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Abstract

Purpose: This study aims to investigate the strategies employed by migrant-owned 

microbusinesses (MOMBs) to enhance the mobilisability of their ethnic diaspora ties with co-

ethnic customers in order to build long-term customer commitment.

Design/methodology/approach: We conducted a 15-month ethnographic study of MOMBs 

in the United Kingdom. Our study involved observations of 16 businesses and migrant online 

communities, and interviews with owners and customers. This methodology allowed us to 

closely examine how these businesses initiate, nurture, and maintain relationships with co-

ethnic customers, and to identify effective strategies.

Findings: Our research identifies six strategic components of MOMBs for transforming 

ethnic ties into marketing-oriented ties within the diaspora context. We show how their 

effectiveness depends on customers' attitudes toward ethnic identity, the social context, and 

the social location of both parties. Finally, we outline how these ties uniquely contribute to 

customer commitment.

Originality: By developing an ethnicity-informed commitment framework based on ethnic 

studies and relationship management literature, we unravel: a) The strategies for transforming 

ethnic ties into marketing-oriented ethnic ties within the diaspora context; b) The mechanisms 

through which ethnic ties contribute to customers’ long-term affective, continuance, and 

normative commitment.

Keywords: migrant-owned microbusinesses, ethnic ties, marketing-oriented ethnic ties, 

diaspora, customer commitment
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Introduction

In international marketing, the cross-cultural environment has garnered significant 

attention. This encompasses the behavioural changes of customers in cross-cultural contexts, 

such as migrants (e.g., Luna and Forquer Gupta, 2001; Sharifonnasabi et al., 2024; 

Steenkamp, 2001; Yu et al., 2021), and the altered marketing practices by migrant-owned 

businesses in such diaspora contexts (e.g., Czinkota et al., 2021; Lassalle et al., 2020; Stahl 

and Tung, 2015; Tse et al., 1988). While scholarly discussions in international marketing 

have acknowledged the evolving behaviours of both migrant customers and migrant-owned 

businesses shaped by new social norms, institutional frameworks, and life experiences in 

cross-cultural environments (Luna and Forquer Gupta, 2001; Sharifonnasabi et al., 2024), a 

significant research gap remains. Specifically, how migrant-owned businesses strategically 

build effective marketing relationships with co-ethnic customers within the context of 

migrants' evolving cognition and behaviours has received limited attention. This research gap 

has been highlighted in both international marketing studies (e.g., Chand and Tung, 2011; 

Sharifonnasabi et al., 2024) and ethnic studies (e.g., Altinay et al., 2014; Bruton et al., 2023; 

Szkudlarek and Wu, 2018), which call for a closer examination of these distinct marketing 

interactions and the role of ethnic ties.

Migrant-owned microbusinesses (MOMBs), defined as enterprises with one to nine 

employees, are a predominant format of migrant businesses (Kloosterman, 2010; Ram et al., 

2012; Ram et al., 2021). Ethnic studies highlight the influence of diasporas on MOMBs’ 

precarious business situations and business practices (e.g., Jones and Ram, 2024; Rath and 

Swagerman, 2016). Most MOMBs, particularly those operated by first- and second-

generation migrants, encounter significant structural challenges within diaspora contexts, 

including limited access to financing, cultural knowledge, market access, social networks, 

and language proficiency, all of which impede their survival and growth (Haq and Davies, 
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2020; Ram et al., 2021). As a result, these MOMBs often find themselves reliant on their co-

ethnic customers to ensure survival (Altinay and Altinay, 2008; Ram et al., 2017). 

Simultaneously, international marketing studies highlight the significant influence of cross-

cultural contexts and the challenges of diaspora life on the behaviours and cognitions of co-

ethnic migrant customers towards consumption (Luna and Forquer Gupta, 2001; Yen et al., 

2023). For instance, migrant customers often face language barriers (Sensenbrenner and 

Portes, 2018), disrupted social connections, marginalised social positions, hostile public 

attitudes (Goodfellow, 2020), challenges in adopting new cultures, limited societal 

participation, and reconstructed social identities (Luna and Forquer Gupta, 2001). Therefore, 

due to the impact of diaspora and migration, the evolving interactions between majority 

MOMBs - who face structural disadvantages in the mainstream market and rely on co-ethnic 

market share - and their co-ethnic customers offer a new and under-researched marketing 

scenario. This study is dedicated to enhancing current scholarly understanding of such 

interactive scenarios by exploring how MOMBs strategically develop their relationships with 

customers within diaspora contexts for marketing goals.

In the literature, MOMBs are frequently noted for their continuous and active 

engagement with co-ethnic suppliers, customers, and partners to ensure survival and growth 

(Bengtsson and Hsu, 2015; Bruton et al., 2023; Chand and Tung, 2011; Choi et al., 2014). 

This phenomenon can be understood as a process of leveraging "ethnic ties" for business 

purposes (Anthias, 2007). Ethnic ties refer to social connections between individuals who 

share the same ethnic background, which are grounded in a shared sense of identity, culture, 

language, traditions, and a common geographical origin (Anthias, 2007; Prashantham et al., 

2015). Generic ethnic ties provide better interactive infrastructures, such as shared language, 

cultural understandings, and a sense of closeness (Anthias, 2007; Prashantham et al., 2015). 

However, these ties are not always sufficiently robust to be mobilised for one party's self-
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interest in business (Anthias, 2007). Since individuals’ recognition of, and ties with, 

collective ethnicity and compatriots are not static, the strength of ethnic ties can be developed 

through intra-group interaction and contextual changes (Anthias, 2007; Cornell, 1996). 

Marketing professionals can strategically transform ethnic ties into mobilisable ties for 

marketing goals (Anthias, 2007; Chand and Tung, 2011; Nagel, 1994; Prashantham et al., 

2015). In this paper, we refer to such mobilisable ties as "marketing-oriented" - those ethnic 

ties that could be mobilised to facilitate customers’ involvement in commercial activities. 

Such "marketing-oriented ethnic ties" can endow MOMBs with 'the ability of actors to secure 

benefits by virtue of membership in social networks or other social structures' (Portes, 1998, 

p.6). For instance, these effective ties can assist MOMBs in enhancing customer engagement 

(Altinay et al., 2014) through forms such as word-of-mouth promotion among community 

members (Dyer and Ross, 2000). Also, they could facilitate the building of a loyal co-ethnic 

customer base and the increase of market share within the ethnic community, thereby 

ensuring a steady income stream (Altinay et al., 2014; Blau, 1964; Chand and Tung, 2011).

However, there remains a limited theoretical understanding of the strategies through 

which marketing-oriented ethnic ties are facilitated by MOMBs' practices in diaspora 

contexts. Additionally, the specific conditions under which such actions are effective in 

building long-term customer relationships are not yet well understood. Addressing these 

issues is crucial for advancing international marketing research by shifting the focus from 

customer behaviour changes in diaspora communities to the distinctive marketing scenario of 

co-ethnic migrant business-customer interaction dynamics in cross-cultural and migration 

contexts. Additionally, it offers valuable insights into how ethnic ties can be effectively 

mobilised through marketing practices within diaspora settings. Therefore, we ask:

RQ1: What effective strategies are leveraged by MOMBs to build marketing-oriented 

ethnic ties with their co-ethnic customers in the diaspora?
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RQ2: Through what mechanisms do these marketing-oriented ethnic ties in the 

diaspora contribute to the long-term commitment of co-ethnic customers?

To address our research questions, we selected the United Kingdom, a popular 

destination for migrants, and focused on the interactions between Chinese migrant-owned 

catering microbusinesses and their co-ethnic customers as our case study. This is primarily 

because MOMBs are well represented in the catering sector in the UK, and the service-

oriented nature of this sector fosters a high level of co-ethnic interaction (Altinay and 

Altinay, 2008). Second, the United Kingdom is home to many significant diaspora 

communities, reflecting its diverse and multicultural society. According to 2021 Census data, 

10 million residents of England and Wales were born outside the UK, comprising 16.8% of 

the population (ONS, 2022). This provided ample opportunities and a stable empirical setting 

to examine co-ethnic business-customer interactions.

Methodologically, we conducted 15 months of ethnographic research, including 

netnography and in-depth interviews with nine Chinese MOMB owners and 30 co-ethnic 

customers in the West Midlands, UK. Through observation and examination of MOMBs' 

interactions with co-ethnic customers, we identified how they strategically develop 

marketing-oriented ethnic ties with customers. Supplemented by customer interviews and 

netnographic insights, we further explored the conditions that influence the effectiveness of 

marketing-oriented ethnic ties in fostering long-term relationships.

Theoretically, we developed an ethnicity-informed commitment framework based on 

Anthias’s (2007) framework of mobilisable ethnic ties and Bansal et al.’s (2004) commitment 

model in relationship management. Anthias's framework outlines the conditions for 

developing the mobilisability of ethnic ties, which is useful for exploring the strategies 

MOMBs use to develop marketing-oriented ethnic ties in a diaspora context, as well as 

identifying the conditions under which these strategies are most effective. Additionally, 
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Bansal et al.'s (2004) commitment model, which categorises commitment in relationship 

management into affective, continuance, and normative types, informs our analysis of how 

marketing-oriented ethnic ties contribute to MOMBs' long-term relationships with co-ethnic 

customers.

Based on our findings, we identified six strategic components of MOMBs’ practices 

for developing marketing-oriented ethnic ties in interactions and how they serve as sources of 

customers’ long-term commitment. However, we also discovered that the effectiveness of 

these components for shaping marketing-oriented ethnic ties is regulated by specific 

conditions: customers' evolving attitudes to their ethnic identity, social experiences in the 

diaspora, and social location of both parties. 

Our research contributions are fourfold. First, we advance international marketing 

literature by mapping out, in the context of migration, the strategic components used by 

MOMB owners to develop marketing-oriented ethnic ties with their co-ethnic customers in 

the diaspora; and the mechanism through which these components are effective for 

contributing to customers’ long-term commitment distinctively. Second, our work contributes 

to ethnic business and diaspora literature by unveiling the role of ethnic diaspora ties in 

marketing success and how businesses could develop such ties effectively to make them 

mobilisable. Third, we refine a new theoretical framework for future analysis of co-ethnic 

customer-business interactions in different diaspora contexts and the effects of ethnic ties. 

Fourth, our work, using marketing as the empirical context, validates and extends how ethnic 

ties can be developed into mobilisable ties through the agentic efforts of ethnic businesses.

