
 

Climbing to freedom on an impossible staircase: exploring the emancipatory 

potential of becoming an entrepreneur-employer   

 

Helen C. Williams1 , Katrina Pritchard1,  Maggie C. Miller1 and Cara Reed2 

 

1: School of Management, Swansea University, Bay Campus, Fabian Way, Swansea, 

SA1 8EN. 

2: Cardiff Business School, Cardiff University, Aberconway Building, Colum Dr, 

Cardiff CF10 3EU 

 

Version accepted for publication in International Small Business Journal 

Users who receive access to an article through a repository are reminded that the article 

is protected by copyright. Users may download and save a local copy of an article 

accessed in an institutional repository for the user's personal reference. 

All images provided are copyright © Helen C Williams, 2020; permission must be 

sought before images are reproduced. 

 

Contact: k.l.pritchard@swansea.ac.uk 

 

 

Abstract  

 

This article contributes to critical discussions questioning the emancipatory potential of 

entrepreneurship, through examining the experiences of men and women entrepreneurs 

who have recently become employers in South Wales, UK.  Our research uses a co-creative 

visual method based in Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to explore 

transitions from entrepreneur to entrepreneur-employer in everyday contexts.  Findings 

demonstrate how initial emancipatory experiences become increasingly bounded when 

becoming an entrepreneur-employer.  This exposes a Catch-22 of entrepreneuring-as-

emancipation as a symptom of neoliberal entrepreneurial discourses that constrain what 

entrepreneurs are encouraged to do: grow.  We find a plurality of particular emancipations, 

but conclude that within a developed context, entrepreneurship and more specifically, 

becoming an entrepreneur-employer is a relational step through which perceived 

constraints become more readily experienced and emancipation never fully realised.    
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Introduction 

Contributing to a growing body of reflexive and critical research, we unpack the premise 

of entrepreneurship as emancipatory.  Empirically, we extend the work of Verduijn et al. 

(2014) who reposition entrepreneuring using Laclau's (1996: 98) conceptualisation of 

emancipation ‘as intimately related to oppression’.  This article examines what extent this 

duality is experienced by entrepreneur-employers within a neoliberal system.   

Within such a system, entrepreneurship is positioned as a solution to a wide variety 

of societal problems (Wiklund et al., 2019).  There remains an implicit belief that more 

entrepreneurship is better (Marlow, 2020), and leads to both individual and societal social 

and economic growth (Fletcher and Seldon, 2016).  Indeed, this assumption is reflected in 

policies encouraging individuals to start and grow an enterprise as a means to a ‘potentially 

life-changing experience’ (Department for Work and Pensions, 2020).  In both the EU and 

the UK, entrepreneurial growth is measured by whether an enterprise has any employees 

beyond those who started it (Eurostat, 2020).  However, despite encouragement, data 

suggests that individuals who start an enterprise are not likely to grow it (UK Business 

Population Estimates, 2019).  Literatures identify the non-employer to employer transition 

as critical to whether an enterprise (and indeed, the entrepreneur) achieves growth or not 

(Coad et al., 2017; Caliendo et al., 2019).  However empirical work examining what it is 

like to grow an enterprise and employ staff is predominately functionalist, with the role of 

the entrepreneur largely ignored (Tunberg and Anderson, 2020).    

 To better understand how fulfilling neoliberal ideals are lived out by those being 

encouraged directly to achieve it, this article draws on understandings of neoliberalism as 

a ‘regime of subjectification’ (Dean, 2014: 152).  This is geared towards the production of 

subjects capable of realising economic and personal growth through becoming both an 

entrepreneur, and an employer.  This transition has yet to be empirically explored within 

critical entrepreneurship literatures investigating the role and influence of neoliberalism.  

In contrast to the extensive body of work that approaches neoliberalism as a 

governing apparatus, we suggest a need to understand the extent to which entrepreneurs 

themselves feel emancipated as they take the significant step of becoming an employer.  

This follows Gill and Scharff’s (2013: 8) encouragement to consider how governing 

practices ‘quite literally get inside us to materialise or constitute our subjectivities’.  Taking 
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this perspective demands focus into the ‘psychic life’ of neoliberalism to understand how 

it is lived out by entrepreneurs pursuing the neoliberal ideal of growth by becoming 

employers (Scharff, 2016; Bandinelli, 2020). This leads us to the phenomenological 

commitments of our study.  

The investigation of lived experience is certainly not novel and the value of doing 

so is well documented, particularly in addressing epistemic gaps between theory and 

practice (Chia 2003; Nayak et al. 2020).   Our phenomenological framework allows us to 

address this gap.  Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) provides a lens to 

examine how our worlds are subjectively distinct yet share characteristics that are common 

to us all (Eatough and Shaw, 2019).  The use of participatory, visual and multimodal 

methods are becoming increasingly common in IPA (Boden et al., 2019) and 

entrepreneurship studies (Clarke and Holt, 2019; Van Burg et al., 2020).  Following this 

trend, we used objects (in our case, Lego) as elicitation tools (Woodward, 2020) to enhance 

the phenomenological interview.   

