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Abstract

This study examines how non-profit support organizations (NPSOs)
construct collective ethical understandings of “support” under structural
power imbalances and how these shape beneficiaries’ experiences. Focusing
on refugee entrepreneurship services in Western contexts, it draws on
interviews with managers from 33 NPSOs and |5 refugee entrepreneurs.
Integrating the Sensemaking-Intuition Model and Capability Approach, the
study identifies three ethical understandings—Instrumental, Compensatory,
and Transformative—that reflect how NPSOs interpret power asymmetries,
justify interventions, and define ethical support. Each arises from distinct
configurations of organizational expertise, internal culture, and perceived
institutional pressures. A capability-based evaluation of ethical completeness
assesses how these understandings uphold recognition, equity, substantive
freedom, and institutional integrity. The assessment reveals that while
Instrumental NPSOs emphasize directive support to avoid failure, and
Compensatory NPSOs affirm beneficiaries’ autonomy to counter power
imbalances, only Transformative NPSOs approach ethical completeness—
though their models remain precarious, strained by dominant neoliberal logics.
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Non-profit support organizations (NPSOs) play an increasingly central role
in delivering services to marginalized groups, including migrants and refu-
gees (Azmat et al., 2023; Bhawe & Jha, 2024; Dahlman et al., 2022). These
organizations sit between funders and beneficiaries and face dual account-
ability: upward to resource providers and downward to service recipients
(Banks et al., 2015; Ebrahim, 2003; Wang, 2006). This intermediary position
affords NPSOs significant influence and power over the lives of their clients,
shaping how support is designed, delivered, and justified. Yet despite good
intentions, many support efforts fail to enhance the agency or well-being of
marginalized groups and may even reproduce structural disadvantage (Banks
et al., 2015; Baur & Palazzo, 2011).

Existing research on ethical decision-making in organizations has largely
focused on individual actors in commercial contexts, where ethical chal-
lenges are framed around internal hierarchies, stakeholder disputes, or mar-
ket misconduct (Morrison, 2014; Schwartz, 2016). By contrast, support
relationships are defined by inherent power imbalances: beneficiaries often
have limited voices, few alternatives, and depend on NPSOs for access to
basic opportunities (Ansari et al., 2012; Villares-Varela & Sheringham,
2020). These power-laden service environments complicate the processes by
which NPSOs understand what is ethical and translate such understandings
into practice. Here, ethical understandings refer to how NPSOs interpret what
constitutes an ethical issue, what obligations it entails, and what forms of
support are considered morally appropriate in context (Reinecke & Ansari,
2015, 2016; Sonenshein, 2007). While some scholars have begun to consider
how non-profits handle ethical tensions (Azmat et al., 2023), we still lack a
framework for understanding how NPSOs, as collective actors, make sense
of their ethical understandings of “support” differently in these power-imbal-
anced relationships and exert impact on marginalized beneficiaries.

In this article, I define collective ethical decision-making as the organiza-
tional process through which NPSOs construct, justify, and operationalize
shared understandings of what constitutes their versions of “ethical sup-
port”—that is, support that is seen as morally defensible. Rather than treating
ethical support as a fixed or universally prescriptive ideal, I view it as a
dynamic and context-dependent construction that emerges through interac-
tion, interpretation, and feedback, yet remains open to normative evaluation
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in terms of its adequacy and soundness (Dedeke, 2015; Sonenshein, 2007).
My research question is thus twofold:

1. How do NPSOs collectively construct ethical understandings of “sup-
port” under structural power imbalances?

2. How do these ethical understandings influence the lived experiences
of marginalized beneficiaries?

I investigate these questions in the empirical setting of refugee entrepre-
neurship support in the Western liberal democracies. Refugees are 1.5 to 2
times more likely to pursue entrepreneurship than local populations (Hanna,
2022), yet face extensive social, financial, and institutional barriers (Desai
et al., 2021). NPSOs have become key actors in providing services for refu-
gees to pursue their entrepreneurial aspirations (Abebe, 2023; Al-Dajani
et al., 2015; Harima et al., 2020; Martinelli et al., 2024). This study draws on
42 interviews with managers and frontline leads across 33 NPSOs, as well as
15 interviews with refugee entrepreneurs who have received entrepreneurial
support. This dual-perspective design enables the tracing of how ethical
understandings are constructed within organizations and how they are expe-
rienced by those most affected.

To analyze these dynamics, this study integrates two theoretical lenses to
form a multi-level ethical framework. The sensemaking-intuition model
(SIM) (Sonenshein, 2007) enables the analysis of how NPSOs construct dis-
tinct ethical understandings of “support” by tracing the interpretive processes
through which they frame ethical issues, respond via intuitive judgment, and
rationalize their reactions over time (Schwartz, 2016; Weick, 1995). Building
on this, this study uses the capability approach (CA; Deneulin & McGregor,
2010; Sen, 1985) to evaluate the ethical completeness of these understand-
ings. Based on CA, this study defines ethical completeness as the extent to
which an ethical understanding of support systematically: (a) upholds benefi-
ciaries’ rights to recognition (Fraser, 2000; Hart, 2013), (b) addresses struc-
tural inequities in converting support into real opportunities (equity) (Sen,
1985, 2005), and (c) expands their substantive freedoms—enabling margin-
alized groups to pursue lives they have reason to value (Nussbaum, 2011;
Robeyns, 2017). This study also considers ethical completeness to involve
not only normative soundness (from CA), but also whether these understand-
ings are embedded and sustained through organizational and institutional
structures. This ensures that ethical commitments are structurally supported
rather than merely aspirational (Hart, 2013; Robeyns, 2017).

Together, SIM and CA allow this study to examine both how ethical mean-
ings are constructed and institutionalized by NPSOs, and how these meanings
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enable or constrain refugees’ ability to pursue lives they have reason to value.
This integrated framework thus captures not only the social production of ethi-
cal meaning, but also its normative adequacy in contexts of structural power
imbalances.

The findings identify three distinct ethical understandings of support—
Instrumental, Compensatory, and Transformative. Each represents a different
way of interpreting power imbalances and defining ethical support. The
Instrumental understanding conceives ethical support as responsible steward-
ship oriented toward preventing service failure; staff draw on professional
norms to guide beneficiaries, but recognition can become conditional on per-
formative alignment, and beneficiaries face bounded options within pre-
defined pathways, limiting substantive freedom. The Compensatory
understanding centers ethical support on resisting power imbalance by defer-
ring to beneficiary ownership, typically adopted by NPSOs embedded in ben-
eficiary communities. Itaffirms voice and autonomy through noninterventional
responsiveness, yet these NPSOs often lack the professional and material
capacity to address conversion disadvantages, thereby limiting equity and
constraining substantive freedom. The Transformative understanding views
ethical support as reconfiguring power imbalance to enable contextual
agency; organizations intentionally blend market expertise with community
knowledge to co-create support and address structural barriers, allowing ben-
eficiaries to pursue lives they have reason to value, though this approach
remains structurally strained by funding and policy environments shaped by
neoliberal performance expectations. Together, these findings show how
NPSOs’ ethical reasoning and the resulting ethical completeness are shaped
by constellations of micro-level expertise, meso-level cultures, and macro-
level institutional pressures.

This study makes three key contributions. First, it expands the research on
organizational ethics by extending SIM beyond commercial contexts, unrav-
eling how power imbalances are collectively and differently framed and
negotiated as constitutive ethical issues. Second, it advances the ethical anal-
ysis of NPSOs by introducing ethical completeness—a capability-based eval-
uation that reveals how different ethical understandings variably support or
constrain recognition, equity, substantive freedom, and institutional integrity.
Third, it contributes to refugee entrepreneurship literature by uncovering how
neoliberal support logics constrain capability-building, while also developing
ethically informed explanations for the varied experiences of refugee entre-
preneurs in different NPSOs.

Practically, the study provides NPSOs with a framework to reflect on how
their capacities, cultures, and institutional positioning shape ethical under-
standings and beneficiaries’ experiences, highlighting that building ethical
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completeness requires not only intent but also organizational infrastructure.
At the policy level, it shows how performance-based funding regimes can
narrow ethics to efficiency, and supports the need for more flexible, equity-
oriented models that allow time-intensive, capability-enhancing support.

Conceptual Background
Ethical Decision-Making of NPSOs

Although they share certain similarities, NPSOs face ethical challenges that
differ from those examined in mainstream business ethics, reflecting the
relational nature of their work rather than the transactional logics that typi-
cally underpin corporate contexts. In for-profit transactional contexts, orga-
nizational ethics research emphasizes how corporations must simultaneously
satisfy shareholder expectations, manage reputational risks, and respond to
societal demands for sustainability and fairness, often under conditions of
global competition and institutional scrutiny (Crane et al., 2019; Maak et al.,
2016; Scherer et al., 2016). These dilemmas are typically framed as disputes
over the allocation of costs and benefits, or the balancing of economic
imperatives against broader social and environmental obligations (Phillips
et al., 2020). By contrast, NPSOs operate in service relationships where ben-
eficiaries’ opportunities, agency, and very survival are directly shaped by
organizational discretion. This makes their ethical reasoning not simply
about adjudicating between competing claims, but about defining and justi-
fying what ethical support should mean in contexts of beneficiaries’ struc-
tural dependency and vulnerability (Azmat et al., 2023; Banks et al., 2015;
Ebrahim, 2003).