Contextual Background and Theoretical Grounding

Despite the co-ethnic nature of clientele and MOMBs, their cross-cultural 

experiences, transnational journeys (Sharifonnasabi et al., 2024), and life experiences in the 

diaspora (Moschis, 2007) regularly lead to their "complex and sophisticated process of self 
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and social identity construction" (Garry and Hall, 2015, p. 219). This can result in 'radical 

changes' in customers’ behaviour and the marketing practices of co-ethnic entrepreneurs 

(Luna and Forquer Gupta, 2001, p.62), creating unique interaction experiences because of the 

transnational context of both parties. This effect of international migration, resulting in 

customer behaviour changes and novel cross-cultural marketing practices, is becoming a 

significant and growing stream of international marketing, as recognised by scholars (Garry 

and Hall, 2015; Steenkamp, 2001; Yu et al., 2021).

However, research on how MOMBs can effectively utilise co-ethnicity to enhance 

marketing interactions with co-ethnic clients in such cross-cultural environments is scarce. 

This gap represents a poorly understood and under-researched area at the intersection of 

international marketing and ethnic studies. Therefore, this section aims to depict the boundary 

of this grey area from both contextual and theoretical perspectives. It begins by outlining the 

characteristics of the UK as a diaspora environment and MOMBs’ and migrant customers’ 

experiences - the empirical context of this study. Based on ethnic studies, it then explores the 

impact of diasporic experiences on both migrant customers and MOMBs, highlighting the 

unique significance of ethnic ties in this context. Finally, through a review of research on 

customer commitment in relationship management, an ethnicity-informed commitment 

framework is developed to explain the potential mechanisms of how ethnic ties shape long-

term relationships and elucidate the necessity of researching 'marketing-oriented ethnic ties.' 

Migrant businesses and customers in the United Kingdom

Since the late 20th century, post-war migration to the UK has reached unprecedented 

levels (Judt, 2006). This involves both voluntary and forced migration of labour from regions 

such as Eastern Europe, South Asia, and East Asia (Edwards et al., 2016). This has created a 

‘super-diversity’ phenomenon in the UK. The diverse cultural, geographical distributions, 

transnational connections, skill sets, and socioeconomic backgrounds of new migrants 
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challenge the UK’s prior approach to the settlement and integration of Commonwealth 

migrants, especially the inadequacies in the UK’s labour market and enterprise policies in 

accommodating these groups (Jones and Ram, 2024).

A persistent trend is that the entrepreneurship rate among migrants is significantly 

higher than that of their local-born counterparts. Migrants in the UK are twice as likely to 

start businesses compared to UK-born individuals (The Entrepreneurs Network, 2023). For 

instance, survey data show that Irish, Indian, German, American, Chinese, and Polish 

migrants are among the most active groups in entrepreneurship (The Entrepreneurs Network, 

2023). However, Hall (2021) summarises a 'migrants' paradox' from her ethnographic work 

within the UK's migrant entrepreneur neighbourhoods: despite high expectations from policy 

rhetoric and public opinion for migrants to significantly contribute to the host country’s 

economy, they are simultaneously excluded and marginalised by systemic policies. For 

instance, MOMBs face difficulties in accessing venture capital, cultural differences, limited 

understanding of local customer needs, challenges in building local social connections and 

accessing mainstream markets, and racism or resistance from customers, suppliers, and 

insurance companies (Jones and Ram, 2024; Ram et al., 2017; Rath and Swagerman, 2016). 

In the context of the UK's neoliberal economic system, which increasingly shifts the 

responsibility of economic self-sufficiency onto individuals, these entrepreneurs find it even 

harder to receive targeted business support (Ram et al., 2012). Hall (2021) uses the term 

‘edged economy’ to describe the precarious positioning of MOMBs in contexts where 

traditional economic and social infrastructures are weak. The challenges faced by migrants, 

which public services fail to alleviate, are often attributed to perceived deficits within migrant 

entrepreneurs themselves (Rath and Swagerman, 2016). This creates further hostility and 

exclusion from the host society (Goodfellow, 2020). These factors thus create an invisible yet 

significant barrier between migrant entrepreneurs and local customers, making co-ethnic 
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clientele a crucial market for sustaining livelihoods and business survival under structural 

discrimination (Ram and Jones, 2008).

Regarding migrant customers, most major migrant communities in the UK have 

developed relatively mature social networks (Jones and Ram, 2024; Ram et al., 2012), 

including social media groups, community centres, and local community-based support 

organisations. These infrastructures have fostered well-known ethnic trading districts such as 

Chinatown in London, Manchester, and Birmingham, Southall in West London specialising 

in Indian goods, and the Polish District in Liverpool. These social spaces provide migrants 

with opportunities for close interaction with their native culture, compatriots and ethnic 

identity (Schwartz et al., 2014). However, research has found that individuals often 'view 

their cultural values and practices as self-defining in situations of intercultural contact' 

(Schwartz et al., 2014, p.57). For instance, some migrants tend to have higher distrust 

towards unfamiliar compatriots within the diaspora due to negative life experiences (Schwabe 

and Weziak-Bialowolska, 2022). In their ongoing acculturation to British culture and 

development of self-identity, some migrants may avoid engaging in ethnic cultural activities 

to emphasise their evolved social identity for better integrating into the local community or 

mitigating discrimination (Wang and Giovanis, 2024). The diverse behaviours and attitudes 

developed by these migrants, shaped by their experiences in their home country, new 

environment, life goals, and characteristics of the diaspora, also contribute to the novelty of 

interactions between co-ethnic MOMBs and customers within the diaspora, highlighting the 

necessity of studying this marketing scenario.

Ethnic ties and mobilisability in marketing

Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954) introduced the term 'homophily' in sociology to explain 

why interpersonal ties form. This concept denotes the observed tendency for individuals to 

associate with those similar to themselves. Similarity in human life can span various 
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dimensions such as hobbies, gender, income level, etc. Ethnic ties generally reflect a 

tendency to associate with individuals sharing the same ethnic background (McPherson et al., 

2001). However, these ties often stem not just from ethnicity - a socially constructed umbrella 

concept - but from similarities in numerous major life aspects such as culture, language, 

lifestyle, and ideology (Anthias, 2007; Chand and Tung, 2011; Szkudlarek and Wu, 2018). 

This also explains why ties between new migrants and highly assimilated multi-generational 

migrants can be weak.

In a diaspora context, ethnic ties serve as a source of capital for MOMBs’ success, 

widely used in business activities to achieve transactional objectives. Within the relationship 

marketing paradigm, ethnic ties may also be strategically deployed as relational tools 

(Grönroos, 1994; Gummesson, 2002), enabling MOMBs to enhance customer trust through 

their ethnic and cultural identities (Altinay et al., 2014). In market exchanges characterised by 

information asymmetry, shared ethnic identity and associated cultural practices function to 

strengthen business credibility and communicate a mutual understanding of implicit norms 

between transacting parties (Altinay et al., 2014; Chand and Tung, 2011).

We have also compiled the current scholarly understanding of the critical role of 

ethnic ties in business from ethnic business and marketing literature, summarised in Table 1 

below. References cited in this table are outlined in Web Appendix 1.

[Table 1 Summary of literature on the role of ethnic ties in MOMBs (about here)]

 Despite these empirical clues about the role of ethnic ties in business and especially 

marketing success (Bruton et al., 2023; Chand and Tung, 2011; Dyer and Ross, 2000), 

research also indicates that not all customers who share an ethnic background with a business 

develop strong trust or transaction willingness (Criado et al., 2015), nor do all businesses 

successfully capitalise on co-ethnic markets. This distinction is underscored by Anthias 

(2007), who differentiates between mobilisable ties and generic ethnic ties by assessing the 
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strength of these connections and their varied impacts on people's behaviours. According to 

Anthias (2007) and Chand and Tung (2011), ethnic ties generally describe shared life aspects 

between individuals, providing a basis for effective interpersonal interaction, such as 

language and more common topics. However, this does not guarantee that businesses can 

leverage ethnic ties for specific business interests like facilitating customers' transactional 

willingness.

Anthias (2007) highlights the essence of mobilisable ethnic ties, defined as ethnic ties 

that can be utilised by actors to achieve specific interactive purposes (e.g., facilitate 

transactions). As a form of social capital, the mobilisability of specific ethnic ties can be 

gradually enhanced through interactions, especially in contexts where one party does not 

have explicit business objectives (Anthias, 2007; Blau, 1964; Cornell, 1996; Nagel, 1994). 

For instance, additional similarities that emerge during interactions or newly established 

commonalities can increase mobilisability. In our case, we refer to these interactions as non-

commercial early interactions between MOMBs and co-ethnic customers. In marketing 

interactions, general ethnic ties (shared ethnicity and other aspects) provide MOMBs and co-

ethnic customers with an advantageous starting point for early interactions. How MOMBs 

orchestrate these early non-commercial interpersonal interactions is thus crucial to 

determining whether these ethnic ties can be mobilised to successfully invite customers to 

commercial activities (e.g., sales, participation in business activities, word-of-mouth). 

However, in current international marketing research, this distinction has been seriously 

overlooked. There is a notable absence of scholarly discussions on how ethnic ties can be 

strategically transformed into mobilisable ethnic ties within marketing contexts, as well as on 

the mechanisms through which these ties enhance the marketing performance of MOMBs. 

Moreover, the favourability of co-ethnic customers is frequently seen as a natural advantage 

for MOMBs in ethnic studies. But, the strategies that MOMBs could adopt to effectively 
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build mobilisable ethnic ties in their marketing efforts also remain inadequately explored, 

necessitating further investigation. These two major theoretical gaps underscore the necessity 

of our research question.

Anthias's (2007) framework offers a powerful lens for examining MOMBs' strategies 

in developing mobilisable ethnic ties. It identifies three critical conditions that clarify how the 

social environment and customer experiences influence the effectiveness of strategic 

interactions initiated by MOMBs to transform generic ethnic ties into mobilisable - or, in our 

terms, "marketing-oriented ethnic ties". First, customers’ self-defining, or attitudes toward 

ethnic identity could affect their behaviours in interaction with MOMBs. People with cross-

cultural experiences tend to flexibly leverage their emerging cultural experiences to 

reconstruct their social identities (Schwartz et al., 2014). This might mean distancing 

themselves from ethnic ties to reflect better integration into the host society or affirming their 

cultural identity. This dynamic also corresponds with consumer identity theory (Oyserman, 

2009), which explains how identity salience influences customers’ preferences and responses 

to specific interactions. When ethnic identity becomes salient in marketing contexts, it 

significantly influences customers’ decision-making processes and responses to ethnically-

targeted marketing strategies (Jamal, 2003; Peñaloza, 1994).