 Furthermore, our research responds to calls to challenge the ideological 

foundations of entrepreneurship (Essers, et al., 2017).  Research has been criticised for 

failing to unpack the ways in which ideologies rooted in neoliberalism and 

entrepreneurship interact (Ahl and Marlow, 2019; Baker and Welter, 2020).  Neoliberalism 

positions entrepreneurship, and indeed being ‘entrepreneurial’ as a self-directed means to 

achieving emancipation (Mavelli, 2017).  Various schools of thought converge to define 

emancipation as ‘setting something free from control or restraint’ or ‘declaring someone 

as free’ (Lindebaum, 2017: 2).  Within the entrepreneurship literature, most definitions 

appear to still build on the Schumpeterian (1989) idea that the logics of capitalism, as 

propagated by Friedman (1962), and embodied by the entrepreneur.  These logics are 

regarded as appropriate tools for achieving individual freedom (Fayolle and Matlay, 2010).  

Capitalist logic is built on the assumption that economic freedom is causally related 

to political freedom (Forder, 2019; Pryor, 2010). This draws from Friedman’s (1962) 

supposition that capitalism is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for political 

freedom. With regard to freedom, Rothschild (2003) concludes that Friedman does not 

consider ‘positive freedom,’ which concerns opportunities, or the freedom to do 

something.  Rather he focuses on constraints, and the idea that capitalism provides the 

conditions to provide the freedom from oppressive structures or societal obligations. Thus, 
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entrepreneurship becomes embodied as not just a social or economic force but 

reconceptualised as an emancipatory activity (Goss et al., 2011; Jones and Murtola, 2012; 

Rindova et al., 2009; Weiskopf and Steyaert, 2009).   

Contemporary neoliberal and entrepreneurial discourses unite in emphasising the 

right to make individual choices.  This emphasis lends itself to an ‘enterprise culture’ 

(Rose, 1992: 13) that manifests subjectively through the enterprising self: work on 

yourself, be independent, emancipate your authentic self and realise your potential.  This 

emancipated self is then free to choose to be anyone they want to be.  Outcomes such as 

personal fulfilment and economic good become ‘entwined’ (Ahl and Marlow, 2019: 19), 

and appealingly tangible, rather than subjectively self-produced (Gill and Scharff, 2013; 

Scharff, 2016).  Consequently, studies that have addressed emancipation empirically 

primarily focus on marginalised groups (i.e. migrants and women) in developing economic 

regions (Al-Dajani et al., 2015; Haugh and Talwar, 2016; Pergelova et al., 2017).  Limited 

studies examining the broader application of entrepreneurship’s emancipatory potential in 

everyday contexts suggesting that this perspective has become normalised, if not expected.   

Thus, a central question remains as to whether entrepreneurship is experienced as 

emancipatory (Verduijn et al., 2014), particularly when pursuing the neoliberal imperative 

of enterprise growth and thus moving to become an entrepreneur-employer.  

 This article unpacks the everyday potential for emancipation by studying female 

and male business founders who have recently transitioned from entrepreneur to 

entrepreneur-employer in South Wales, UK.  Our findings reveal the transition to employer 

is experienced as a plurality of emancipations, fleetingly felt.  We consider becoming an 

entrepreneur-employer as a relational step, where constraints become more readily 

experienced.  As one of our participants reflected, it is like ‘going up the stairs and falling 

back down’, you ‘never get to the top’.  Consequently, the study seeks to address the 

following research question: to what extent do entrepreneurs experience emancipation 

when transitioning from entrepreneur to entrepreneur-employer?  

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. Firstly, further conceptual 

insight into our positioning of neoliberalism and entrepreneurship is outlined before 

turning to consider dominant and critical approaches to emancipation.  Secondly, a detailed 

explanation of the research approach is provided.  Subsequently, findings are presented 

and then discussed with regards to their implications for research and practice.  
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Neoliberalism and Entrepreneurship 

 

Neoliberalism is central to scholarly debates and inquiries into contemporary functioning 

of power and socioeconomic inequality (Birch and Springer, 2019).  Within this, notions 

of freedom are framed and used in a specific way: in terms of the ‘autonomy’ of the 

individual (Dardot and Laval, 2019).  Entrepreneurial discourses embrace the idea of 

personal responsibility as a means to individual success.  Individuals must buy into a very 

particular notion of entrepreneurial freedom in that they are responsible for achieving it 

(Cook, 2020).  Neoliberalism capitalises autonomy as being, or aspiring to be 

entrepreneurial, in that individuals must ‘own’ everything that happens to them and thus 

continually self-regulate (Bröckling, 2016).    