Two structural axes sharpen the distinctiveness of NPSOs’ decision-mak-
ing about what’s ethical support. The first is dual accountability. NPSOs are
positioned between upward accountability to funders and policymakers and
downward accountability to beneficiaries (Moulton & Eckerd, 2012; Wang,
2006). On the one hand, they are required to conform to project-based funding
regimes, performance metrics, and audit systems that reward efficiency, mea-
surable impact, and cost-effectiveness (Banks et al., 2015; Ebrahim, 2003;
Wang, 2006). These requirements preconfigure what “good” support looks
like institutionally, privileging outputs that are easily monitored over out-
comes that are harder to measure. On the other hand, NPSOs must also respond
to beneficiaries whose needs are complex, situated, and often resist standard-
ization (Ansari et al., 2012; Azmat et al., 2023; Baur & Schmitz, 2012).
Refugees and other marginalized groups often navigate complex, interdepen-
dent challenges arising from trauma, legal precarity, family responsibilities,
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and cultural dislocation (Christoffersen, 2021; Jones Christensen & Newman,
2024; Refai et al., 2024). Balancing these demands produces a structural ten-
sion: responsiveness to lived realities is constantly at risk of being crowded
out by funder-driven expectations (Baur & Schmitz, 2012), leaving organiza-
tions in a continual struggle between accountability “upwards” and account-
ability “downwards” (Johnson et al., 2023).

The second axis is the power imbalance of support relationships. Power
imbalances exist in different organizational settings, but the form they take in
NPSO-beneficiary relations is categorically distinct. In market-based interac-
tions, power is usually exercised through contractual leverage or bargaining
positions (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). In support relationships, by contrast,
beneficiaries often lack voice, viable exit options, or institutional leverage,
while providers hold the moral authority and interpretive discretion to define
what counts as “need,” what qualifies as “improvement,” and what consti-
tutes “success” (Azmat et al., 2023; Baur & Palazzo, 2011; Jones Christensen
& Newman, 2024). This is not an incidental imbalance, but a structural asym-
metry: power is embedded in the very architecture of service provision, shap-
ing the terms on which beneficiaries engage (Banks et al., 2015; Beaton et al.,
2021). As a result, the ethical stakes extend beyond questions of distributive
fairness to encompass the legitimacy of interpretation and justification—who
decides what forms of support are appropriate, and under what normative
framing (Reinecke & Ansari, 2015, 2016; Sonenshein, 2007). For marginal-
ized groups such as refugees, who rely on NPSOs for access to legal, finan-
cial, and entrepreneurial opportunities, this imbalance is heightened by
systemic exclusions linked to race, gender, legal status, or economic precarity
(Al-Dajani et al., 2015; Ansari et al., 2012; Harima et al., 2020; Sen, 1985).

Mainstream organizational ethics research, while foundational, is not well
equipped to capture these dynamics. Much of this literature has examined how
firms manage stakeholder conflicts, sustain legitimacy, and cultivate ethical
climates under conditions of market competition and regulatory oversight
(Crane et al., 2019; Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Greenwood et al., 2011;
Kaptein, 2017; Scherer et al., 2014; Treviio et al., 2006). In these accounts,
power is typically treated as a contextual variable or negotiable resource, and
ethicality is analyzed in terms of compliance, reputation, or the balancing of
stakeholder claims. What remains underexplored is how organizations exer-
cise interpretive authority in relationships where stakeholders lack bargaining
power and voice, and where ethical reasoning involves constitutively defining
what counts as legitimate support (Fleming & Sturdy, 2011; Palazzo et al.,
2012). Moreover, outcomes are rarely assessed in terms of beneficiaries’ real
freedoms or capability expansion. Whereas business ethics research often
evaluates organizational performance through legitimacy or accountability,
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NPSOs’ practices directly affect whether marginalized groups are recognized,
whether structural conversion barriers are addressed, and whether substantive
freedoms can be meaningfully pursued (Nussbaum, 2011; Robeyns, 2017,
Sen, 2009).

These contrasts establish a clear gap. Existing business ethics frameworks
cannot explain how NPSOs collectively construct ethical understandings of
support under dual accountability and constitutive power imbalance, nor how
these constructions translate into beneficiaries’ lived experiences. Addressing
this requires a different analytical approach, one that links the organizational
processes of ethical meaning-making with their normative adequacy in
expanding or constraining beneficiaries’ capabilities.

Theoretical Framework: Integrating SIM and CA

This section demonstrates how I nuance both SIM (Sonenshein, 2007) and
CA (Sen, 1985, 2005) to address the proposed research questions.

Sensemaking-Intuition Model. The SIM (Sonenshein, 2007) provides a valu-
able lens for analyzing how NPSOs construct collective ethical understand-
ings of “support” under conditions of power imbalance.

SIM conceptualizes ethical sensemaking as an iterative process comprising
three interrelated phases: issue construction, intuitive judgment, and justifica-
tion. In the first phase, issue construction, SIM highlights how organizational
actors interpret ambiguous or complex situations as ethically significant. This
is particularly relevant for staff in NPSOs, who must navigate the tension
between responding to dynamic community needs and satisfying institutional
demands from funders and policymakers (Azmat et al., 2023; Ebrahim, 2003;
Johnson et al., 2023). This dual accountability creates precisely the type of
equivocal and morally ambiguous environments in which issue construction
may emerge (Schwartz, 2016; Walker & McCarthy, 2010; Weick, 1995).
This may involve determining whether such imbalances are seen as mor-
ally problematic, neutral, or even necessary for achieving NPSOs’ goals.
SIM suggests that actors frame ethical issues based on their preexisting
beliefs, personal motivations, observations of peers’ actions, and imagined
perspectives of others (Sonenshein, 2007). For NPSOs’ staff, these fram-
ing mechanisms are not formed in isolation. They are shaped by broader
sociocultural and political-institutional discourses regarding beneficiary
agency, organizational responsibility, and the normative aims of support
provision (Clarke, 2004; Fraser, 2000). As such, what is treated as ethi-
cally salient is actively constructed, revealing NPSOs’ deep assumptions
about harm and obligation.
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In the second phase, intuitive judgment, SIM highlights how ethical
assessments often emerge through key members’ tacit, affective responses
rather than deliberate reasoning—particularly under conditions of time pres-
sure, resource scarcity, or normative ambiguity (Haidt, 2001). In this study,
this means that NPSOs operating in politically sensitive and resource-con-
strained environments often rely on their accumulated practical experience
and past service encounters to make intuitive moral judgments under time
and resource pressure (Sonenshein, 2007). These experiences are shaped by
the broader sociocultural and political-institutional contexts in which NPSOs
are embedded, particularly in relation to how beneficiary needs and organiza-
tional actions are perceived as deserving of or morally appropriate (Clarke,
2004; Reinecke & Ansari, 2016). Such influences help explain why different
NPSOs, even when facing similar structural dilemmas, may arrive at diver-
gent intuitive stances on what constitutes ethical support.

The third phase, explanation and justification, concerns how organiza-
tional members collectively make sense of their intuitive ethical judg-
ments through negotiation and discursive elaboration (Baur & Palazzo,
2011; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Sonenshein, 2007).

In this study, justification serves as a site where NPSOs debate, stabilize,
revise, or even contest their ethical positions, considering internal disagree-
ments, external feedback, or perceived contradictions. These justification
processes are not developed in a vacuum. They are shaped by broader
sociocultural and institutional-political influences, such as dominant
funders’ logics, public expectations, peer practices, public attitudes, and
policy discourses, all of which provide normative material for ethical
reflection (Baur & Palazzo, 2011; Schwartz, 2016). Moreover, justifica-
tions can feed back into revised judgments, as past decisions are retrospec-
tively assessed. When the outcomes of agreed ethical stances produce
visible tensions or mission misalignment, organizations may engage in
deep post hoc reflection and initiate a revision of their ethical understand-
ings (Dedeke, 2015; Schwartz, 2016). In the NPSO context, such revision-
ary dynamics may be prompted by direct beneficiary feedback, peer
critique, or institutional expectations (Baur & Palazzo, 2011; Maitlis &
Christianson, 2014). This underscores how ethical sensemaking remains an
ongoing, recursive process, shaped not only by what is morally felt but also
by how it is explained, tested, and challenged over time.

Together, these phases reveal how ethical sensemaking in NPSOs is an
ongoing, collective process of negotiating the moral boundaries of support.
Rather than resulting from isolated decision-makers, ethical stances become
collectively held and enacted through organizational routines, discourses,
and practices (Cohen, 2013; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). SIM thus offers a
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useful lens to explore how NPSOs, embedded in a power-imbalanced struc-
ture, come to construct, justify, and occasionally transform their ethical posi-
tions through everyday engagements with moral complexity.

Capability Approach. While SIM elucidates how NPSOs construct ethical
understandings of “support” under conditions of uncertainty and power imbal-
ance, the CA (Sen, 1985, 2005) provides a complementary normative evalua-
tion lens. At its core, CA presents an ethical framework for evaluating human
flourishing that prioritizes capabilities—the genuine freedom individuals have
to achieve the beings and doings they value—over mere access to resources
(Robeyns, 2005; Sen, 2005). These combinations of achievable options consti-
tute capabilities, while the realized states, such as health, autonomy, or digni-
fied work, are termed functionings. In CA, the ethical legitimacy of social
arrangements is judged not by their intentions or procedural fairness, but by the
extent to which they enable individuals to expand their capabilities—the real
freedoms to lead lives they have reason to value (Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 2009).
From this perspective, enhancing capabilities is not merely instrumental but
constitutive of ethical adequacy. It enables an analysis of how NPSOs’ ethical
understandings shape the lived experiences of marginalized individuals (Azmat
et al., 2023; Schwartz, 2016; Sonenshein, 2007).