Also, the social context and the social location of both parties can be influential. The 

former forms the interaction's foundational backdrop - for example, extreme xenophobia or 

rioting targeting migrants can create an emotional support need among customers. The latter 

implies variations within the same ethnic group, such as differing economic statuses or levels 

of integration, affecting the dynamics of co-ethnic interactions. Established MOMB owners 

may mentor newer migrants, providing guidance and resources in interactions.

The conditions identified by Anthias (2007) also align with the contingency 

perspective in marketing (Sheth and Sisodia, 1999; Singh et al., 2017), which posits that the 
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effectiveness of marketing strategies depends on situational variables. Hence, regarding the 

development of mobilisable ethnic ties in marketing, Anthias's (2007) framework not only 

offers a dynamic perspective on how the mobilisability of ethnic ties is influenced by 

MOMBs’ agentic efforts to form ‘marketing-oriented ethnic ties’ related to long-term 

transactional relationships but also provides three possible contingency factors theoretically 

to help explain the varied outcomes of such efforts.

Develop an ethnicity-informed commitment framework

According to the previous section, marketing-oriented ethnic ties could enable 

MOMBs to engage co-ethnic customers in commercial activities, such as increasing purchase 

frequencies, boosting participation in sales activities, and encouraging active sharing of 

feedback. Therefore, the unique way in which marketing-oriented ethnic ties shape 

commercial interactions and co-ethnic business-customer relationships represents the long-

term economic value these ethnic ties bring to MOMBs.

To investigate how the interactions between co-ethnic parties in these commercial 

activities influence long-term commitment, this subsection reviews the concept of customer 

commitment from relationship management literature. We draw on Bansal et al.'s (2004) 

commitment model to illuminate how co-ethnic interactions in commercial activities might 

create a unique scenario to enhance customer commitment. We then integrate this with 

Anthias's (2007) framework to construct a comprehensive model for this study that illustrates 

the transformation from ethnic ties to marketing-oriented ethnic ties and, ultimately, to long-

term commitment in the diaspora, as shown in Figure 1 below.

[Figure 1 The theoretical framework (about here)]

Relationship management literature has introduced the concept of commitment as a 

force that 'binds an individual to a course of action of relevance to one or more targets' 

(Meyer and Herscovitch, 2001, p.301). Strong commitment enhances customers’ ongoing 
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involvement in commercial activities initiated by MOMBs, such as providing constructive 

feedback on products and services, making repeat purchases, and participating in marketing 

campaigns (Shukla et al., 2016). Existing research has predominantly conceptualised 

customer commitment using the three-component model developed by Allen and Meyer 

(1990) and later applied to marketing by Bansal et al. (2004), which includes affective, 

continuance, and normative commitment.

Affective commitment emphasises customers' emotional satisfaction with their 

shopping experiences, service quality, and alignment with brand values, and confidence in 

the continued positive experiences that their relationships with businesses can provide 

(Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Moorman et al., 1993). Continuance commitment, on the other 

hand, refers to customers' rational calculation of the costs associated with switching 

suppliers, where the economic loss is perceived as too high, or when alternative options are 

perceived as less economically appealing (Allen and Meyer, 2010; Shukla et al., 2016). 

Normative commitment arises from a sense of moral obligation or societal pressure that 

compels customers to continue supporting a business or product - a perceived obligation to 

adhere to a specific course of action (Bansal et al., 2004). This sense of duty may stem from 

customers' beliefs that the business has made positive social contributions or from the 

influence of others within their social circles who are also patrons of the business.

Bansal et al.'s (2004, p.245) model summarises the foundational drivers of long-term 

commitment and relationship as customer perceptions of "I want to," "I ought to," and "I have 

to" in their interactions with businesses. This model aids in our understanding of how 

marketing-oriented ethnic ties between MOMBs and co-ethnic customers, particularly in a 

diaspora context, influence these cognitive drivers as customers engage in commercial 

activities. Given the evolution of migrant customers' attitudes, cognitions, and behaviours 

related to their ethnic and cultural identities (Luna and Forquer Gupta, 2001; Sharifonnasabi 
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et al., 2024; Yu et al., 2021), along with the innovative practices of MOMBs (Lassalle et al., 

2020; Stahl and Tung, 2015), the interactions between these parties are highly likely to exert 

distinctive influences on the three forms of commitment. Existing ethnic studies also offer 

scattered evidence supporting this view. For instance, products and services designed by 

MOMBs based on cultural understanding provide unique affective support to migrant 

customers facing hostility in the diaspora (Schwartz et al., 2014); familiar language and 

convenience in service may increase customers' perceived costs of switching to other non-

ethnic businesses, thereby enhancing continuance commitment (Rosenbaum and Montoya, 

2007).

However, to our knowledge, empirical research examining the role of marketing-

oriented ethnic ties in driving commitment remains scarce. This underscores the importance 

of our empirical investigation in contributing to the development of knowledge about 

customer commitment in the diaspora context.

We ultimately combine Anthias's (2007) ethnic ties framework and Bansal et al.'s 

(2004) three-component model to propose a comprehensive framework for this study, as 

depicted in Figure 1. Within this framework, we outline a two-stage process to 

comprehensively illustrate the progression from inherent ethnic ties between MOMBs and 

co-ethnic customers to the effective building of long-term commitment. First, based on 

Anthias's (2007) framework, we distinguish between inherent ethnic ties, which involve 

multiple shared life aspects between the interacting parties, and marketing-oriented ethnic 

ties, which MOMBs can leverage to invite customers to further the businesses' self-interests. 

While ethnic ties facilitate early interactions, these interactions are often non-commercial and 

do not necessarily serve as inputs for MOMBs' commercial objectives. Therefore, we focus 

on how ethnic ties are strategically nurtured by MOMBs during early non-commercial 

interactions to transition into marketing-oriented ethnic ties. We utilise the three contextual 
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conditions proposed by Anthias (2007) to understand how MOMBs foster this 

transformation. In the latter half of the framework, we examine how the unique nature of 

interactions in the diaspora context, when MOMBs successfully utilise marketing-oriented 

ties to engage customers in commercial activities, contributes to the three types of 

commitment as articulated by Bansal et al.'s (2004) commitment model. This framework thus 

offers a theoretical approach sensitive to the tactics employed by MOMBs in the co-ethnic 

market and the resulting changes in their co-ethnic migrant customers' attitudes and 

behaviours. It allows us to systematically examine how shared ethnicity in the diaspora 

context is strategically developed by MOMBs into marketing-oriented ties that serve their 

commercial goals and ultimately influence co-ethnic customers' commitment. The terms and 

definitions that emerge within this framework are summarised in Table 2.

[Table 2 Clarification of terms in the theoretical framework (about here)]

Methodology

To explore the longitudinal interactions between MOMBs, particularly the 

entrepreneurs, and their co-ethnic customers, we adopted an ethnographic approach. Our 

choice of ethnography is driven by three key reasons. First, it facilitates long-term immersive 

investigation (Brewer, 2000), providing comprehensive insights into the evolving interaction 

between customers and MOMBs. Second, ethnography's ability to 'capture the varying tempo 

and rhythm of movement and connection, shedding light on the implications for both 

individuals and communities' (McHugh, 2000, p.72) is crucial for understanding the impact 

of the diaspora context on marketing interactions. Third, ethnography enables the 

deconstruction of human interactions (Fielding, 1992), allowing us to examine the underlying 

reasons behind the varied effects of MOMBs' strategies and the responses from customers.

Research activities
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We chose Birmingham's Chinese catering sector as our empirical setting because, as 

the UK's second-largest city, Birmingham has a long-standing and vibrant Chinese 

community, forming a representative Chinese co-ethnic market. Chinese migration to 

Birmingham began in the late 19th century, primarily from Guangdong Province, with 

migrants working as seamen, laundrymen, and small traders. The Chinese community was 

initially small, concentrated in and around the city centre (Benton and Gomez, 2008; Luk, 

2009). During the 1950s and 1960s, the relaxation of UK migration policies led to a 

significant influx of Chinese immigrants from Hong Kong, Singapore, and Malaysia, many of 

whom settled in Birmingham and started businesses such as restaurants, takeaways, and small 

retail shops (Luk, 2009). In the late 20th century, with China's economic reforms and 

globalisation, more migrants from mainland China arrived seeking education, 

entrepreneurship, and employment opportunities. 

According to Birmingham City Council, the city's Chinese community now numbers 

approximately 37,000 (ONS, 2021), with the majority residing in Chinatown and its 

surrounding areas. Currently, Chinatown is home to over 30 Chinese restaurants, many of 

which are operated by first- or second-generation Chinese migrants. In such a diaspora 

context, the interactions between Chinese-owned small restaurant (MOMB) owners and their 

co-ethnic customers hold particular significance (McEwan et al., 2005; Ram et al., 2002), 

which offers a rich and representative field for our study.

Participant observation. In our research, we adhered to ethnographic approaches to 

integrate multiple data sources and collection approaches (Campbell and Lassiter, 2014). 

From September 2020 to February 2022, we first conducted participatory observations in 

three public environments: Birmingham's Chinatown, another food hall in the city centre 

hosting 11 Chinese MOMBs, and the common areas of three Chinese residential buildings in 

Chinatown. These locations were selected because Chinatown serves as the cultural and 

Page 17 of 62 International Marketing Review

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



International M
arketing Review

social hub of the Chinese community, with its restaurants at the heart of this vibrant network. 

Additionally, the Chinese food hall in the city centre draws a significant number of Chinese 

customers, making both sites ideal for observing MOMBs’ interactions with co-ethnic 

customers. The common areas of the residential buildings offer an informal environment 

conducive to engaging in conversations with Chinese migrants (especially students and 

professionals), allowing us to gain insights into their experiences and attitudes towards co-

ethnic consumption.

Over a 15-month period, two authors conducted ethnographic observations across 42 

afternoons in Birmingham’s Chinese food halls and Chinatown, involving 16 Chinese-owned 

small businesses (MOMBs) that agreed to participate. These MOMBs were selected based 

on: 1) their self-identification as targeting co-ethnic Chinese migrants, 2) being owned by 

first- or second-generation migrants, and 3) due to the small scale of these businesses, 

customer interactions are primarily handled by the owners themselves or by co-ethnic 

employees. These criteria ensure that the selected MOMBs are primarily focused on 

attracting co-ethnic Chinese customers, while also guaranteeing the significance of ethnic ties 

in customer-business interactions within these settings. The two authors typically visited 

these venues from noon until 6 p.m., facilitated by a native speaker in the team. We also 

conducted an additional 22 observations in the common areas of three Birmingham apartment 

complexes, engaging with the Chinese migrant community through informal interactions. Our 

observations were guided by an observational protocol designed to capture a range of 

elements, including environmental details, participants' expressions and actions, key 

conversations, and researcher reflections. 

