient attention to the impact 

of different entrepreneurial experiences on the well-being of women entrepreneurs. Yet, the 

unique challenges that many women face (i.e., having to juggle multiple demands such as 
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parental and business demands) have the potential to affect their well-being in different ways. 

While the literature has explored issues related to work-life balance and work-family conflict, we 

don’t know enough about how those aspects affect different dimensions of well-being, such as 

physical health, mental health, hedonic well-being, and eudaimonic well-being.  

It is well-established that gendered socialization and social norms can affect women’s 

entrepreneurial experiences (e.g., Shinnar et al., 2012; de Bruin et al., 2007). Here, social role 

theory (Eagly & Wood, 2016; Eagly, 2001, Eagly et al., 2000) could be very useful to examine 

gendered roles defined based on family commitments, and their impact on well-being. Thus, an 

important future research avenue is how gendered socialization impacts women entrepreneurs’ 

well-being. Such research would need to be contextualized, as gender roles differ across 

countries / cultures. From that perspective, qualitative studies might be especially useful to 

understand the context and provide insights based on dimensions of well-being embedded in 

family / cultural dynamics. Our review of the literature also identified several aspects at the 

intersection of gender and cultural / immigrant status that need further research. Challenges 

arising from the intersection of different identities might pose significant constraints on the 

ability of women entrepreneurs to achieve well-being, and we need a better understanding of 

strategies and practices that can help reduce stressors for those entrepreneurs. 

 
8.4. Immigrant entrepreneurs 
 

The literature on immigrant entrepreneurship has discussed several benefits for this group 

of entrepreneurs, but also has underscored the importance of understanding their unique 

challenges, such as lack of initial social capital, and local knowledge which are crucial for 

starting a venture. Those challenges can result in various stressors that could manifest more 

strongly for immigrants compared to native-born entrepreneurs because of potentially limited 
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language skills, relevant local experience, resources, or social embeddedness (Dabic et al., 2020). 

While immigrants tend to be overrepresented as entrepreneurs, one potential explanation for this 

is that they may face discrimination on the job market and thus turn to entrepreneurship not as 

their preferred first choice, but because they need to, i.e., they are potentially engaged in more 

necessity entrepreneurship than opportunity entrepreneurship. This might have significant 

implications for their well-being, especially from the point of view of eudaimonic well-being 

aspects such as feelings of competence, meaningfulness and personal fulfillment. Therefore, 

more research is needed to understand the well-being implications of life as an immigrant 

entrepreneur, especially with regard to eudaimonic well-being. 

Furthermore, a dynamic temporal perspective would be especially useful here to 

understand the variations in well-being throughout the various stages of the business lifecycle. 

As immigrant entrepreneurs go through the different stages, and build trust and local connections 

with relevant stakeholders, how does this affect different aspects of their well-being? 

Longitudinal studies would be especially helpful to bring insights about the interplay of (changes 

in) local embeddedness, networks, and relationships along the business lifecycle and their effect 

on immigrant entrepreneurs’ well-being.  

There are current opportunities which will add to the contextualisation of 

entrepreneurship for minority and gender groups. While the extant literature on well-being has 

considered the nature and difficulties associated with well-being there is a dearth of research 

which specifically addresses the complexities such as the nature of entrepreneurial practices and 

praxis. There is a space to consider and use qualitative research methods to investigate the 

situated nature and context of the promises and limits of entrepreneurial well-being. To this end, 

there are further research opportunities which can assist by asking questions which the more 
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quantitative research methods cannot aptly address. A recent special issue by Hlady-Rispal, 

Fayolle & Gartner (2021) provides some clear examples of the kinds of qualitative methods that 

can be applied. Potential questions that can be considered with qualitative research can address 

the situated nature of well-being. A typical question might be focused not only on when, and 

how time is spent on balancing work-life issues for the entrepreneurs, but also on the deeper 

consideration of contextualisation factors. These might include the nature of the relationships, 

the regional complexities, the supports and limits to the types of support available and the 

reasons/ motivations behind the self-employed arrangements. The more pertinent questions 

might focus not only on the nature of entrepreneurial activities but also the nature of the context 

for their specific narratives and thus richer insights might be gained to add to theory and 

knowledge production in the well-being context.  

 

[Insert table 1 here] 
 
9. Conclusion 

 
The pathway from being an entrepreneur to achieving high levels of well-being is not 

necessarily straightforward. There is a promise that entrepreneurship comes with certain benefits 

for well-being such as autonomy and potential financial independence etc. However, there are 

certain limits to the fulfillment of self-employment in terms of entrepreneurial well-being, such 

as long working hours, high demand and social isolation. Furthermore, for certain groups, such 

as for women and immigrant entrepreneurs, there are benefits such as work-life balance and a 

sense of purpose aiding their well-being. At the same time, we have focussed on the limits 

applied to well-being for women and immigrant entrepreneurs. We have discussed the role of  

work-family conflict, socio-cultural factors and the role of motivation such as necessity 
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entrepreneurship. It is our hope that the suggestions for future research which have been 

specified in the last section will inspire more focused attention to contextual dimensions (e.g., 

how the intersection of gender and immigrant status impacts on entrepreneurs’ well-being) and 

temporal dynamics of entrepreneurial well-being (e.g., longitudinal studies in order to understand 

the changes over time for the various aspects of well-being).  
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Table 1: Advancing research on self-employment & well-being: a summary of future research 
opportunities 
 

What we need to know more about Future research directions 

The promise 
*More focus on eudaimonic well-being 
*Context specificities, e.g. across countries, 
industry-specific (e.g., women in STEM), 
intersection of identities, social entrepreneurs 
*Relationship among different dimensions of 
well-being, e.g., physical health, mental 
health, hedonic, eudaimonic 

 
How do different measures, e.g. autonomy, 
competence, relatedness of eudaimonic well-
being impact the self-employed?   
What are the comparative differences on well-
being based on regional/ industry specific, 
family, social/commercial differences?  
Longitudinal studies in order to understand 
the changes over time for the various aspects 
of well-being. 

The limits 
*Context specific aspects related to the work 
life balance and ill-being/ emotions 
*Negative aspects of well-being and time 
spent being entrepreneurial.  
*Contexts for when demand and workload 
affect feelings of isolation and 
disconnectedness to others.   

 
How can we overcome the positive bias in 
extant literature on the well-being of 
entrepreneurs? 
More work is needed on support for 
entrepreneurs and aspects of well-being to 
reduce isolation. 
More longitudinal methods in order to 
understand the changes over time for the 
various aspects of ill-being. 

Women Entrepreneurs 
*Work life balance and issues related to 
work-family conflict. 
*Social roles defined based on family 
commitments and their impact on well-being. 
*Cultural differences in terms of the well-
being of women in different countries. 

 
How does socialization which reinforces 
gender differences impact women 
entrepreneurs’ well-being? 
Qualitative studies- context and insights 
based on dimensions of well-being (family/ 
cultural dynamics) 

Immigrant Entrepreneurs 
*Well-being drivers for immigrant 
entrepreneurs, such as work meaningfulness, 
autonomy, and sense of community 
embeddedness / relationships 
*Intersection of immigrant status and gender   

 
How changes in local embeddedness and 
relationships along the business lifecycle and 
effect on immigrant entrepreneurs’ well-being   
How does the intersection of gender and 
immigrant status impact on entrepreneurial 
well-being? 
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