In evaluating ethics through capability, Sen’s (1985, 2009) view of justice
calls for moving away from ideal institutional design and toward the practical
assessment of actions that substantively address real-world disadvantage.
This makes CA particularly relevant for researching NPSOs, where ethical
reasoning must be assessed not only in terms of intent and design but also by
its tangible effects on the capabilities of marginalized beneficiaries within
specific social settings.

To operationalize the CA in this research, I introduce the concept of ethi-
cal completeness—a CA-informed evaluative framework. Ethical complete-
ness translates the normative commitments of the CA into four interrelated
dimensions: recognition, equity, substantive freedom, and institutional integ-
rity (Fraser, 2000; Robeyns, 2017; Sen, 2009).

In this framework, the first dimension—recognition—emphasizes that
beneficiaries must be treated not as passive recipients, but as rights-bearing
agents capable of reasoning about and pursuing their own life goals (Fraser,
2000; Nussbaum, 2011; Robeyns, 2017). In the context of NPSOs, this means
recognizing beneficiaries’ aspirations and lived knowledge as legitimate
grounds for action, rather than imposing pre-determined notions of “success.”
Recognition is therefore compromised when acknowledgment is conditional:
granted only when aspirations align with institutional expectations, while
other priorities are treated as secondary or irrelevant (Pettit, 2003).
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The second dimension, equity, focuses on redressing conversion disad-
vantages—the personal, socioinstitutional, and environmental constraints
that limit individuals’ ability to turn formal access into real opportunity
(Robeyns, 2017; Sen, 2005). In NPSO practice, this includes addressing lan-
guage barriers, trauma, immigration status, and public stigma—factors that
disproportionately affect beneficiaries but are often overlooked in program
design (Desai et al., 2021; Hanna, 2022; Jones Christensen & Newman,
2024). Equity thus requires NPSOs to engage in differentiated responses that
actively repair damaged conversion factors.

The third dimension, substantive freedom, moves beyond formal options
to enable real agency freedom (Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 2005). While option
freedom refers to what people are allowed to choose, agency freedom con-
cerns whether they can genuinely pursue those choices within existing social
constraints (Pettit, 2003). For NPSOs, this means going beyond standardized
service models to rethink eligibility criteria, offer flexible engagement, and
co-design support that reflects beneficiaries’ lived realities. The aim is not to
prescribe outcomes, but to enable diverse and meaningful life paths.

Lastly, these normative commitments—recognition, equity, and free-
dom—must also be institutionally embedded. This speaks to the fourth
dimension: institutional integrity. In NPSO settings, this refers to whether
ethical commitments are sustained both internally, through routinized prac-
tices, staff cultures, and decision-making logics; and externally, through
alignment (or misalignment) with wider institutional environments such as
funders, policy frameworks, and public narratives (Fraser, 2000; O’Dwyer &
Unerman, 2008; Robeyns, 2017). Institutional integrity, therefore, concerns
not only the internal coherence between NPSOs’ stated values and their oper-
ational practices, but also the degree to which these commitments are rein-
forced or undermined by structural and political pressures.

Together, these four dimensions represent an integrated evaluative chain
within CA: recognition affirms beneficiaries as moral agents, equity ensures
that structural barriers to converting resources are addressed, freedom evalu-
ates whether real agency can be exercised, and institutional integrity secures
the sustainability of these commitments. Framed in this way, the four dimen-
sions are not discrete criteria but interdependent stages in assessing whether
ethical support meaningfully expands beneficiaries’ capabilities.

Beyond offering normative evaluation, CA also helps conceptualize ethi-
cal support as a dynamic, feedback-sensitive process. By examining how
lived outcomes generate ethical dissonance (Baur & Palazzo, 2011; Ebrahim,
2003), it illuminates why NPSOs may revise their ethical reasoning in line
with evolving beneficiary needs—thus aligning with SIM’s emphasis on iter-
ative moral learning (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Schwartz, 2016).
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The integration of SIM and CA enables a multi-level analytical frame-
work that addresses both the construction and normative grounding of
NPSOs’ ethical understandings. SIM explains how organizations interpret
ethical challenges and construct meaning under structural uncertainty and
power imbalance. CA complements this in two ways: it offers normative
criteria to assess whether these constructed meanings enable recognition,
equity, freedom, and institutional integrity; and it helps interpret how orga-
nizations justify their practices—whether, and to what extent, their justifica-
tory language aligns with the ethical commitments central to capability
expansion. In this way, CA is not only evaluative but interpretively embed-
ded in the sensemaking process.

Research Design and Methods

Research Context

This study takes place in a broader institutional context shaped by neoliberal
governance logics in Western liberal democracies. In this context, refugee
entrepreneurship is framed not only as an economic opportunity but also as a
civic obligation for refugees to “contribute,” “integrate,” and become self-
reliant—often with minimal state involvement (Desai et al., 2021; Skran &
Easton-Calabria, 2020). The result is a complex support system. Non-state
actors—including non-profits, social enterprises, and philanthropic funders—
take responsibility for providing entrepreneurship support (Al-Dajani et al.,
2015; Desai et al., 2021; Ram et al., 2022). Many systemic features make
refugee entrepreneurship support a particularly insightful empirical context
for examining how ethics are constructed under NPSOs’ dual accountability
and structural power imbalance.

First, in the refugee entrepreneurship field, NPSOs provide business train-
ing, mentorship, networking, workspace access, and micro-funding opportu-
nities, yet operate under complex multi-stakeholder pressures (Al-Dajani
et al., 2015; Baur & Palazzo, 2011; Martinelli et al., 2024). These pressures
stem from conflicting demands, such as demonstrating short-term impact to
funders and responding to the diverse needs of refugees. Programs are often
evaluated through quantifiable indicators, such as businesses registered,
reflecting a neoliberal logic of performativity and projectization (Skran &
Easton-Calabria, 2020).

Refugee entreprencurs often navigate a host of legal, institutional, and
psychological challenges that restrict their capacity to act freely and strategi-
cally in the market (Abebe, 2023; Alkhaled & Sasaki, 2022). They often lack
exit options, voice mechanisms, or market leverage, and must accept support
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on terms set by providers (Abebe, 2023; Skran & Easton-Calabria, 2020). In
this context, NPSOs do more than offer technical support—they actively
shape refugees’ entrepreneurial trajectories, values, and perceived options.
The line between enabling and paternalism is often blurred. This raises ethi-
cal questions about how much guidance is too much, and what forms of inter-
vention are morally appropriate (Desai et al., 2021; Jones Christensen &
Newman, 2024; Skran & Easton-Calabria, 2020).

Hence, the combination of NPSOs’ dual accountability and their structural
power imbalance with refugee beneficiaries illustrates why refugee entrepre-
neurship support serves as a representative ethical landscape for this study
(Azmat et al., 2023; Baur & Palazzo, 2011).

Research Activity

This study draws on the first and second phases of a 3-year engaged longitu-
dinal project aimed at examining novel approaches to refugee entreprencur-
ship support. Specifically, the research activities of this study comprise two
main components. On the one hand, I investigate how NPSOs understand
ethical support and how such understandings take shape. On the other hand,
by examining the actual experiences of refugee entrepreneurs, I illuminate
the outcomes arising from different ethical conceptions.

NPSOs’ Management. In the first phase of the project, I conducted in-depth,
semi-structured interviews with the decision-makers of various NPSOs in the
West. My sampling approach employed specific criteria while allowing for
organizational diversity. All organizations interviewed were members of the
Refugee Entrepreneurship Network (REN), a leading supranational network
of NPSOs in the refugee entrepreneurship domain. I invited organizations
based in Western liberal democracies that, at the time of the study, had deliv-
ered direct support to refugee entrepreneurs for a minimum of 1year. There
were no restrictions regarding the geographical location or business model of
NPSOs, as the aim was to capture the diversity of ethical understandings.
Informants were typically frontline leaders or project managers responsible
for service design, ensuring they were actively involved in the organization’s
ethical sensemaking processes.

In total, 42 interviews were conducted with project/frontline managers and
CEOs across 33 NPSOs based in Western liberal democracies (see Table 1).
Of these NPSOs involved in interviews, 28 were directly engaged in provid-
ing frontline business support to refugees, while the remaining five included
investors, think tanks, and supranational organizations offering critical fund-
ing and strategic support.
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Although the sample is skewed toward U.K.-based organizations, likely
due to REN’s British origins, this geographical concentration does not com-
promise the analytical aims of the study for three reasons.

First, the study does not aim for statistical generalization but for analytical
insight into how diverse ethical understandings emerge within NPSOs under
structural power imbalances and how these affect beneficiaries’ capabilities.
Second, although most participating organizations are U.K.-based, the sam-
ple also includes several non-U.K. NPSOs, and even within the United
Kingdom, there is substantial variation in size, scope, and approach—captur-
ing diverse ethical perspectives and strategies. Third, to ensure transferabil-
ity, the analysis adopts a context-sensitive lens that theorizes how internal
organizational features interact with broader sociopolitical environments. In
doing so, the study develops conceptual linkages that extend beyond a single
national setting, enabling theoretical transfer to other NPSO contexts facing
similar conditions of power imbalance.

Interviews were conducted between October and December 2021, with a
few extending into early 2022. All interviews were conducted via Microsoft
Teams or Zoom and lasted between 40 min and 2 hr. The interview protocol
covered broader project themes and focused specifically on this study’s con-
cerns, including organizational history, contextual pressures, constructions of
“good” support, ethical deliberation processes, and operational tensions. For
example, participants were asked questions such as “How would you describe
your organization’s approach to refugee business support?,” “How are deci-
sions made about what kinds of support to provide and to whom?,” and “What
challenges arise?”