Netnography. The second part of our study involved conducting netnographic 

observations on Chinese social platforms, focusing on content related to customers' 

experiences at Chinese MOMBs in Birmingham. We did this to better understand customer 
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attitudes toward their interactions with co-ethnic MOMBs, in a more casual setting. This 

phase ran from January 2021 to February 2022. We selected platforms based on their 

popularity within the Chinese community, choosing two of the most popular platforms, 

WeChat and Xiaohongshu, both Mandarin-based social platforms (Chang et al., 2019; 

Statista, 2021). Our native-speaking researchers created project-specific accounts to 

participate in these online communities. 

We identified relevant WeChat groups by web searching for Chinese terms like 

"Birmingham Chinese food," "Birmingham Chinese community," "Birmingham life," and 

"Birmingham Chinatown," and excluded any groups that were inactive for seven days after 

we joined. To maintain anonymity and avoid drawing attention, in line with Kozinets' (2002) 

guidelines on netnographic research, we used pseudonyms. We also joined groups established 

by Chinese MOMBs. Additionally, we periodically monitored Xiaohongshu posts using the 

same Chinese search terms to track Birmingham Chinese MOMBs' actions and learn 

customers' shared experiences and feedback on their interactions with Chinese MOMBs. 

Over 14 months, we observed 17 online communities on WeChat in total and followed 226 

posts on Xiaohongshu.

Interviews. The ethnographic study concluded with a series of in-depth interviews in 

2022, each lasting 30-60 minutes, with both MOMB owners and Chinese customers. 

Interviews with MOMB owners aimed to explore their strategies for interacting with co-

ethnic customers and how these interactions evolved, providing clues on how MOMBs foster 

the transformation of ethnic ties into marketing-oriented relationships. Interviews with 

Chinese customers focused on understanding their characteristics and attitudes towards 

MOMBs' actions, helping to explain the varied outcomes of such interactions (Anthias, 

2007).
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The sampling strategy for MOMB owners mirrored that of the observation phase, 

ensuring all participants’ MOMBs targeted co-ethnic Chinese customers, were first- or 

second-generation migrants, and had direct customer interactions. For customers, the authors 

invited individuals who actively contributed insights during netnographic and informal 

discussions. To be eligible, customers also needed to be either first- or second-generation 

migrants and have dined at Chinese MOMBs at least four times (weekly) in the past month. 

Ultimately, interviews were secured with nine MOMB owners and 30 Chinese customers. 

Table 3 below shows demographic information for the 16 businesses observed and all 

interview participants.

[Table 3 Demographic information of participants about here]

Interviews with MOMB owners were conducted in person, focusing on three key 

areas: their methods of interacting with co-ethnic customers, the evolution of these 

interactions, and customer feedback. Interviews with customers were conducted via 

Zoom/Teams, addressing three primary questions: How did you interact with the business 

(owners)? To what extent did co-ethnic attributes influence your interactions with them? How 

would you define a good relationship with them? Interviews were concluded once no new 

topics or themes emerged, ensuring thematic saturation (Guest et al., 2006).

Data analysis

From interviews and observation records, we amassed nearly 300,000 words of raw 

data (interviews were translated from Chinese into English). Our analysis followed a 

systematic and iterative approach, which can be divided into data preparation, coding 

process, theme development and theoretical integration.

Data preparation. Initially, the research team conducted verbatim transcription of all 

interview recordings, which were subsequently translated into English by bilingual members 

of the research team. To ensure translation accuracy and preserve cultural nuances, we 
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employed back-translation techniques for randomly selected passages to verify accuracy. All 

observation notes were systematically digitised, organised chronologically, and indexed by 

source, date, location and participant information. All data were subsequently imported into 

NVivo 14 software for systematic management and analysis, to facilitate coding consistency 

and data traceability. Both authors independently conducted thorough readings of all raw data 

to deepen their understanding of the primary topics emerging from the dataset, documenting 

their reflections in analytical memoranda. Through comparing and contrasting insights 

derived from this initial review, we engaged in discussions to resolve any apparent 

discrepancies in our interpretations of the overall data. Our analysis adhered to Gioia et al.'s 

(2013) qualitative data analysis methodology, which emphasises systematic progression from 

participant-centric terminology to researcher-derived conceptual categories.

Coding process. In the first phase, we conducted open coding, during which we 

followed an inductive approach to identify emergent patterns without imposing 

predetermined categories. We endeavoured to use participants' own phrasing to summarise 

quotes with similar meanings into concise first-level concepts. This enabled us to ensure the 

authenticity of community voices. This method proved particularly effective in capturing the 

linguistic nuances and cultural terminology inherent in ethnic interactions (McCurdy et al., 

2005). Simultaneously, it effectively reduced researcher bias and fully 'capture the 

significance of people's experiences' (Stringer, 2014, p. 140). At this stage, we employed 

collaborative coding methods, coding the same dataset concurrently. This allowed us to 

discuss uncertain coding decisions in a series of coding meetings, continuously refining and 

finalising the coding framework. Throughout the coding process, we maintained sensitivity to 

temporal relationships between different interactions, distinguishing first-order concepts 

related to customers' perceptions of interactions and their own reactions by using timestamps. 
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This approach helped us track how their interactions with MOMBs evolved over time, 

highlighting transitions from non-commercial to commercial interactions.

Theme development. The first round of coding revealed numerous concepts related 

to MOMB practices and customer perceptions. Subsequently, we categorised these concepts 

into second-level themes through axial coding. At this stage, our objective was to further 

distil abstract patterns of early practices and outcomes in MOMB interactions with co-ethnic 

customers. We employed a systematic approach to identify and establish relationship patterns 

between first-order concepts. Initially, we temporarily grouped related first-order concepts 

and repeatedly compared each group to determine common connections or potential 

relationships. For example, we noted that several first-order concepts related to 'cultural 

idioms' and 'cultural inside jokes' all involved how MOMBs uniquely utilised language in 

interactions, thus categorising them under the second-order theme of 'language play'. 

Additionally, to enhance analytical depth, we maintained sensitivity to the relationship 

between participants' descriptions of their backgrounds and their differing perspectives on 

interactions with co-ethnic MOMBs (e.g., first versus second-generation immigrants, recent 

versus settled migrants). As we had previously used NVivo 14's attribute function to mark 

each data source with participant characteristics (such as immigrant generation, length of 

residence, socioeconomic status) during the coding process, we were able to systematically 

compare different groups' response patterns during analysis. This cross-case approach further 

enabled us to group first-order concepts related to contextual differences in customer 

attitudes, social locations and social environments. This also echoed Anthias' (2007) 

perspective on the conditions for building marketing-oriented ethnic ties.

Theoretical integration. After we identified 25 first-order concepts and 12 second-

order themes, the final phase involved iteratively connecting our empirical findings with 

existing theoretical frameworks. We specifically examined the relationship between our 
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emerging second-level themes and Anthias' (2007) framework and Bansal et al.'s (2004) 

commitment model. This process helped us highlight three high-level aggregate dimensions, 

each directly aligned with our research questions: MOMBs' strategic components; conditions 

of customers' co-ethnic engagement; and distinctiveness of commercial interaction driven by 

marketing-oriented ethnic ties. This presented the main thematic patterns and logical 

relationships between aggregated themes. Figure 2 illustrates our data structure, visually 

depicting the relationships between first-order concepts, second-order themes and aggregate 

dimensions.

[Figure 2 Data structure about here]

Trustworthiness and validity

In our methodology, we employed three distinct strategies to enhance the 

trustworthiness and validity of our research. The first strategy involved the use of 

triangulation. By integrating participant observation and interviews as complementary data 

collection methods, we were able to mitigate potential biases associated with relying on a 

single source of data. For instance, issues identified during the participant observation of 

MOMB owners and customers were further explored in interviews with participants. This 

approach allowed us to detect discrepancies between respondents' views and our observations 

in natural settings, which we could then follow up on during interviews to investigate the 

underlying causes of these differences. Additionally, gathering data from different groups 

provided another layer of triangulation, enabling us to capture perspectives from both 

MOMB owners and customers, thus reducing the risk of bias from a single viewpoint.

The second strategy was longitudinal engagement, which afforded us ample 

opportunities to correct potential subjective biases in the researchers' understanding of the 

field. For example, by engaging in informal conversations with customers and MOMB 
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owners, we were able to test and refine our reflections from observations, ensuring that any 

potential biases in our interpretations were promptly addressed.

Third, in line with the recommendations of Silverman and Marvasti (2008), we 

implemented member checks by inviting interview participants to review and provide 

feedback on our key findings. We distributed a one-page summary of our findings to all 

participants and successfully obtained feedback from 22 customers and five MOMB owners. 

This process was instrumental in ensuring that their perspectives were accurately represented 

and not misinterpreted in our analysis.

Findings

Our findings are organised into two subsections. In the first subsection, drawing from 

the actions of MOMBs and our investigation into customer perceptions, we identify six non-

commercial interaction strategies employed by MOMBs in the early stages of engagement 

with co-ethnic customers in the diaspora. We use our theoretical framework to interpret such 

strategies and explore the conditions under which each of the six strategies is effective or 

ineffective in building marketing-oriented ethnic ties. This unravels three key conditions: 

customers' attitudes towards ethnic/cultural identity, the social environment, and the social 

positioning of both parties. In the second subsection, with our theoretical framework, we 

examine the distinct characteristics of the commercial interactions that follow the 

establishment of marketing-oriented ethnic ties, including customers' unique attitudes 

towards the co-ethnic MOMBs' accountability in transactions, customers' internalised 

relational obligation, and the value these transactions hold in reinforcing cultural identity. 

Through this, we unveil the mechanisms by which these ties strengthen co-ethnic customers' 

commitment in the diaspora.

Strategic components of MOMBs to develop marketing-oriented ethnic ties
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Language play. In observing the early interpersonal interactions between MOMBs 

and customers, we identified a frequent use of cultural idioms and slang by MOMBs, 

including traditional Chinese idioms familiar to most Chinese individuals, trendy expressions 

popular on Chinese social media, and dialect-specific words (such as Cantonese or 

Sichuanese). Particularly in the context of the diaspora, these linguistic elements provide a 

sense of cultural familiarity for Chinese individuals within the predominantly English-

speaking society of the UK. Additionally, due to the cultural similarities between MOMBs 

and their customers, MOMBs occasionally employ humour that only Chinese people (or 

those from specific regions of China) fully understand, such as puns, to make the interaction 

more relaxed. As one owner noted, "[...] the familiar things in our language stay the same, 

just like when we recite Tang poetry, they know what the second sentence is in one second" 

(OB11).