Autonomy here has a paradoxical quality (Börner et al., 2020), portrayed as a 

natural desire of all humans and not something that is given.  However, neoliberalism is 

often positioned as a form of emancipation that is felt in all parts of our lives – public and 

private (Rose, 2017).  With artificial constraints removed, the extent to which individuals 

realise this natural autonomy is limited only by the amount of time, effort or capital they 

are prepared to invest in achieving it.  This shift of responsibility makes us all become 

seekers of something: self-determination, maximisation of our health (Cederström and 

Spicer, 2015), our bodies (Moor and Robinson, 2016; Pritchard et al., 2019), our work 

(Musílek et al., 2020) and our lifestyles through consumption. The ‘unemployed become 

job seekers; refugees become asylum seekers’ (Rose 2017: 4); tourists become thrill 

seekers; entrepreneurs become fortune seekers – it is from this perspective, never-ending. 

One of the defining contradictions of neoliberalism is that it is packaged as 

concerned with individual freedom, choice, growth, democracy and personal 

responsibility, yet each of these concepts limits another from being truly realised (Dean, 

2014).  This points to an inherent contradiction that lies quietly at the heart of Laclau’s 

(1996) concept of emancipation, and neoliberalism: that constraints exist and that we can 

be freed from them.  Amongst a multiplicity of conceptual interpretations, Laclau’s 

difficulty with the determinism that depicts emancipation is perhaps best realised as the 

achievement of freedom from a constraint within systemically neoliberal contexts; 

stemmed from countries such as the US or UK to a now global level (Fraser, 2017).  This 

conceptualises emancipation as something that can be attained and sustained, as opposed 

to continually sought after.  Sensibilities of a need to emancipate on an individual level are 



Climbing to freedom on an impossible staircase 

 6 

perhaps bounded by neoliberalism in various ways, and thus a pathology of the 

contemporary neoliberal subject.  This can be particularly prescient for entrepreneurs who 

gain autonomy from an organisation by becoming their own employer, but who in turn 

become an employer of others in the pursuit of continued financial growth.   

Public policy continues to reinforce the belief that becoming an entrepreneur is a 

means to achieve neoliberal ideals that entwine the potential for individual emancipation 

with wider social changes, like reducing unemployment rates (Mallett and Wapshott, 

2020).  The implicit assumption across much of this literature is that more entrepreneurship 

is better (Marlow, 2020).  As the European Commission’s (2020: 1) ‘The Entrepreneurship 

Action Plan’ declares: ‘To bring Europe back to growth and create new jobs, we need more 

entrepreneurs.’  

At a national level, the UK Government’s ‘New Enterprise Allowance’, offers 

jobseekers a chance to receive a small government loan to start a business.  Promotional 

material for this national scheme includes promise of a ‘…potentially life-changing 

experience.  Moving forward from being on benefits to having the power to become your 

own boss, it’s vital we do all we can to help fulfil your dreams’ (Department for Work and 

Pensions, 2019).  This emancipatory discourse reflects the all too familiar neoliberal 

rhetoric that frames entrepreneurship as a means for wealth and job creation, creativity, 

innovation and personal risk-taking (Matinez Dy et al., 2018).    

It is also notable that many existing studies exploring the potential for 

entrepreneurship to be emancipatory predominantly focus on subsets of individuals who 

are arguably deemed the most in need of liberation.  There remains an emphasis towards 

women in developing countries (Baker and Welter, 2017; Welter et al., 2019) or ethnic 

minorities (Jones and Ram, 2015), and marginalised women within more developed 

nations (Jennings et al., 2016; Al-Dajani et al., 2019).  An implication of this focus is that 

the broader applicability of the emancipation perspective is still open to debate, particularly 

for those who appear to be fulfilling the neoliberal ideal of enterprise growth: entrepreneur-

employers.  Therefore, conducting studies with entrepreneurs in economically developed, 

everyday contexts is seemingly critical in understanding the potential universality of 

accepted entrepreneuring-as-emancipation perspectives (Rindova et al., 2009). 

In the following section, we discuss current understandings of emancipation within 

organisation and entrepreneurship literatures.  Two dominant perspectives, micro and 
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macro approaches, are identified (Goss et al., 2011).  This polarisation of emancipation 

has seemingly led to a middle ground in need of further exploration.  Thus, we point to 

ways our research can empirically bridge these two perspectives, contributing to a deeper 

understanding of emancipation.  