Refugee Entrepreneurs. In the subsequent phase, I collaborated with Thriv-
ing—an established U.K.-based integration service provider—as a trusted
independent access point to the refugee entrepreneur community. Direct
recruitment through the 33 NPSOs in the organizational sample was not fea-
sible for two reasons. First, recruiting through those organizations risked par-
ticipant self-censorship: refugee entrepreneurs might have felt unable to
speak openly about their current experiences, fearing that critical reflections
could jeopardize their service relationships with their NPSO. Second, limit-
ing recruitment to a subset of the interviewed NPSOs would likely have
skewed the data toward those organizations’ specific ethical framings and
service experiences. This would have undermined the broader aim of identi-
fying patterns across varied ethical understandings that shape beneficiaries’
experiences. Thriving offered an ethical and secure recruitment channel that
preserved analytical distance from the NPSOs under study. Through this
channel, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 15 refugee
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Table 2. The List of Refugee Informants.

Pseudonym Country of origin Interview date Duration
Amirah Sudan April 2022 43 min
Dariush Iran April 2022 54 min
Tarek Sudan April 2022 62 min
Yasamin Iran April 2022 78min
Amina Malaysia April 2022 35min
Fahmi Malaysia April 2022 90 min
Samiha Sudan April 2022 47 min
Bilal Syria May 2022 85min
Youssef Egypt May 2022 52 min
Idris Sudan May 2022 59 min
Hadiya Sudan May 2022 84 min
Ariana Afghanistan May 2022 40 min
Noura Syria May 2022 73 min
Zain Syria May 2022 55min
Samir Afghanistan May 2022 88min

entrepreneurs who had received at least 3 months of cumulative support from
entrepreneurship NPSOs, ensuring their accounts reflected the wider support
ecosystem beyond Thriving. Participants came from Syria, Iran, Afghanistan,
Malaysia, Egypt, and Sudan. Table 2 summarizes participant demographics.
To protect anonymity, I omit gender and venture details; all names are pseud-
onyms without gender association.

Most interviews were conducted in person in a meeting space provided by
Thriving, while a few were conducted online via Microsoft Teams or Zoom,
based on participant preference. English was used as the primary interview
language, as most participants were sufficiently proficient in day-to-day
communication. Two participants opted for professional interpretation; in
these cases, interpreters signed confidentiality and conduct agreements prior
to the interviews. Each interview lasted between 30and 90 min. The protocol
focused on four key areas: (a) participants’ backgrounds and entrepreneurial
aspirations; (b) their perceptions of the support received; (c) changes observed
before and after support; and (d) their reflections on the benefits and limita-
tions of the support provided. As with organizational interviews, data collec-
tion continued until thematic saturation was reached. In total, all interviews
generated over 340,000 words of transcribed material.

Reflexivity. 1 entered the field through a multi-year collaboration with NPSOs
and recruited participants via practitioner and academic networks. This
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facilitated access but also shaped perceptions: some NPSO staff viewed me
as an evaluative actor, while several refugee participants assumed I was affil-
iated with service providers. To mitigate such ambiguity, I clarified my aca-
demic role and the study’s purpose, both verbally and in writing, following
reflexive ethics guidelines (Berger, 2015; Guillemin & Gillam, 2004).

My position as a U.K.-based, university-affiliated researcher fluent in
English created asymmetries in language, culture, and institutional authority.
These differences became salient when discussing abstract concepts such as
“ethics” or “good support,” which participants interpreted through lived
experience. To balance perspectives, I employed a pluralistic sampling strat-
egy including both providers and beneficiaries (Tracy, 2010), foregrounded
narrative accounts over evaluative judgments, and adjusted phrasing to
ensure discursive comfort. Emotional dynamics were equally significant.
Some NPSO staff sought to present success narratives, while some refugee
participants were hesitant to critique organizations they depended on. I reas-
sured them that all comments were anonymized and used solely for research
and service improvement, avoiding any sense of evaluation.

Reflexivity was treated not as a single step but as an ongoing element of
analysis (Alvesson et al., 2022; Charmaz, 2006). I maintained reflexive
memos throughout the project to document discomfort, interpretive uncer-
tainty, and positional assumptions. These records, while not formally coded,
supported awareness of bias and helped produce context-sensitive, ethically
attuned insights.

Data Analysis

I adopted a theory-guided qualitative coding approach that combined induc-
tive sensitivity to participants’ narratives with abductive interpretation
through my theoretical framework. The goal was to illuminate how NPSOs
construct and justify ethical meanings of support in different ways, and how
these meanings relate to the lived experiences of beneficiaries, using the inte-
grated SIM-CA framework.

The analysis proceeded in three stages. In the first stage, I conducted
detailed open coding of all interview transcripts using NVivo 14 (Lumivero,
LLC, Denver, CO, USA), identifying 99 first-order concepts that closely
reflected participants’ original language and meaning. For the NPSO inter-
views, I focused on how managers described the design, negotiation, and
justification of support practices, paying particular attention to the influence
of sociocultural norms and political-institutional contexts. For refugee inter-
views, I coded how participants described the impacts, constraints, and
embedded meanings of the support they had received on their lives.
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In the second stage, I engaged in an iterative abductive process to develop
more abstract second-order themes. Drawing on the SIM-CA framework, first,
I grouped first-order concepts based on shared patterns in how organizations
frame ethical challenges, respond through intuitive judgment, and justify their
decisions retrospectively. I also identified how these patterns reflect the spe-
cific effects of power imbalance embedded in the organizational context
(Azmat et al., 2023; Sonenshein, 2007). In parallel, I applied the CA-informed
lens of ethical completeness to assess how different support practices—shaped
by ethical understandings—reflect varying levels of recognition, equity in con-
version processes, substantive freedom, and institutional integrity (Robeyns,
2017; Sen, 2005). This process resulted in 24 second-order themes, capturing
both how ethical understandings were constructed by NPSOs and how these
understandings shaped beneficiaries’ experiences.

In the third stage, the analysis had three steps. First, the 24 second-order
themes were divided into two dimensions. The first captured the outcomes of
ethical reasoning, drawing on SIM (issue construction, intuitive judgment,
ethical practices, and justification). The second reflected beneficiary experi-
ences, interpreted through the four elements of ethical completeness. Second,
within the reasoning dimension, recursively connected themes were grouped
together to form three categories of ethical understandings. Each category
represented a distinct reasoning process with a characteristic progression—
for example, construing power imbalance as an ethical issue led to an empha-
sis on beneficiary ownership, which further informed the noninterventional
support practices of NPSOs. This process generated three integrated themes
of NPSOs’ varied understandings of ethical support: Instrumental,
Compensatory, and Transformative. Third, these reasoning categories and
associated NPSO practices were then linked to the second dimension by iden-
tifying the beneficiary experience themes aligned with the four elements of
ethical completeness. For instance, experiences coded as “recognition as pas-
sive validation,” “disengagement from structural inequity,” “procedural
autonomy without enabling agency,” and “normatively rich but structurally
fragile” were all traced to the ethical practice of noninterventional respon-
siveness within the Compensatory understanding, thereby consolidating
these four second-order themes as its corresponding impacts. This integrative
step connected patterns of NPSOs’ ethical reasoning with their ethical impacts
on beneficiaries, thereby grounding the three identified understandings in
both organizational logics and lived experiences. As a robustness check, I
then revisited the data at the level of individual organizations to ensure inter-
nal consistency: each NPSO’s reasoning and practices coherently clustered
within one of the three categories, with no cases displaying contradictory
placement across categories.
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The core thematic framework—showing, for each of the three ethical
understandings, the two corresponding dimensions: (a) four-phase patterns of
ethical reasoning and (b) ethical impacts, is presented in Figure 1. The com-
plete data structure, including summative concepts and the theme hierarchy,
is provided in Supplemental Appendices A and B.

Findings

My analysis identified three distinct ethical understandings of support adopted
by different NPSOs: Instrumental, Compensatory, and Transformative. Each
reflects a particular way of interpreting and responding to structural power
imbalances in the context of refugee entrepreneurship.

In the sections that follow, each understanding is examined through two
interlinked lenses. First, drawing on the SIM, I analyze how NPSOs construct
ethical meanings under conditions of power imbalance. Second, using the
CA, I assess the ethical completeness of each understanding—whether it pro-
motes recognition, addresses equity in conversion conditions, enables sub-
stantive freedom, and is institutionally integrated. I then return to SIM to
explore how each understanding creates tensions through organizational
reflection on its own impacts.

Instrumental Understanding

Issue Construction: Service Failure as an Ethical Issue. A cluster of NPSOs in the
sample—including Crescent, Horizon, Northlight, Vantage, Bridge, Oasis,
Ripple, Hearth, Nexus, Vista, and Verde—exemplify what this study concep-
tualizes as an Instrumental Understanding of ethical support. These organiza-
tions construct service failure, especially the failure of refugee business
ventures, as the primary ethical concern. The underlying moral logic is that
ineffective support results in wasted effort, lost opportunity, and reputational
harm for both NPSOs and beneficiaries.

This construction still emerges from the interaction of three levels. At the
micro level, staff are typically professionals with backgrounds in business
consultancy, public administration, or social enterprise management. Their
experience with planning, metrics, and performance evaluation shapes their
view of ethical support as responsible stewardship of limited resources. At
the organizational level, NPSOs with an Instrumental understanding often
serve as incubators or technical support hubs with strong links to mainstream
funding bodies, accelerators, or municipal programs. Their business-focused
positioning brings with it an institutional culture of accountability and mea-
surement. At the macro level, by virtue of their professional expertise and
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business-focused orientation, these organizations embed themselves in a
policy environment that frames refugee entrepreneurship as a vehicle for eco-
nomic integration. Hence, they operate in an environment shaped by govern-
mental funding programs, municipal economic development agencies, and
accelerator schemes, which reinforce an emphasis on measurable outcomes.
These dominant narratives are sustained by policy discourses and public
expectations that prioritize new firms, revenues, and self-reliance, generating
reputational pressure on both NPSOs and refugees.