We found that for customers living in the diaspora, the unique actions of MOMB 

owners in "showcasing" their linguistic skills help Chinese customers recognise the 

distinctiveness of these interactions compared to the tension and unfamiliarity they often 

experience during cross-cultural interactions in the UK. This awareness of communicative 

differences is particularly pronounced for customers who have recently arrived in the UK and 

have limited cultural acculturation. An example of this is IC17, who has only been in the UK 

for three years. "[...] because my social circle is largely made up of foreign nationals, I feel 

that this [owner] is actually the most natural one to socialise with" (IC29). Moreover, because 

these instances of language play are not prematurely used for sales pitches or invitations to 

engage in commercial transactions, customers perceive them as purely social activities. These 

interactions allow them to comfortably reconnect with their cultural identity through 

conversations with "like-minded people who are rare and chatty" (IC22) without feeling 

pressured or on guard. "My experience like this has led me to believe that I have not entirely 
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broken away from oriental culture and circles" (IC29). As a result, language play increases 

customers’ willingness to engage in subsequent commercial interactions with MOMBs, 

thereby activating marketing-oriented ethnic ties. "Why not? Since I find these interactions 

make me feel comfortable, I’m obviously more inclined to shop here and have a quick chat" 

(IC8). This indicates that it is precisely through early-stage non-commercial language play 

that MOMBs help customers perceive the unique significance of MOMBs' "familiar accent" 

within the ‘unfamiliar’ diaspora, thereby enhancing the mobilisability of the ties between 

customers and MOMBs and leading to their participation in commercial interactions. 

In our theoretical framework, language play can thus be conceptualised as a strategy 

that functions to target co-ethnic customers’ need for perceiving cultural identity and 

emotional comfort by mitigating the foreignness within the changing social context in 

migration. This comfort, in turn, fosters customers' motivation to engage in these non-

commercial interactions with MOMBs, thereby enhancing the mobilisability of ethnic ties 

(Anthias, 2007; Cornell, 1996; Nagel, 1994). However, we also observed that another 

condition proposed by Anthias (2007) for building mobilisable ethnic ties - self-definition - 

plays a significant facilitative role in the effectiveness of language play (Schwartz et al., 

2014). For long-term migrants who have grown distant from their Chinese identity, or for 

those who actively seek to distance themselves from it, the impact of language play used by 

MOMBs was found to be less effective. This reflects the negative impact of factors such as 

social location (e.g., length of migration) and attitudes towards ethnicity on the process of 

establishing mobilisable ethnic ties (Anthias, 2007). For example, IC10, who had migrated 18 

years ago and gained British citizenship, and IC14, who is concerned that a strong Chinese 

identity might lead to increased discrimination, illustrate this point well. "I’m more used to 

speaking English, and sometimes I can’t quite catch what they mean" (IC10); "I might feel 
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that it’s precisely because of too many things like this that locals think, ‘Yeah, she’s probably 

one of those who only hang out with Chinese people’" (IC14).

This finding corroborates how language serves as a critical carrier of cultural meaning 

in marketing interactions (Anthias, 2007; Chand and Tung, 2011). However, similar to Luna 

and Forquer Gupta's (2001, p.62) observation about how cross-cultural experiences lead to 

'radical changes' in customers' changing attitudes and behaviour, individuals' ethnic identity 

recognition has diversified during cross-cultural processes and influenced their responses to 

language play. 

Proximity. In the context of diaspora communities, we have observed that Chinese 

MOMBs tend to establish their businesses in close proximity to co-ethnic communities. 

While the motivations behind this strategy are varied within ethnic studies - such as staying 

close to the co-ethnic market, gaining community support, and reducing operational costs - 

our findings suggest that geographical proximity, particularly within the social context of 

Birmingham’s Chinese community, facilitates more opportunities for non-commercial 

interactions with co-ethnic customers. One business owner noted during an interview: "I 

often see them on their way to or from work, and over time, these lead to introductions, and 

then casual conversations" (OB7).

This strategy of situating businesses near co-ethnic customer segments provides 

business owners with the opportunity to interact with their customers in a non-commercial, 

relaxed setting, fostering familiarity and mutual recognition. For instance, IC25 described the 

relationship between herself and her husband with a Chinese restaurant owner (OB2). "At 

first, we didn’t know he was in business; we just kept bumping into him as neighbours in the 

gym. It was only later that we learned about each other’s work."

Leveraging proximity allows MOMB owners to subconsciously establish themselves 

in the minds of co-ethnic customers as ‘social connections’ before being recognised as 
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business owners. This early interpersonal connection makes customers more inclined to 

accept commercial invitations later on and trust the transactions due to the familiarity 

established in non-commercial settings. As IC23 noted, "[…] after all, we see each other so 

often, so of course, I’d support them". This indicates the formation of marketing-oriented 

ethnic ties. Some customers also perceive their patronage of the restaurant as a way to 

strengthen their social relationship with the business owners. "It feels like a friend’s business. 

I believe it’s trustworthy and also good for our relationship" (IC6). 

Our observations also revealed that this neighbourly interaction gradually becomes an 

integral part of co-ethnic customers’ daily lives. Once these interactions exhibit any change in 

pattern, customers tend to reflect on and actively investigate the reasons behind these 

changes. For example, during our observation at OB2’s restaurant, we noticed that customers 

would enquire why they hadn’t seen the owner recently, and through their conversations with 

the staff, they would sometimes learn about the restaurant’s latest plans or activities. This 

also exemplifies the marketing value of these routine interactions between owners and 

customers.

In our framework, proximity is thus understood as a strategy aimed at enhancing 

mobilisability by leveraging the social context of co-ethnic customers - particularly spatial 

settings in the host society - to increase the frequency of co-ethnic interactions (Cornell, 

1996; Nagel, 1994; Schwartz et al., 2014). However, the effectiveness of this strategy in 

building marketing-oriented ethnic ties remains conditional. As highlighted by IC14 in the 

previous section, individuals who wish to maintain connections with a broader local social 

circle may deliberately avoid interacting with MOMB owners in informal or everyday 

settings (Schwartz et al., 2014). This strategy also substantiates Ram and Jones' (2008) 

observations about the significance of spatial congregation among co-ethnics for ethnic 

business development. 
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Isomorphic trajectory. We also discovered that MOMBs utilise their isomorphic 

trajectory to enhance connections with customers during early non-commercial interactions. 

For Chinese migrants to the UK, studying abroad and economic migration are the two most 

common motivations, leading to specific migration experiences (Hall, 2021; Luk, 2009). In 

the increasingly hostile context of the UK in the 21st century, this means that migrants 

constantly adapt to evolving policies, social customs, and cultural norms, which presents 

significant challenges to their personal lives. We found that many MOMB owners, having 

arrived in the UK earlier, have more extensive experience and insights into the institutional 

environment and challenges faced by Chinese migrants. Consequently, they often share their 

experiences and advice in offline interaction and social media, fostering a unique diaspora 

interaction akin to a mentor-mentee relationship. For example, IC15 mentioned how OB3 

helped him navigate various issues after he came to the UK alone at 19 to study, leading him 

to view OB3 as a "selfless uncle" (IC15). "I asked him a question after a meal because I 

noticed he was very active in chatting with his customers. Since then, we have added each 

other on WeChat [...] bank accounts, seeing a doctor, changing GPs, and buying plane tickets, 

he’s provided me with useful information on so many things" (IC15). As another owner 

stated, "I’ve been here for over ten years, almost twenty years, and I share what I can" (OB1).

Additionally, we observed that some MOMBs, recognising their responsibilities as 

migrant businesses within the community, organise activities that benefit other community 

members. These include coordinating clothing donations to help those in need within the 

community or organising migrant experience-sharing sessions in community centres. These 

interactions, rooted in the shared migrant journey and challenges, unrelated to transactions, 

fostering emotional connections and a sense of community among customers. This 

strengthened social bond naturally enhances customers' acceptance of MOMBs’ products and 

marketing activities. "Whatever he recommends, I’d at least consider it, because when you go 
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to a British restaurant or an Italian restaurant, they won’t understand who you are, even if 

you’ve been there many times [...] We’ve been through the same journey, these people 

[owners] understand my problems" (IC26). This clearly illustrates how the social location of 

both parties contributes significantly to the formation of marketing-oriented ethnic ties.

In our framework, this implies that the isomorphic trajectory is a strategy designed to 

leverage the relative social locations of both parties involved in the interaction - the third key 

condition for building mobilisable ethnic ties as identified by Anthias (2007). The premise is 

that MOMB owners possess an informational advantage over customers in terms of migration 

experience and integration levels and use this advantage to create customers’ motivation for 

participating in frequent non-commercial interactions, thereby establishing marketing-

oriented ethnic ties (Cornell, 1996; Nagel, 1994). However, we found that the effectiveness 

of the isomorphic trajectory is still shaped by customers' attitudes toward their ethnic identity 

and views on the ethnic community (Garry and Hall, 2015). When individuals seek to 

transcend a migrant self-definition or wish to align more closely with the cultural practices of 

the host society, they tend to rely on mainstream channels rather than migrant networks for 

information. This limits the effectiveness of MOMB owners in using social locations to foster 

non-commercial interactions. IC26 explicitly stated, "they could be helpful, but I think I 

prefer to find official channels to solve these problems - I can't keep defining myself as a 

migrant and only trust Chinese people, right?" Moreover, personal experiences play a critical 

role. Some customers, due to negative past interactions with other Chinese migrants, are more 

cautious about participating in community activities and information-sharing events. For 

instance, IC5 mentioned, "I was once scammed by other Chinese people as I trust compatriot 

like an idiot [...] now I just want to avoid unnecessary involvement with unknown people".

These mentorship dynamics reflect and extend what Hall (2021) observed of 

MOMBs, where they transform the challenge of weak institutional support into an alternative 
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opportunity for their businesses. We further demonstrate that, for MOMBs’ marketing 

activities, the difficulties and experiences of migration are also developed by them into 

effective sources that contribute to building marketing-oriented ethnic ties.

Cultural repertoire. We also discovered that MOMBs engage in silent, spatial 

interactions with their customers through the use of culturally significant décor. In the context 

of the diaspora, Chinese MOMB owners often create a familiar and culturally resonant 

environment by incorporating traditional Chinese decorations and symbols into their shops. 