Crescent articulated this clearly: “We see a failed business as more than
just a missed opportunity. It can damage their life [. . .] Honestly, it’s just
wrong to let people invest time and money into something that will very
likely fail.” For NPSOs with an Instrumental understanding, ethical support
is about preventing harm through failure. The moral imperative is to inter-
vene decisively, using power to guide beneficiaries toward viable outcomes.

Intuition Judgment: Efficiency-Driven Intuitions and the Necessity of Directive
Support. Such ethical issue is responded through intuitive judgments
grounded in professional norms and market logic. Across NPSOs with an
Instrumental understanding, staff instinctively associate ethical action with
direction, structure, and expertise. These intuitions are shaped by micro-
level professional experience in consultancy or business support, and rein-
forced through meso-level organizational routines such as Key performance
indicators (KPIs), service protocols, and funder reporting. Oasis reflected
on their experiences: “We’ve seen so many people with great passion but
little clarity [. . .] It’s our job to step in early, steer them correctly, and not
let them wander too far into mistakes.”

Organizational culture in these NPSOs prioritizes efficiency and compe-
tence. The prevailing logic is that the organization’s strength lies in its profes-
sional expertise, and it would be unethical to withhold that from beneficiaries.
Oasis explained: “Our strength is knowing the market. If we just let people
‘follow their dreams’ without some reality check, we’d be doing them a bad
service [. . .] it actually helps us guide people responsibly.”

This approach is further institutionalized through funding structures.
NPSOs with an Instrumental understanding tend to rely on grants or contracts
that link resources to neoliberal performance metrics—number of start-ups,
duration of trading, employment created. Vista acknowledged: “The funded
projects always push us to show real results—sustainable businesses, regis-
tered businesses, trade and profits.” In this context, ethical intuition becomes
tightly coupled with outcome accountability, creating a strong default in
favor of top-down support logic.
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Ethical Practice: Use of Power Position as Ethical Stewardship. NPSOs with an
Instrumental understanding enact these intuitions through a model of direc-
tive support. Rather than treating beneficiary choices as sacrosanct, they
position themselves as expert stewards with a duty to intervene. Vista stated:
“We take their idea, we evaluate it, we redesign it. If it’s not viable, we stop
them straight away. That’s what help looks like.”

Support programs are typically structured and time-bound, with limited
scope for deviation. Beneficiaries are placed into standardized training path-
ways that focus on legal registration, financial planning, and pitch prepara-
tion. Alternative aspirations are often reframed to fit fundable business
models. Oasis noted: “You have to help them see what the funders will back.
We’re not in a position to invest in dreams that don’t make sense.”

In this model, power imbalance is not denied but legitimized as necessary.
Staff see themselves as protecting beneficiaries from failure. As Oasis
remarked: “If we don’t step in, we’re letting them walk into traffic.”

Ethical Impacts on Marginalized Beneficiaries. From a capability perspective,
these NPSOs produce clear structure and professional access but partial ethi-
cal completeness.

First, recognition took the form of conditional recognition shaped by per-
formative alignment. Beneficiaries often feel acknowledged only when their
aspirations align with NPSOs’ commercial expectations. Amirah shared:
“They did several trainings, gave many examples to show us our potential
[. . .] but I just didn’t think the examples of entrepreneurs they showed were
something I could really achieve. They didn’t seem to understand how much
I needed money right away.” This reflects conditional recognition: Amirah’s
urgent need for income was audible but not treated as a legitimate claim,
since it did not fit the organization’s commercial logic.

Similarly, Hadiya’s circumstances were acknowledged but reframed as a
personal limitation rather than a valid basis for support. She commented: “I
tried to explain I could only work part-time because of my son, but they kept
saying I should think bigger.” In these cases, recognition becomes transac-
tional, filtered through feasibility rather than meaning. Being acknowledged
is contingent upon presenting goals and approaches that are fundable, scal-
able, or aligned with the institutional logic of success.

Second, equity was limited to acknowledgment of measurable barriers
only. Technical barriers—licensing, taxation, business models—are given
attention, but broader conversion challenges such as confidence, trauma, or
language are often overlooked. Idris described his experience: “I found it
hard to keep up with the speed of the lectures [. . .] They would start judging
my ideas without understanding my background and case.” Some
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beneficiaries internalize these struggles as personal inadequacy. NPSO Verde
admitted: “Some people just aren’t ready for our pace, but we can’t slow
down for everyone.”

Third, substantive freedom was reduced to bounded options within given
paths. Beneficiaries may technically choose their path, but real support is
concentrated on options that are fundable and align with NPSOs’ capacities.
Yasamin described feeling redirected: “They didn’t say no, but their resources
are mainly with some particular sectors [. . .] it’s take it or leave it and I can’t
afford leave this.” Beneficiaries with non-standard goals felt nudged away
from their own ideas. NPSO Ripple explained this in a pragmatic way: “We
need to guide them, and they need that guidance too, that’s what support
resources are for [. . .] if it doesn’t translate into economic outcomes, then the
resources are wasted.”

Lastly, institutional integrity appeared structurally stable but normatively
narrow. These NPSOs’ ethical model was deeply embedded in dominant
institutional, political, and cultural narratives. Internally, their directive, per-
formance-oriented approach was translated into routinized practices such as
KPIs, structured training pathways, and compliance-driven decision-making
logics. These organizational routines embedded the assumption that ethical
support means efficient, expert-led guidance toward fundable outcomes.
Externally, the same values were reinforced through alignment with domi-
nant institutional, political, and cultural narratives. Their model resonates
with the logic of neoliberal governance, where support is legitimate if it pro-
duces self-reliant subjects through efficient, accountable service delivery.
Within this framework, ethical support is not about enabling diverse life
paths but about guiding refugees toward productivity that can be counted,
audited, and reported.

Also, this institutional fit extends beyond funders. In public discourse,
refugees are praised when they “contribute,” not when they resist, reflect, or
deviate. The ideal refugee becomes one who quietly adapts to market norms.
NPSOs adopting an Instrumental understanding gain stability and legitimacy
because their model reflects this dominant view. As Hearth put it: “We know
what works, and we stick to it. That’s what funders pay us for.” These expec-
tations are reinforced by a neoliberal political discourse that prioritizes cost-
effectiveness and individual responsibility.

In this way, Instrumental NPSOs exhibit high institutional integrity
through congruence between their internal routines and external power struc-
tures. Yet this very stability constrains the moral imagination. Alternative
ethical concerns—those that foreground relational care, structural repair, or
plural definitions of success—remain overlooked.
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Justification and Revision: Misrecognised Aspirations Prompt Tensions. Despite
this procedural clarity, Instrumental NPSOs are not immune to ethical dis-
comfort. Refugees’ disengagement or dissatisfaction increasingly signals a
mismatch between target metrics and their lived realities. In several cases,
rapid “success,” such as meeting market logic, was followed by clients’ burn-
out, withdrawal, or quiet exit, prompting staff to question whether the service
model addressed deeper needs. As Vista reflected: “We realised that just forc-
ing a business plan on them doesn’t fix deeper issues like language or trust.”

Such feedback has prompted some organizations—especially Horizon,
Northlight, Oasis, Ripple and Vista—to experiment with new practices.
These include inviting community representatives into planning meetings, or
even hiring staff with lived experience.

Still, these revisions remain partial and fragile. Funding systems continue
to reward output, not introspection. Hearth admitted: “We reflect a lot inter-
nally, but at the end of the day, the numbers have to be there.” As a result,
while NPSOs with an Instrumental understanding increasingly recognize the
limits of directive ethics, their capacity for full revision remains constrained.

Compensatory Understanding

Issue Construction: Power Imbalance as an Ethical Issue. Among the NPSOs in
the sample, a group of 12—including Summit, Aspire, Haven, Pathway,
Compass, Horizon+, Bloom, Mosaic, and Thrive—exemplify what this
study conceptualizes as a Compensatory Understanding of ethical support.
These organizations treat power imbalance as the central ethical concern.
Moral failure lies not in service inefficiency or unmet needs, but primarily in
the risk of reinforcing systemic inequity through power-imbalanced support
relationships.

This framing is shaped by three interrelated forces. At the micro level, key
decision-makers (e.g., senior management, service team lead, founder) from
these NPSOs often possess lived experiences of marginalization, including
refugee backgrounds or long-term work in diasporic communities. These
backgrounds led them to see power imbalance as the source of injustice, not
merely a delivery challenge. At the meso-organizational level, NPSOs adopt-
ing a Compensatory understanding position themselves as community-based
actors, typically offering advisory services and resources across the housing,
legal, economic, and social integration domains. Representing the voice of
the community becomes their key mission. At the macro level, because of
their lack of commercial expertise and community-rooted identity, these
organizations connect primarily to stakeholders that resist dominant institu-
tional-political narratives about refugees. Hence, they operate in
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an environment shaped by community initiatives, voluntary charities, and
oppositional networks, which provide moral legitimacy but limited structural
reinforcement. These counter-discourses are further sustained by progressive
civic media platforms, independent think tanks, and public campaigns that
reframe refugees as agentic individuals capable of transforming their lives.

Aspire summarized this sentiment: “We see how power creates barriers
every day [. . .] We know we can never fully understand their experiences,
but we know that affects everything they do.” In this context, ethical respon-
sibility is defined not by achieving outcomes but by actively refusing to dom-
inate. Compensatory NPSOs do not frame resource gaps or policy failure as
their primary ethical problem; rather, they aim to neutralize the relational
hierarchy in the name of justice.

Intuition Judgment: Community-Driven Intuitions and Respect for Beneficiary Own-
ership. Ethical instincts across these teams are shaped by shared cultural
expectations of dignity and resistance against portrayals of refugees as passive
or lacking agency. These instincts arise from micro-level key staff’s biogra-
phies, including personal experiences of exclusion, and are reinforced through
meso-level team cultures that privilege beneficiaries’ life ownership.

Summit explained: “Half of our team have lived that life themselves [. . .]
That’s why we trust them to decide what value we should deliver.” In these
organizations, conversations about support rarely begin with questions of
feasibility or economic impact. Horizon+ shared: “It’s never about pushing
them to do something they don’t care about [. . .] It’s about supporting their
voice, not mine.”

This stance is also shaped by staff’s expertise related to their biographies.
These NPSOs lack the business advisory skills needed to assess beneficiaries’
aspirations through a market logic, but they possess deep knowledge of com-
munity needs and struggles. Their staff thus frame themselves as advocates
and listeners. Bloom explained: “Our strength is in understanding our people
[. . .] We are not business coaches, and we never try to be.” In the organiza-
tion, staff with similar experiences reinforced one another’s instincts through
their interactions, collectively affirming an ethical stance that emphasizes
deference to beneficiaries’ choices over direction imposed by organizational
expertise.

At the macro-institutional level, these NPSOs often collaborate with indi-
vidual donors, charities, think tanks, and impact funders committed to sup-
porting diasporic communities. Embedded within a relatively small-scale yet
value-aligned network, they prioritize outcomes such as integration, civic
inclusion, and community well-being over narrow economic metrics, which
is an alternative to dominant institutional-political narratives around
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entrepreneurship support initiatives. As Pathway explained: “Our donors
don’t expect business plans or profits [. . .] They want to know if people feel
part of society.” Rather than imposing rigid business targets, such a network
cultivates a shared sense of responsibility for social inclusion, enabling a
form of collective accountability. This funding flexibility and shared commit-
ment support NPSOs adopting a Compensatory understanding to uphold their
ethical orientation toward beneficiary ownership.

Ethical Practice: Noninterventional Responsiveness. NPSOs with a Com-
pensatory understanding implement these principles through what this
study terms noninterventional responsiveness. They design support services
around what beneficiaries request, without questioning the assumptions or
feasibility of those requests. Aspire described their approach: “They own
the business [. . .] if they need support in catering, catering it is and we
should try our best.”

Staff deliberately avoid offering strategic advice. Mosaic stated: “We
don’t want to be the new boss in their life [. . .] we don’t even know where
that [direction] would lead them to.” Intervention only occurs when benefi-
ciaries express uncertainty, at which point “we will discuss with them like
helping a friend” (Mosaic).

This form of ethical practice is understood internally as a safeguard against
power misuse. Rather than guide, nudge, or correct, these NPSOs see their
role as ensuring that choices are genuinely the beneficiaries’ own. In this
model, respect takes the form of intentional restraint, grounded in the belief
that beneficiaries are best placed to define their own needs.

Ethical Impacts on Marginalized Beneficiaries. From a CA-informed ethical
perspective, Compensatory understanding produces strong affirmation of
recognition but limited freedom expansion.

First, the recognition took the form of passive validation. Many refugees
reported feeling genuinely listened to. Tarek shared: “I told them my idea and
they really listened. It’s the first time I wasn’t talked down to.” Yasamin
added: “They didn’t laugh when I said I wanted to do a clothes business [. . .]
they just nodded and said, ‘how can we help?’” However, this recognition
often lacked follow-through. Amina reflected: “They understood what I
needed, but I could only join language classes [. . .] they said I must wait.”
However, in such cases, acknowledgment of recognition did not translate into
meaningful action.

Second, equity, by contrast, was marked by disengagement from structural
inequity. Barriers were attended to only when clearly articulated. More latent
conversion struggles, such as trauma, low self-confidence, or unfamiliarity
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with U.K. markets, were rarely identified by staff. Fahmi admitted: “I didn’t
say I had trouble reading forms, so nothing was done [. . .] because I didn’t
want to look stupid.” Zain added: “They said ‘ask for what you need’, but
how do I ask for something I don’t know?” Even when explicit skills gaps
were named, such as in business planning or marketing, these NPSOs often
lacked the needed resources, industrial connections, and expertise to help.
NPSO Compass acknowledged: “We don’t always have the resources or tools
to actually make things happen.”

Third, substantive freedom emerged as procedural autonomy without
enabling agency. While refugees were nominally free to pursue their entre-
preneurial goals, they often lacked the guidance, scaffolding, and enabling
conditions necessary to make informed and viable choices. In practice, their
control over the support process was minimal, constrained by both their own
uncertainties and the limited capacity of NPSOs to offer tailored assistance.
Samir reflected: “I thought I had a plan, but really, I just had an idea. I didn’t
know what I was doing.” For some, this unstructured freedom became risk
exposure rather than empowerment. NPSO Thrive acknowledged: “We see
them trying very hard [. . .] but we also know we’ve left them to face too
much alone.”

Lastly, the institutional integrity of NPSOs with a Compensatory under-
standing is normatively rich but structurally fragile. Internally, their ethical
commitments were deeply felt and enacted in interpersonal relations, shaped
by staff biographies, organizational culture, and value alignment with com-
munity-based funders. Yet these commitments were only weakly institution-
alized: they rarely translated into formal procedures, decision-making
routines, or stable resource infrastructures, leaving much of their practice
dependent on staff improvisation and personal dedication. As Pathway noted:
“It works because our people care—but if someone left tomorrow, we’d lose
half the logic of how we operate.” Externally, these NPSOs operated largely
outside dominant funding and accountability systems. Their orientation was
grounded in community proximity rather than alignment with mainstream
policy or institutional frameworks. While this positioning sustained their nor-
mative commitments, it left them with limited access to stable resources and
institutional recognition. As a result, their ethical model relied heavily on ad
hoc support and community trust, but remained difficult to stabilize.

Justification and Revision: Unsupported Agency Prompts Ethical Tensions. NPSOs
with a Compensatory understanding have begun to recognize the tensions
within their model. Several managers voiced concerns about beneficiary expo-
sure to risk, questioning whether “respecting ownership” had, at times, become
a rationale for inaction. As Thrive reflected: “We’re watching them risk
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everything on a half-formed plan [. . .] We respect their decisions, but we also
see where the gaps are.” Refugees shared similar frustrations. Despite these
reflections, formal revision remains rare. Most NPSOs with a Compensatory
understanding lack internal evaluative structures for their staff or external fund-
ing opportunities to support changes. In such a context, many NPSOs’ staff
continue to view their stance as ethically sound. Nonetheless, small shifts have
emerged. Aspire and Mosaic have begun informal collaborations with business
advisors, while Pathway has introduced part-time specialists to address practi-
cal capability gaps. These changes are not framed as ethical reorientations, but
as pragmatic responses to service fatigue and reputational concerns.

Transformative Understanding

Issue Construction: Constrained Agency as an Ethical Issue. A third group of
organizations in the sample—Beacon, Harbor, Lumen, Atlas, Equinox, Nova,
Aurora, Unity, Anchor, Reflex, and Trail—exemplify what this study defines
as Transformative understanding of ethical support. NPSOs with a Transfor-
mative understanding construct the ethical issue as the failure to create
enabling conditions for beneficiaries’” informed and agentic decision-making.
They see moral harm arising not simply from power imbalance or failed ven-
tures, but from support systems that deny refugees’ meaningful participation
in navigating constraints, weighing alternatives, and choosing and arriving at
their valued options.

This ethical issue emerges through the interplay of professional diversity
and intentional dialogue. At the micro level, staff are often recruited from
both commercial incubators and grassroots organizations, bringing with them
varied experiential and epistemic standpoints. At the organizational level,
these NPSOs explicitly design internal mechanisms—strategy meetings, staff
pairings, cross-role discussions—to enable negotiation between those with
business expertise and those with community knowledge. At the macro level,
because of their hybrid organizational capacities and intentional cross-role
design, these NPSOs engage with both mainstream entrepreneurial service
institutions and community members. Hence, they operate in an institutional
environment where competing pressures coexist: economic performance
metrics remain present, but are countered by narratives of inclusion, com-
munity partnership, and participatory support.

As Atlas put it: “We need to reflect on whether we have good knowledge
to intervene, and also whether our judgment might be off-putting [. . .] luck-
ily, we have support buddies and internal advisors to help.” This shared
reflexivity leads to an ethical orientation that focuses less on controlling deci-
sions and more on enabling refugees to navigate choices with greater
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understanding, support, and self-determination. As Beacon explained: “Too
much structure suffocates; too little leaves people lost. We realised we need
to adjust how power works, not just how much we use.”

Intuition Judgment: Hybrid Intuitions Balancing Community and Efficiency. The
intuitive responses of NPSOs with a Transformative understanding are not
unified, but negotiated. Staff with business backgrounds instinctively lean
toward an interventional approach, often citing efficiency, market viability,
and outcome optimization. Those with lived experience of marginalization
bring a different lens—attuned to cultural meanings, emotional readiness,
and the risks of coercive persuasion. But rather than defaulting to one side,
management of these NPSOs builds a culture of shared sensemaking, where
these instincts are openly discussed and adjusted.