These items not only evoke a sense of warmth and belonging for co-ethnic customers but also 

visually reinforce the cultural connection between the business and its clientele. For example, 

OB14 operates a small, cozy restaurant in Chinatown, adorned with numerous Chinese 

elements such as Chinese knots, calligraphy, and couplets. During the Spring Festival, OB7 

hangs red lanterns that emit a warm glow and even sets off traditional-style firecrackers in 

celebration. We found that for customers who wish to reconnect with or emphasise their 

cultural identity in a cross-cultural setting, this spatial environment provides a “feeling of 

home” (IC15). "If you see, you’ll find that during Christmas and Spring Festival, my life 

resemble neither a Brit nor a Chinese person [...] I hate that, so I enjoy dining at [OB7’s 

restaurant] - it has the proper festive atmosphere" (IC8). This highlights how, when 

customers feel the need to express their ethnic or cultural identity, the prominent display of 

cultural symbols within the restaurant space allows them to associate their cultural identity 

with MOMBs. This association further enhances their willingness to participate in future 

marketing activities and make purchases, effectively forming marketing-oriented ethnic ties.

Additionally, Chinese MOMBs further bridge the gap with co-ethnic customers by 

incorporating traditional cultural rituals into their daily interactions. Examples include dragon 

and lion dance performances at the entrance of Chinatown shops, special 'tuanyuan' (family 

reunion) menus for the Mid-Autumn Festival, and couplet gifts for the Spring Festival. "We 
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like to interact with Chinese customers in a Chinese style because that’s the most natural 

expression of who we are" (OB16). These rituals and expressions resonate on a cultural level 

with customers’ past experiences, and this resonance becomes even more pronounced in the 

context of migrants' marginalised cultural experiences in the diaspora - a culturally super-

diverse and distinctly different city like Birmingham. A poignant example comes from IC2, 

who, after living abroad for 29 years, expressed deep nostalgia for his cultural identity: "It’s 

difficult to replicate past experiences in a UK restaurant. I’ve almost forgotten how it felt to 

celebrate the day [festival] in my twenties, but once a restaurant recreates that atmosphere, 

you instantly remember, and you’ll keep coming back."

In our theoretical framework, this implies that the cultural repertoire functions as a 

strategy targeting individuals’ self-defining in a foreign environment - specifically, to address 

the first condition in Anthias (2007) for building mobilisable ethnic ties. This strategy centres 

on helping customers reconnect with their cultural identity through non-commercial 

interactions with MOMBs. Such cultural effect provides co-ethnic customers with the 

motivation to seek and engage in these environments, thereby enhancing the quality and 

frequency of non-commercial interactions and promoting the mobilisability of ethnic ties 

(Blau, 1964; Cornell, 1996). It can be inferred that the effectiveness of this strategy is also 

shaped by other conditions identified by Anthias (2007). For instance, the impact of this 

strategy should be more pronounced in social contexts characterised by a significant cultural 

divide between East and West, particularly among individuals whose self-defined identity is 

deeply rooted in their ethnic culture (Anthias, 2007; Luna and Forquer Gupta, 2001; 

Sharifonnasabi et al., 2024). For migrants who have been away from this experience for a 

long time but still wish to engage with their cultural identity, the cultural repertoire of 

MOMBs is more likely to foster marketing-oriented ethnic ties. Conversely, for those who 

have recently migrated or who are more eager to explore and embrace the host country’s 
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cultural identity, the impact of these actions by MOMBs may be less effective. For instance, 

"I’m more inclined to cherish my few years studying abroad by experiencing different 

cultural activities, so I’m more interested in which Christmas restaurant has the most 

authentic atmosphere [laughs]" (IC27).

Interpersonal care. We found that the altruistic actions carried out by MOMBs in the 

diaspora context significantly strengthen the ties between business owners and their 

customers, transforming these connections into marketing-oriented ethnic ties. This 

phenomenon is closely linked to the hostile environment faced by migrants in the UK 

(Goodfellow, 2020). MOMB owners, through early interactions and information exchange 

with co-ethnic customers, tend to remember their customers' circumstances and continuously 

offer care and concern during social interactions. This begins with verbal expressions of care, 

but in the diaspora context, it provides socially-based resilience for many newly arrived 

migrants facing the challenges of integration and cultural acculturation. IC14 shared an 

experience after picking up a takeaway from OB6 (one of the restaurants we observed). 

"Once, I mentioned that my child was sick, and a few days later, when I went to pick up my 

order, the owner remembered and specifically asked about my child's condition. She even 

advised me on where to find reliable Chinese medicine [...] I don’t know many people here, 

so her willingness to care made me feel really warm" (IC14). Since migrants often face 

challenges rebuilding social networks and are cautious toward unfamiliar individuals (Ram et 

al., 2017; Rath and Swagerman, 2016), such care, which goes beyond transactional 

relationships and is not driven by the self-interests of the MOMBs, effectively narrows the 

distance between MOMBs and co-ethnic customers.

"[...] it is the people and not the stores that are alive" (OB10).

Moreover, this care also involves concrete actions taken by MOMBs. These acts of 

kindness are not merely verbal but are often put into practice by MOMBs as an expression of 
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community responsibility, provided they do not compromise their own interests. "Helping 

students distribute social surveys, storing items for people, sometimes even receiving parcels 

on their behalf [...] we don't know everyone, but if someone asks me for help and I can do it, 

I’ll help out" (OB10). These good deeds not only reflect the business owners' care for their 

customers but also establish a strong reputation within the community. "[...]what kind of 

person they are will represent the service quality of their restaurants" (IC6). Such information 

is also shared widely through Chinese online social media, reaching more newcomers and 

thus fostering the formation of marketing-oriented ethnic ties. For example, "My friend told 

me they are very friendly [...] so I’d want to try their place too, right? At least you don’t have 

any reason to not give it a go" (IC11). Therefore, in the context of interpersonal care, we 

observe how the social location of migrants in the UK - such as a lack of social connections 

and limited integration - creates a need for social relationships, particularly relationships 

where they can confide in others, have their situation understood, and receive help when 

necessary. MOMBs that provide such social support are more likely to naturally form 

marketing-oriented ethnic ties with customers, thereby facilitating transactions and 

engagement.

In our theoretical framework, this implies that interpersonal care functions as a 

method aimed at addressing the hostile and precarious social contexts experienced by co-

ethnic customers - the second condition in Anthias (2007) - to create sustained motivation for 

customers to engage in non-commercial interactions and enhance the mobilisability of ethnic 

ties (Cornell, 1996). However, the effectiveness of this strategy is still influenced by the 

remaining two conditions. For example, we observed that, among the customers we 

interviewed, those with long-term immigration experiences and more established social 

networks, while appreciative of MOMB owners' kindness, did not connect these actions to 

their consumption behaviours. This could be because, compared to other migrant customers, 
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they have adapted more fully to the social context and demonstrate greater resilience. This 

care-based approach exemplifies how the relationship marketing paradigm (Grönroos, 1994; 

Gummesson, 2002) can also be strategically adapted in co-ethnic interaction.

Resonance elaboration. We found that Chinese MOMBs often maintain a keen 

sensitivity to their customers' social situations, thereby highlighting similar life aspects that 

strengthen ethnic ties (Anthias, 2007). "We often encounter customers who are also striving 

away from home, and their situations are quite similar to ours [...] When we meet someone 

talkative and we’re not too busy, we’ll sit down and chat for a while - we even forget they’re 

customers [laughs]" (OB5).

In the diaspora context, MOMB owners enhance emotional connections with their 

customers by discussing shared issues, such as venting frustrations about racism and 

expressing homesickness. By comparing their respective locations within the social context, 

this resonance not only provides customers (and owners) with a space to express their 

feelings but also reassures customers that their struggles are recognised and understood. One 

customer shared in an interview, "I value this kind of sincere interaction. It makes me feel 

that I’m not alone in my complaints or whatever" (IC29). These discussions of shared 

concerns help customers facing challenges in their migration journey to find cognitive 

resonance and realise that they are "not abnormal" (IC29).

In addition to discussing common concerns, some MOMB owners also act as bridges 

to coordinate peer support networks among customers facing similar challenges. For instance, 

OB7 has previously introduced customers with similar experiences to each other online, 

thereby providing a platform for mutual support. He shared, "If they can establish 

connections and support each other, this little circle becomes a kind of reliance for everyone." 

By fostering such support networks, the business not only helps customers better cope with 

challenges but also subtly strengthens their recognition of the shop and its owners as key 
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facilitators. "I feel like a small community has formed around [a MOMB’s name], so it’s only 

natural for people to come to the shop for gatherings and meals - it’s like staying in the 

family" (IC7). 

In our framework, this strategy is a way to leverage the social locations of both parties 

to foster emotional connections (Anthias, 2007). By emphasising shared experiences, it 

creates a sense of resonance in life perspectives, thereby motivating customers to engage in 

non-commercial interactions (Cornell, 1996). However, as with other strategies, its 

effectiveness is influenced by individuals’ self-definition of cultural identity (Schwartz et al., 

2014). We observed that customers who are pursuing an evolved identity often show limited 

interest in such interactions, making them less appealing and thereby hindering the formation 

of marketing-oriented ethnic ties. 

Overall, the six strategies identified as used by MOMBs each reflect a distinct 

approach to addressing and leveraging one of the three conditions in our theoretical 

framework that influence the transformation of ethnic ties into marketing-oriented ethnic ties: 

customers' self-definition, the social context, and the social locations of both parties (Anthias, 

2007). These strategies emphasise specific conditions to develop sustained motivation for co-

ethnic customers to engage in non-commercial interaction - which is also the recognised 

pipeline for building mobilisable ethnic ties in our framework (Anthias, 2007; Blau, 1964; 

Cornell, 1996; Nagel, 1994). Additionally, we found that when MOMBs focus on a strategy 

related to one condition, the characteristics that co-ethnic customers exhibit in relation to the 

other two conditions can either facilitate or inhibit the effectiveness of the strategy in building 

marketing-oriented ethnic ties.

A commitment-building mechanism through marketing-oriented ethnic ties

According to the last subsection, a key feature of marketing-oriented ethnic ties is 

their ability to encourage customers to willingly participate in commercial activities at the 
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invitation of the business. These activities generate direct and indirect economic benefits for 

MOMBs. This subsection highlights three distinctive cognitive and behavioural patterns 

exhibited by customers in their commercial interactions driven by marketing-oriented ethnic 

ties: Cultural accountability, Relational obligation, and Cultural identity affirmation. With 

our theoretical framework, we identify the mechanisms by which ethnic ties enhance co-

ethnic customers’ commitment (Bansal et al., 2004).