The manager from Trail reflected: “We have different instincts regarding
the approach to success [. . .] they believe in market information, but we
know that when we supported refugees in the past, it was more than that.”
These intuitions are shaped by the organization’s hybrid identity: positioned
between market and community, scale and intimacy, measurement and mean-
ing. Instead of silencing this tension, these NPSOs institutionalize it as a
feature of ethical work. As Nova put it: “I started off thinking we shouldn’t
let them pursue things that won’t work [. . .] but over time I realised it’s more
about helping them access options, enable them to success in many options,
and they can decide.”

Crucially, these intuitions are also shaped by competing institutional-
political demands. Performance pressure still exists. Beacon noted, “This is
the reality that allows our team to operate—we can’t forget that.” But the
presence of community-grounded staff and intentional cross-role collabora-
tion helps buffer against reverting to narrow interpretations of success.
Ethical judgment becomes a practice of balance, not dominance. These
ethical intuitions are shaped not by adherence to a single institutional logic,
but through engagement with ongoing policy debates around refugee inte-
gration. NPSOs with a Transformative understanding operate in environ-
ments where competing narratives—economic contribution, social
cohesion, empowerment—intersect and sometimes conflict. Rather than
fully aligning with either dominant or oppositional discourses, these orga-
nizations negotiate their ethical purpose across multiple domains. This
results in a hybrid positioning: not as purely professional intermediaries nor
grassroots advocates, but as adaptive actors balancing the demands of
funders, policymakers, and communities. Their legitimacy stems from this
ability to navigate plural expectations while maintaining a reflexive ethical
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stance. As Nova reflected: “We speak the funders’ language, but we also
represent the people we work with.”

Ethical Practice: Enabling Contextual Agency. NPSOs with a Transformative
understanding operationalize their ethics through what might be called
“structured co-exploration” (Nova). They aim not simply to provide resources,
nor to step aside, but to walk alongside. Support is treated as a partnership,
where both the aspiration and the constraint are subject to reflection and
response. Refugee ideas are not accepted at face value or redirected to pre-
defined alternatives. Instead, NPSOs engage in shared questioning—why is
this idea important, what might make it feasible, what barriers are in the way,
and how can those barriers be addressed?

This approach reflects an understanding that entrepreneurship is often a
vehicle for something else—dignity, independence, expression—and that
agency must be developed, not assumed. As Beacon described: “We want to
understand the real story behind the plan. Sometimes it’s about confidence,
sometimes about their past. But we work from there, not from what’s ‘realis-
tic’ on paper.”

Support, therefore, encompasses both business-enabling tools (e.g., tai-
lored training, market information, and access to funding) and scaffolding
efforts that address foundational barriers to beneficiaries’ entrepreneurial
agency, such as childcare, confidence, language, and fear. The ethical core
lies neither in passivity nor direct intervention, but in actively creating condi-
tions that enable beneficiaries to make decisions that are both free and
well-informed.

Ethical Impacts on Marginalized Beneficiaries. From a CA-informed ethical
perspective, Transformative understanding produces comparatively fuller
ethical completeness, though structural strains remain.

First, recognition was embedded through co-creation and epistemic
respect. These NPSOs excelled not only in listening but in co-defining what
support should look like. Yasamin noted: “They didn’t treat me like someone
to be fixed [. . .] They wanted to know what I wanted and why it mattered.”
This sense of epistemic respect—the idea that beneficiaries possess knowl-
edge worth integrating—was a hallmark of recognition within Transformative
understanding.

Noura explained: “I wasn’ta case [. . .] I felt like a partner. We made deci-
sions together, and they explained things without talking down.” In these
cases, recognition was not a symbolic gesture but active inclusion in resource
allocation, priority-setting, and timing decisions. Beneficiaries felt like
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collaborators, not recipients, and their cultural and social contexts were seen
as assets, not obstacles.

Second, equity was pursued through holistically addressing deep disad-
vantages. These NPSOs, drawing on their mixed expertise, were able to
address more (though not everything) visible conversion factors that hin-
der refugee entrepreneurship—such as gaps in marketing knowledge, lim-
ited business networks, or external biases from customers and suppliers.
They also proactively identify and respond to hidden conversion factor
barriers, including mental health, isolation, and socio-emotional trauma.
Fahmi explained: “They noticed I wasn’t joining in, even though I didn’t
say anything. They sat with me after class, and I was scared of the ques-
tions on the forms. They helped me with that first.” These interventions
reflect a more holistic understanding of entrepreneurial viability, one that
goes beyond technical training and recognizes the personal and social
obstacles to action.

Third, substantive freedom was therefore nurtured through supported
exploration in NPSOs adopting a Transformative understanding. Zain noted:
“They let me try different things before I had to decide. It gave me confi-
dence.” Rather than presenting fixed options or defaulting to deferential
silence, NPSOs with a Transformative understanding create space for agency
to emerge—through exposure, dialogue, and reflection. As Samir put it: “It
wasn’t just ‘do whatever you want’. It was: ‘let’s see what’s possible, and
what you actually want, once you know more.”” This is also due to these sup-
port organizations typically being deeply embedded in resource networks and
having the willingness to help expand such networks.

Lastly, these NPSOs’ Institutional integrity was ethically integrated but
structurally strained. Internally, their ethical values were embedded across
roles, practices, and routines, and beneficiaries often described the service as
consistent with its promises. This internal coherence reflected deliberate
organizational design—cross-role collaboration, hybrid staff expertise, and
reflexive practices—that translated values into everyday operations.
Externally, however, these commitments were strained by the institutional
environment. These NPSOs operated within political and funding structures
that privilege scale, standardization, and measurable outputs over slow, rela-
tional, and context-sensitive work. As Atlas reflected: “We believe in what
we’re doing, but the funding structure doesn’t always allow us to do it prop-
erly.” Time-intensive, adaptive support for equity was resource-heavy, and
staff were often caught between their ethical commitments and pressures to
demonstrate efficiency. As Ariana summarized: “They want to help everyone
deeply, but there’s only so much they can do when they’re stretched.” In this
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way, NPSOs with a Transformative understanding displayed strong internal
embedding of values but fragile external reinforcement, leaving their institu-
tional integrity dependent on their ability to continually negotiate conflicting
demands.

Justification and Revision: Institutional Pressure Prompts Tensions. Despite strong
internal consensus, these NPSOs are not immune to tensions. As services
grow, demand increases, and accountability systems tighten, some begin to
experience ethical drift. Staff report moments of fatigue, compromise, or
quiet return to more efficient models. Lumen observed: “Sometimes we go
back to what’s manageable. It’s not what we believe in, but we have to keep
going.” In these instances, autonomy is maintained in rhetoric, but support
becomes thinner, more procedural.

In response, several NPSOs have begun differentiating between minimum
support (what every client gets) and aspirational support (what they aim to
provide if capacity allows). Others, such as Beacon, Atlas, and Trail, are
actively exploring hybrid models—securing outcome-based funding for part
of their services while ringfencing flexible resources for more intensive, per-
son-centered work. These revisions signal a critical awareness: that ethical
support, when institutionally unsupported, can fade into aspiration rather
than practice.

At its best, Transformative understanding represents a model of ethical
engagement that is both responsive and principled, but its survival depends
not only on internal conviction but on external realignment. Without broader
institutional change, its future remains contingent.

Discussion and Conclusion

Using an integrated framework that combines SIM and CA, this study identi-
fies three collective understandings of ethical support—Instrumental,
Compensatory, and Transformative—and analyses their formation, enact-
ment, and consequences. These understandings emerge from diverse organi-
zational capacities, organizational cultures, and institutional-political
pressures, leading to differing patterns of issue framing, intuitive judgment,
and justification. Crucially, they also vary in what this study terms ethical
completeness: the extent to which support practices affirm beneficiary recog-
nition, address conversion inequities, enable substantive freedoms, and are
coherently embedded within organizational structures. In doing so, the study
conceptualizes how ethical support is socially constructed and what its con-
sequences are for marginalized beneficiaries.
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Theoretical Implications

This study contributes to ongoing debates in organizational ethics research on
non-profits, and refugee entrepreneurship literature in three main ways.

Expanding Ethical Decision-Making Research Into NPSOs. This study contrib-
utes to research on ethical decision-making in NPSOs by extending the SIM
beyond its original focus on commercial contexts. Existing SIM literature has
foregrounded how organizational actors construct ethical meaning through
three iterative phases: issue construction, intuitive judgment, and posthoc
justification (Sonenshein, 2007; Schwartz, 2016). However, this work has
largely overlooked structurally asymmetrical relationships—such as those
between NPSOs and marginalized communities—where beneficiaries often
lack voice, exit options, or leverage, and are subject to providers’ interpreta-
tions of what constitutes ethical support (Ansari et al., 2012; Azmat et al.,
2023; Baur & Palazzo, 2011; Bhawe & Jha, 2024).

This study affirms that the ethical salience of power is collectively negoti-
ated rather than solely enacted through individual cognition (Morrison, 2014;
Schwartz, 2016). It further advances research on collective ethical decision-
making by demonstrating that the collective construction of ethical issues
related to power imbalances can begin during the initial process of issue con-
struction (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Reinecke & Ansari, 2015).
Specifically, when key decision-makers share similar community or profes-
sional backgrounds (Instrumental, Compensatory), they reinforce each oth-
er’s recognition of ethical issues. Where key members combine community
and business backgrounds (Transformative), ongoing negotiation helps ethi-
cal issues evolve. In addition, deliberate organizational practices designed to
foster internal ethical dialogue can promote early-stage negotiations around
power imbalances. This also helps explain how, within NPSOs, ethical deci-
sion-making can evolve into a collective effort in contexts characterized by
power imbalances.

Moreover, this study illustrates that power imbalance should not be seen
as a static contextual backdrop, but as a constitutive element in the formation
of ethical understandings (Banks et al., 2015; Jones Christensen & Newman,
2024). Instrumental understanding frames power imbalance as ethically neu-
tral or instrumentally necessary; Compensatory understanding views it as the
core ethical flaw to be dismantled; and Transformative understanding seeks
to reconfigure it relationally, treating power as a resource to enhance agency.
These divergent framings arise from the interaction of micro-level profes-
sional expertise, meso-level organizational culture, and macro-level institu-
tional-political pressures (Clarke, 2004; Johnson et al., 2023). Notably, this
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study found that NPSOs’ institutional positioning shapes how they perceive
and respond to macro-level pressures. For instance, NPSOs adopting a
Compensatory understanding operate on the margins of neoliberal logics that
dominate refugee entrepreneurship discourse, and their framing of power
imbalance is reinforced by counter-mainstream narratives within small advo-
cacy networks. In contrast, NPSOs adopting an Instrumental understanding
are more tightly aligned with dominant institutional logics that prioritize eco-
nomic efficiency. NPSOs adopting a Transformative understanding, situated
between community and market channels, actively engage in competing
policy discourses around refugees to inform their ethical stance.

Advancing the Literature on Ethical Analysis of NPSOs. Second, existing studies
often focus on whether NPSOs intend to “do good,” but pay less attention to
whether their practices expand the substantive capabilities of those they aim
to serve (Azmat et al.,, 2013; Deneulin & McGregor, 2010; Reinecke &
Ansari, 2015, 2016). To address this, the study introduces ethical complete-
ness, a CA-based evaluative framework with four dimensions: recognition,
equity, substantive freedom, and institutional integrity.

This study contributes to the ethical analysis of NPSOs by demonstrating
that capability enhancement is not an automatic consequence of well-inten-
tioned support, especially within neoliberal support relationships where log-
ics of performativity, conditionality, and managerialism shape organizational
practices and constrain reflexive ethical revision (Azmat et al., 2023; Baur &
Palazzo, 2011; Johnson et al., 2023). This study finds that each ethical under-
standing exhibits specific forms of ethical incompleteness that limit its effec-
tiveness in expanding real freedoms.

The findings show that NPSOs adopting a Compensatory understanding
excel at affirming recognition but often lack the professional capacity to
attend to and address deep conversion disadvantages (Villares-Varela &
Sheringham, 2020; Walker & McCarthy, 2010). NPSOs adopting an
Instrumental understanding provide structured technical guidance, but often
assess beneficiaries’ agency through the lens of feasibility and performance
criteria. In doing so, they extend recognition selectively, while constraining
substantive freedom and neglecting structural conversion barriers (Desai
etal.,, 2021; Ram et al., 2022). Both Compensatory and Instrumental NPSOs
experience tensions stemming from these incompletenesses, and some show
movement toward the more comprehensive Transformative understanding.
However, such transitions remain fragile: Compensatory NPSOs often lack
the market-driven pressures or funder logics that incentivize service transfor-
mation (Baur & Palazzo, 2011; Johnson et al., 2023; Wang, 2006), while
Instrumental NPSOs are deeply embedded in neoliberal projectization
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(Ebrahim, 2003), which restricts the scope of reflexive revision. NPSOs
adopting a Transformative understanding demonstrate the highest ethical
completeness but struggle to institutionalize their commitments amid
resource scarcity and metric-driven strain.

This also offers a novel ethical perspective for understanding the diverse
outcomes produced by NPSOs (Al-Dajani et al., 2015; Ansari et al., 2012;
Baur & Palazzo, 2011), shedding light on why similar forms of support may
yield markedly different capability enhancements across contexts.

Also, by leveraging ethical completeness in the analysis, this study expands
CA beyond a normative theory of justice into a diagnostic framework for
examining NPSOs’ ethical understandings (Fraser, 2000; O’Dwyer & Unerman,
2008; Robeyns, 2000). In doing so, it responds to longstanding calls for con-
text-sensitive ethical theorizing that links structural conditions, interpretive
processes within NPSOs, and institutional arrangements into a coherent account
of ethics-in-practice (Palazzo et al., 2012; Reinecke & Ansari, 2015, 2016).

Revealing the Ethical Limits of Neoliberal Support Logics in Refugee Entrepreneur-
ship Literature. Third, the findings highlight the normative constraints
imposed by the neoliberal framing of entrepreneurship as a route to civic
contribution, economic productivity, and integration (Desai et al., 2021;
Skran & Easton-Calabria, 2020). This logic permeates funding systems,
organizational evaluation criteria, and public discourses, producing ethical
expectations that equate success with measurable outputs, while discounting
living constraints and plural aspirations.

NPSOs adopting an Instrumental understanding, shaped by such logics,
construct ethical support as a form of rational intervention. Beneficiaries are
steered toward fundable models; divergence is framed as inefficiency, and
autonomy is narrowed by pre-set viability thresholds (Al-Dajani et al., 2015;
Skran & Easton-Calabria, 2020). While such interventions are justified as
protecting beneficiaries from harm, the findings show that they may instead
reinforce precarity by ignoring capability barriers and constraining meaning-
ful choices. Even NPSOs adopting a Transformative understanding—those
most committed to people’s capabilities—face ethical erosion when forced to
conform to performance targets (Moulton & Eckerd, 2012). Moreover,
NPSOs adopting a Compensatory understanding are often not deeply embed-
ded in dominant institutional-political discourses. While this relative distance
may shield them from performative pressures experienced by Instrumental
NPSOs, it also limits their capacity to deliver ethical completeness (e.g., pro-
fessional expertise and business resources).

In this way, this study reveals the dark side of refugee entrepreneurship
support under neoliberal regimes (cf. Baur & Palazzo, 2011; Jones
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Christensen & Newman, 2024). When funding models penalize adaptive,
capability-oriented work, entrepreneurship support could be reduced to pro-
cedural compliance. This study, therefore, calls for a reconceptualization of
entrepreneurship support for refugees and broader marginalized groups as a
contested, situated practice—one that must be evaluated not only by what is
done, but by what becomes possible or impossible for those supported
(Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 2005).

Practical Implications

This study offers several implications for practitioners, funders, and policy-
makers. First, for NPSOs, the analysis highlights the need to map how their
internal capacities, organizational culture, and institutional-political pressures
shape ethical constructions. Building ethical completeness requires not only
commitment but infrastructure. Practically, this includes investing in cross-
role dialogue structures, pairing staff with lived experience and professional
expertise, and creating reflexive check-in mechanisms to surface and negoti-
ate intuitive judgments. NPSOs adopting a Transformative understanding in
this study have implemented some of these mechanisms, such as pairing
grassroots and business advisors and co-creating a strategy with beneficiaries.
These practices illustrate that communication infrastructure is not rhetorical
but must be embedded in how support is designed and delivered.

Second, for funders and policymakers, this study highlights the structural
influence of funding regimes on ethical practices. Performance-based fund-
ing criteria, while promoting accountability, may inadvertently push NPSOs
toward interventionist or efficiency-driven ethics that fail to support benefi-
ciary agency. This study advocates for a more plural and flexible funding
model that allows for time-intensive, relational, and adaptive approaches—
particularly those that prioritize recognition and equity over metrics alone.
Ethical support is not fast work. Without space to reflect, adjust, and co-cre-
ate, even the most committed organizations may default to institutionally
sanctioned forms of pseudo-ethics.

Finally, for marginalized communities and those representing them, the
findings provide a framework to understand how organizational ethics are
shaped, where they may fail, and how they might be held accountable. The
concept of ethical completeness can serve as a benchmark for evaluating not
only whether support is available, but whether it is meaningful, enabling, and
sustained. Practically, this means community groups can use recognition,
equity, freedom, and institutional integrity as diagnostic questions when
engaging with NPSOs: Are our aspirations acknowledged on our own terms?
Are conversion barriers such as language, trauma, or caregiving addressed?
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Do we have genuine options beyond a narrow set of fundable models? And
are ethical commitments embedded in the organization rather than reliant on
individual goodwill? By articulating these questions, communities can better
identify when support risks becoming conditional or performative, and mobi-
lize advocacy to push for more accountable practices. This provides a con-
crete tool not only for evaluating NPSOs, but also for strengthening the
bargaining position of marginalized groups in dialogues with funders, policy-
makers, and service providers.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations. First, while the sample includes diverse
organizations and beneficiaries, it did not capture longitudinal data on how
ethical understandings evolve over time, in particular NPSOs. Future research
could adopt case-based processual designs to examine how feedback, fail-
ures, and institutional pressures shape ethical sensemaking dynamically.
Second, this study focused on refugee entrepreneurship in the United
Kingdom and similar liberal democracies. Applying this framework in differ-
ent geopolitical or cultural settings could reveal further variation in how
power and ethics interact in support.

In sum, this study offers a novel perspective on ethical understandings of
NPSOs under structural power imbalance by tracing how NPSOs construct,
rationalize, and institutionalize ethical meanings of support—and how these
meanings shape real opportunities for marginalized individuals. By integrat-
ing SIM’s view of ethical construction with CA’s normative evaluation of
capability enhancement, this study advances both a richer understanding of
organizational ethics in NPSOs and a critical perspective on what it means to
support ethically in contexts where power, purpose, and justice collide.
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