Cultural accountability. First, we found that during early non-commercial 

interactions, MOMBs communicated their cultural background and identity, allowing 

customers to recognise the high level of consistency between the social and cultural norms 

adhered to by both parties. This awareness of shared cultural norms influences customer 

behaviour during transactions. Emotionally, customers who recognise that MOMBs are well-

versed in and committed to their own cultural norms are inclined to believe that the business 

understands and adheres to the same standards of good service, which aligns with their own 

expectations, leading to a positive experience. For example, one customer expressed 

confidence saying, "My confidence comes from mutual understanding [...] They surely 

understand what good service means to Chinese people, so their efforts should be on the right 

track" (IC19). On a rational level, customers feel more confident in their own ability to 

effectively address any misconduct by the business within the familiar cultural framework. 

One customer mentioned, "I’m not worried because I know they have a presence on 

Xiaohongshu, which most customers from China use. If I really got food poisoning or 

something, I definitely have a strong channel to ensure they are punished [...] so I think they 

wouldn’t dare" (IC11). This sense of confidence, which is often lacking among migrant 

customers who may not be familiar with mainstream complaint channels, methods, or may 

face language barriers, enhances their belief that they will have a satisfactory transaction 

experience, thereby fostering affective commitment in our framework (Bansal et al., 2004).
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Moreover, within a diaspora context, where most of the customer's consumption 

experiences occur within a cross-cultural framework, such emotional and rational effects 

could serve as a rare intangible asset, increasing switching costs when customers consider 

alternative businesses. Consequently, the continuance commitment of customers is also 

heightened (Bansal et al., 2004).

Relational obligation. We observed that the interpersonal friendships and 

relationships developed during early non-commercial interactions with MOMBs lead 

customers to form a personal and community-oriented sense of obligation towards the 

business. This manifests itself in their perception of the business not merely as a transactional 

partner but as a small business owner facing similar challenges on the migration journey. 

This perception transforms their support for the business into an interpersonal obligation, 

akin to supporting a close friend or family member. In this context, customers shift their 

attitude towards the quality of transactions from a critical/protective stance to a constructive 

one aimed at helping the business improve. One customer noted, "They have it tough too, so I 

don’t usually make a fuss about minor issues. I just point them out to help them improve [...] 

I’ll still come back, that’s a different thing" (IC8). Additionally, this interpersonal 

relationship leads customers to become emotionally invested in the growth of the business, 

viewing their patronage as a contribution to the community’s well-being. For instance, some 

customers perceive supporting MOMBs as fulfilling a community-level obligation to "help 

the Chinese community thrive" (IC10).

In our framework, this emotional evolution, driven by marketing-oriented ethnic ties, 

reduces customers' suspicion towards the transaction itself and fosters a sense of obligation to 

help MOMBs improve at both the interpersonal and community levels, reflecting community 

norms in individual customers. This process, in turn, reinforces normative commitment 

(Bansal et al., 2004).
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Cultural identity affirmation. Finally, we discovered that marketing-oriented ethnic 

ties enable the transaction itself to be seen by customers as a means of affirming their social 

identity, as they have confidence in the cultural understanding, the space created, and the 

cultural symbolism behind the social scenarios involved in earlier interactions. This creates 

an additional criterion for customers when evaluating MOMBs beyond the value of the 

transaction. One customer shared, "Being on a street that sells Chinese food in itself is 

meaningful; for example, eating Sichuan cuisine [...] it’s definitely not as good as Sichuan 

cuisine in China, but the feeling here is different" (IC19). Our online observations also 

revealed that the social symbolism of the restaurant carries significant weight for migrants far 

from home, with posts about the first Sichuan or Northeastern Chinese restaurant in 

Birmingham attracting widespread attention. Moreover, in a diaspora context, the 

significance of this extra criterion in shaping attitudes towards MOMBs is further 

strengthened by the increasing desire and need for a return to cultural identity. One customer 

mentioned, "I don’t even know when the Mid-Autumn Festival is this year [the date changes 

every year...]. Sometimes I feel the need to relive the Chinese way of life [...] Going over, 

greeting them, ordering, paying, eating hotpot, these bring a certain feeling" (IC11). Thus, the 

trust of migrant customers in MOMBs in the diaspora is derived not only from the goods and 

services offered but also from the cultural experience they provide. This indirectly provides a 

new source of emotional attachment for affective commitment. As part of their service, 

MOMBs offer a cultural setting that shapes a unique experience, also increasing the 

switching costs for customers - thereby enhancing continuance commitment (Bansal et al., 

2004).

Discussion and Conclusion
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This study makes fourfold contributions to international marketing and ethnic 

business literature by investigating the unique strategies MOMBs use to build marketing-

oriented ethnic ties and the corresponding marketing outcomes.

Firstly, this research extends the international marketing literature by examining 

MOMBs’ marketing strategies and co-ethnic customers’ behaviours in cross-cultural diaspora 

contexts (e.g., Garry and Hall, 2015; Luna and Forquer Gupta, 2001; Sinkovics and Reuber, 

2021; Steenkamp, 2001; Yu et al., 2021). Previous research in this field has often examined 

MOMBs' unique circumstances and marketing strategies in isolation, as well as the evolving 

perceptions and behaviours of migrant customers within the diaspora context (Czinkota et al., 

2021; Lassalle et al., 2020; Luna and Forquer Gupta, 2001; Sharifonnasabi et al., 2024). By 

focusing on the unique interactions between MOMBs and customers shaped by the diaspora 

context and cross-cultural experiences, we advance such studies. 

Specifically, our findings first corroborate existing fragmented views in international 

marketing literature that MOMBs often need marketing innovations to adapt, survive, and 

grow (Altinay and Altinay, 2008; Chand and Tung, 2011; Dyer and Ross, 2000). Also, our 

findings support the notion that migrant customers may reinterpret their social and cultural 

identities due to cross-cultural experiences, resulting in evolved cognition and behaviours in 

consumption (Garry and Hall, 2015; Schwartz et al., 2014). However, our research extends 

the current limited understanding of the interaction between MOMBs and co-ethnic 

customers by conceptualising how MOMBs can strategically mobilise ethnic ties within the 

diaspora for marketing purposes. Using Anthias's (2007) framework, we identified and 

explained six strategic components MOMBs employ to enhance the mobilisability of ethnic 

ties with co-ethnic customers. This suggests that the co-ethnic business-customer 

relationship, often overlooked in international marketing literature, is not inherently 
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advantageous due to ethnic ties; rather, businesses must make deliberate agentic efforts to 

mobilise these ties for marketing purposes.

By conceptualising the theoretical implications of the six strategies, we found that 

MOMBs’ strategies capitalise on the three conditions in Anthias's (2007) framework that 

facilitate the transformation of generic ethnic ties into mobilisable ethnic ties. We found these 

strategies shape customers' intrinsic motivation for embracing non-commercialised 

interactions with MOMBs, thereby fostering marketing-oriented ethnic ties gradually. This 

finding supports the notion that interactions without explicit business objectives are a crucial 

pipeline for enhancing the mobilisability of ethnic ties (Anthias, 2007; Blau, 1964; Cornell, 

1996; Nagel, 1994). It thus extends relationship marketing theory (Grönroos, 1994; 

Gummesson, 2002) by demonstrating how ethnic ties can be strategically deployed as 

relational tools that enhance trust and commitment in diaspora contexts. Additionally, our 

study deepens understanding of how the three conditions in Anthias’s (2007) framework - 

self-definition of ethnic identity, social context, and social location - interact in marketing 

contexts. Contrary to prior implicit treatment of these as discrete factors, we reveal that they 

are dynamically interrelated. When MOMBs strategically target one condition to enhance the 

mobilisability of ethnic ties, the other two can either amplify or constrain the strategy’s 

effectiveness. For instance, when MOMBs leverage social location (e.g., shared migration 

trajectories) to foster non-commercial engagement (as in the isomorphic trajectory), this 

effort may be weakened if customers’ self-definitions involve distancing themselves from 

ethnic identity, thereby reducing receptiveness to such mobilisation efforts.

Secondly, we contribute to ethnic business and diaspora studies. Previous research in 

this area has generally regarded marketing success, even broader business success, as an 

outcome of ethnic ties' utility for business purposes (Bruton et al., 2023; Chand and Tung, 

2011; Dyer and Ross, 2000). However, while Anthias (2007), Criado et al. (2015), and Nagel 
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(1994) have stressed in studies focused on ethnic ties that not all ethnic connections can be 

mobilised for business purposes, this differentiation has not been sufficiently considered 

within ethnic business studies to nuance the role of ethnic ties for MOMBs. The co-ethnic 

customer favourability is still often treated as an inherent advantage for MOMBs. This limits 

ethnic business studies’ scope to fully explain how MOMBs strategically pursue the positive 

outcomes brought about by ethnic ties. Conceptually, our research addresses this gap by 

combining the theoretical approaches of Anthias (2007) and Bansal et al. (2004) to carefully 

distinguish ethnic ties from mobilisable ethnic ties. This distinction allows us to 

conceptualise six agentic efforts that MOMBs and broader ethnic businesses can use to 

facilitate transformation by focusing on the three critical conditions affecting this transition. 

This finding explains why the role of ethnic ties emphasised in some ethnic studies cannot be 

uniformly effective across all ethnic businesses' marketing performance (Criado et al., 2015). 

This also provides a theoretical foundation on how ethnic businesses can capitalise on ethnic 

ties for marketing success, detailing the agentic efforts required and how mobilisable ethnic 

ties influence MOMBs' marketing outcomes in developed markets such as the UK. This 

advances previous scholarly views that treated ethnic ties as merely static resources for ethnic 

businesses (Chand and Tung, 2011; Ram et al., 2017; Rath and Swagerman, 2016). 

Furthermore, as we demonstrated that strategies targeting specific conditions for 

transforming ethnic ties into mobilisable ethnic ties are influenced by other conditions, our 

research introduces contextually sensitive insights into mobilisability building. For example, 

when cultural differences between the host and home countries are pronounced, the social 

context is more likely to foster a desire for cultural identity affirmation (cultural repertoire 

strategy); conversely, when individuals wish to distance themselves from their ethnic 

identity, the effectiveness of many strategies is diminished. This contextually sensitive 

perspective is also valuable for examining how the effectiveness of ethnic businesses’ 
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strategies for cultivating mobilisable ethnic ties is influenced across various other business 

domains, such as supply chain development, financing, and partnerships.

Thirdly, we developed a framework for analysing co-ethnic business-customer 

interactions in cross-cultural diaspora environments within the international marketing 

literature. By integrating Anthias (2007) and Bansal et al. (2004) perspectives, this 

framework synthesises the dynamism of co-ethnic ties, business interaction strategies, the 

evolving diaspora context, and its impact on customer behaviour. In this study, we have 

demonstrated its profound significance in explaining how interactions between co-ethnic 

businesses and customers unfold and in understanding the varying effects of interaction 

strategies. 

Fourthly, our empirical work supports the potential for a dynamic conversion between 

ethnic ties and mobilisable ties that serve business objectives, as proposed by Anthias (2007). 

Using marketing interactions as an example, we provide empirical evidence showing how 

MOMBs enhance the mobilisability of ethnic ties through non-commercial interactions, 

which, in turn, facilitate commercial engagement. Our findings also extend Anthias (2007) by 

demonstrating that the three conditions essential for building mobilisable ethnic ties are not 

independent but interact with each other to shape interaction outcomes.

Regarding managerial implications, our findings suggest that MOMBs should not rely 

solely on co-ethnicity to foster commitment from co-ethnic migrant customers in marketing 

activities. While co-ethnicity can facilitate initial interactions, it does not automatically 

translate into business success. To strengthen customer engagement, MOMBs should focus 

on non-commercial activities and strategically implement six key components to build 

marketing-oriented ethnic ties, thereby promoting more effective commercial interactions. 

These strategies include using culturally resonant language, fostering community-based non-

commercial interactions, drawing on shared migration experiences, creating culturally 
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familiar environments, offering personalised care, and emphasising shared socio-economic 

experiences. Additionally, our research helps MOMBs better understand how the diaspora 

context influences their customers, enabling them to identify customers who either wish to 

maintain or distance themselves from their cultural identity, and tailor segmentation strategies 

accordingly. This study also provides valuable insights into the unique attitudes and 

behaviours of customers in co-ethnic transactions influenced by marketing-oriented ethnic 

ties, such as their perceptions of cultural accountability, relational obligations, and the pursuit 

of cultural identity affirmation, allowing MOMBs to avoid misunderstandings and build long-

term customer relationships.

A limitation of this study is its empirical focus on a Chinese community in the UK 

with over a century of migration history. Future research should examine migrant businesses 

in less established diaspora communities or in contexts lacking deeply rooted migrant 

populations, to verify and extend our findings.
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Tables and Figures

Table 1. Summary of literature on the role of ethnic ties in MOMBs

Role of Ethnic Ties Description Citations

Information and 
opportunities access

Ethnic ties provide MOMBs with essential information on market 
trends, business practices, and new opportunities, helping them 
navigate their industry and make informed choices for effective 

business growth.

Battisti et al., 2022; Bruton et al., 2023; Fadahunsi 
et al., 2000; Janjuha-Jivraj, 2003; Jean et al., 2011; 
Kariv et al., 2009; Kerr and Mandorff, 2023; Portes 

and Zhou, 1992

Acquire social and 
financial capital

Ethnic community ties help MOMBs to acquire vital social and 
financial resources, including informal lending, pooled funds, and 

partnerships, supporting MOMBs who may face barriers to traditional 
financial services.

Bengtsson and Hsu, 2015; Bruton et al., 2023; 
Brzozowski et al., 2017; Dana et al., 2020; Jones et 

al., 2023; Kerr and Mandorff, 2023; Ram, 1997

Develop labour force – 
human capital

By leveraging family and community connections, ethnic ties help 
MOMBs recruit a dependable workforce, reducing costs and enhancing 

flexibility, which is essential for small, resource-constrained 
enterprises.

Bruton et al., 2023; Madhavan and Iriyama, 2009; 
Ram et al., 2022; Thornton et al., 2011

Skill development and 
knowledge sharing

Within ethnic communities, MOMBs can access a wealth of shared 
knowledge, skills, and experience, allowing them to learn from each 

other, reduce startup costs, and foster innovation.

Barrett et al., 2001; Haq et al., 2021; Janjuha-Jivraj, 
2003; Ram, 1997; Thornton et al., 2011

Access business support 
infrastructures

Ethnic ties link entrepreneurs to informal support systems such as 
mentorship, training, and advisory resources, enabling them to 
strengthen business foundations and navigate challenges more 

effectively.

Fallon and Berman Brown, 2004; Ram et al., 2012; 
Ram et al., 2022; Rath and Swagerman, 2016

Supply chain support
Ethnic ties offer access to reliable suppliers and culturally aligned 

distribution channels, creating efficient, cost-effective supply chains 
that help meet specific market demands within the community.

Aldrich and Waldinger, 1990; Choi et al., 2024; 
Raijman and Tienda, 2003

Customer base and 
market reach

Ethnic communities provide an initial loyal customer base, while also 
helping businesses expand to wider markets by leveraging culturally 

relevant products and services that attract a diverse range of customers.

Altinay et al., 2014; Elo et al., 2019; Haq et al., 
2021; Rath and Swagerman, 2016; Shelton and 

Minniti, 2018
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Marketing and Brand 
Loyalty

Ethnic ties support strong brand loyalty within the community through 
shared cultural values, fostering effective word-of-mouth promotion 
and a loyal customer base that often expands to other communities 

seeking unique or authentic cultural products.

Altinay et al., 2014; Bruton et al., 2023; Chand and 
Tung, 2011; Dyer and Ross, 2000; Haq et al., 2021
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework

Table 2. Clarification of terms in the theoretical framework

Emergent Terms/Concepts Description
Ethnic ties Social connections between individuals who share the same 

ethnic background, which are grounded in a shared sense of 
identity, culture, language, traditions, and often a common 
geographical origin.

MOMBs First- and second-generation migrant-owned microbusinesses 
(1-9 employees).

Diaspora context Diaspora context refers to the unique social, cultural, and 
economic environment in which a dispersed community of 
people from the same ethnic or national origin live outside 
their homeland.

Marketing-oriented ethnic ties Those ethnic ties that could be mobilised to facilitate 
customers’ involvement in commercial-related activities. 
Such "marketing-oriented ethnic ties" can endow MOMBs 
with 'the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of 
membership in social networks or other social structures'

Anthias’s (2007) three contextual 
conditions of mobilisable ethnic ties

Factors related to the social environment and customers that 
influence the effectiveness of strategic interactions initiated 
by MOMBs to transform generic ethnic ties into mobilisable.

Self-defining Attitudes toward ethnic identity - the ways customers perform 
their cultural experiences to reconstruct their social identities.

Social context Social context in the diaspora context, related to political, 
social and cultural environment of the host society.

Social location of both parties Variations within the same ethnic group, such as differing 
economic statuses or levels of integration, affecting co-ethnic 
interactions' dynamics

Interaction types between co-ethnic 
customers and businesses

Due to the distinction between ethnic ties and marketing-
oriented ethnic ties, MOMBs engage in interactions with co-
ethnic customers that serve different purposes.
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Non-commercial interactions In the early stages of interaction between MOMBs and 
customers, the interpersonal engagement is not driven by 
explicit transactional or marketing objectives.

Commercial interactions In the later stages of interaction between MOMBs and 
customers, the service engagement is explicitly oriented 
towards clear transactional or marketing objectives.

Long-term customer commitment (Bansal 
et al., 2004)

A force that binds customers to a course of action of 
relevance to MOMBs. 

Affective commitment Customers' emotional satisfaction with their shopping 
experiences, service quality, and alignment with brand 
values, as well as their confidence in the continued positive 
experiences from such relationships

Continuance commitment Customers' rational calculation of the costs associated with 
switching suppliers.

Normative commitment Customers' rational calculation of the costs associated with 
switching suppliers.

Table 3. Demographic information of participants

ID – 
Businesses 

in 
observation

Number 
of 

Employees

Owner's 
Gender Location

Years in 
Operati

on
Cuisine type

OB1 4-6 Female Chinatown 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB2 1-3 Male Food hall 4-6 years Regional Specialty
OB3 7-9 Male Chinatown 7-9 years Regional Specialty
OB4 1-3 Female Chinatown 1-3 years Regional Specialty
OB5 4-6 Male Chinatown 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB6 1-3 Female Food hall <1 years Fusion
OB7 1-3 Male Food hall 1-3 years Traditional Chinese
OB8 4-6 Male Chinatown 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB9 7-9 Male Chinatown 1-3 years Traditional Chinese
OB10 1-3 Female Food hall 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB11 4-6 Female Chinatown 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB12 1-3 Male Food hall 1-3 years Fusion
OB13 7-9 Male Chinatown 7-9 years Regional Specialty
OB14 1-3 Female Chinatown 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB15 4-6 Male Food hall 7-9 years Regional Specialty
OB16 1-3 Female Food hall 1-3 years Traditional Chinese
ID – 

Businesses 
in 

interviews

Number 
of 

Employees

Owner's 
Gender Location

Years in 
Operati

on
Cuisine type

OB1 4-6 Female Chinatown 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB2 1-3 Male Food hall 4-6 years Regional Specialty
OB3 7-9 Male Chinatown 7-9 years Regional Specialty
OB5 4-6 Male Chinatown 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB7 1-3 Male Food hall 1-3 years Traditional Chinese
OB10 1-3 Female Food hall 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB11 4-6 Female Chinatown 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB14 1-3 Female Chinatown 4-6 years Traditional Chinese
OB16 1-3 Female Food hall 1-3 years Traditional Chinese
ID – 

Customers Age Group Gender Occupation Frequency of 
Visit

Years as 
Migrant
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in 
Interviews

IC1 26-35 Female Working Weekly 13
IC2 46-60 Male Retired/Unemployed Weekly 29
IC3 36-45 Male Working Monthly 16
IC4 36-45 Female Working Bi-weekly 25
IC5 18-25 Female Student Monthly 7
IC6 18-25 Female Student Bi-weekly 2
IC7 18-25 Male Student Bi-weekly 2
IC8 46-60 Male Working Bi-weekly 6
IC9 36-45 Female Working Weekly 3
IC10 36-45 Male Working Weekly 18
IC11 18-25 Male Student Weekly 1
IC12 46-60 Female Retired/Unemployed Monthly 20
IC13 46-60 Male Working Weekly 3
IC14 26-35 Female Working Bi-weekly 5
IC15 18-25 Male Student Weekly 1
IC16 18-25 Female Student Weekly 1
IC17 26-35 Male Working Bi-weekly 2
IC18 26-35 Female Working Monthly 2
IC19 26-35 Female Working Weekly 15
IC20 26-35 Male Working Weekly 13
IC21 36-45 Female Working Monthly 2
IC22 18-25 Female Student Weekly 2
IC23 26-35 Female Working Weekly 12
IC24 26-35 Female Student Monthly 2
IC25 26-35 Female Working Bi-weekly 10
IC26 36-45 Female Working Bi-weekly 11
IC27 18-25 Male Student Weekly 1
IC28 26-35 Male Working Weekly 2
IC29 26-35 Male Working Weekly 3
IC30 18-25 Male Working Bi-weekly 2
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Figure 2 Data structure
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