 

Entrepreneurship and Emancipation  

Tracing the concept of emancipation is a complex and challenging endeavour (Lindebaum, 

2017).  Broadly, the verb ‘to emancipate’ refers to a setting something, or someone ‘free 

from control’ or constraints (Lindebaum, 2017: 3).  This immediately draws attention to 

extensive debates on what exactly ‘freedom’ is, or why and how it is a necessary state to 

achieve (Forder, 2019).  These debates are far reaching and concern scholars across a wide 

range of academic disciplines (Peoples, 2020).  However, the complexity of emancipation 

is not always recognised within entrepreneurship literatures (Rindova et al., 2009).  Critical 

work continues to highlight a need to better theorise emancipation within entrepreneurial 

contexts (Ruebottom and Toubiana, 2020; Verduijn et al., 2014; Alkhaled and Berglund, 

2018).  

Within organisation studies, broadly two distinctions emerge: macro-

emancipatory, and micro-emancipatory perspectives.  Macro-emancipatory perspectives 

demand radical transformation of not only the workplace, but also society more generally 

(Alvesson and Willmott, 1992).  This demands that critical social sciences should 

fundamentally contribute to liberating people from various forms of oppression.  For 

traditional critical theorists, emancipation remains a Kantian universal imperative, not a 

hypothetical one (Klikauer, 2015, 2018).  Critiques of this approach argue that a focus on 

macro-emancipation tends to ignore many of the fleeting attempts to create limited zones 

of freedom (Huault et al., 2014).  Alvesson and Willmott (1992: 446) labelled macro-

emancipation as ‘orthodox’ and ‘grandiose’, preferring to focus instead on ‘micro-

emancipation’.   

This perspective highlights ‘concrete activities, forms, and techniques that offer 

themselves not only as means of control, but also as objects and facilitators of resistance 

and thus, vehicles for liberation’ (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992: 446).  In this formulation, 

processes of emancipation are understood to be ‘uncertain, contradictory, ambiguous, and 

precarious’ (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992: 446).  Nevertheless, there are three problems 
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associated with a micro-approach.  First, researchers appear to privilege minor acts of 

micro-emancipatory resistance (Goss et al., 2011).  Second, a narrow focus on micro-

emancipation may encourage researchers to omit broader consequences of everyday 

behaviours and context.  Thirdly, a micro-approach may unintentionally create an 

unhelpful, and rather artificial, separation between macro and micro struggles.   

The division of micro and macro approaches creates a tension between social and 

economic emancipation exposing an artificial separation between wider structures (social, 

political, economic) and individuals that operate within them.  Consequently, the complex 

dynamics that underlie or connect such struggles may be lost (Spicer and Böhm, 2007).  In 

this vein, we identify a need to bridge micro and macro perspectives to understand fully 

the extent to which entrepreneurs experience emancipation.  We are not alone in this 

conclusion, Huault et al., (2014) turn to the works of Rancière (2009) to develop such a 

bridge by examining the worker in organisational life.  Rancière conceptualises 

emancipation as the attempt to ‘actualise equality’ (Rancière, 2009: 509), and that 

emancipatory practices seek to bring about dissensus.  For Rancière, what the dominated 

do not need is their exploitation revealed to them by intellectual experts.  Rather, what is 

required is a vision of themselves beyond a world of exploitation.  This explicitly 

challenges the assumption, held by both macro and micro accounts of emancipation, that 

‘knowing the system’ is a pre-requisite to achieving liberation (Huault et al., 2014: 10).   

Whilst broader literature on emancipation can be largely discerned across a macro 

or micro level of analysis, with some attempt to consider the ‘mid-ground’, literature that 

has focused on emancipation in the context of entrepreneurship has tended to presume that 

the emancipatory potential of entrepreneurship emerges through neoliberal notions of 

individualism, responsibility, agency and achievement (Bröckling, 2016).  Implicit is the 

belief that entrepreneurship is ‘liberating and meritocratic’, and thus ‘desirable and 

accessible to all’ (Martinez Dy et al., 2018: 587).  This notion of emancipatory potential 

has been particularly encouraged by the work of Rindova et al. (2009).  The authors 

introduced the concept of entrepreneuring-as-emancipation to ‘broaden the focus of 

entrepreneurship research’ (p. 478).  The authors suggest that engagements with 

entrepreneurship are viewed through an emancipatory lens (Alkhaled and Berglund, 2018), 

and therefore employ a macro emancipatory interpretation of entrepreneurship (Rindova 

et al., 2009).  Relatedly, many other investigations also build on this kind of implicit 
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assumption as to the emancipatory potential of entrepreneurship (Ruebottom and 

Toubiana, 2020; Nikolova, 2019; Shir et al., 2019; Verme, 2009). Consequently, the 

potential for entrepreneuring-as-emancipation remains a dominant perspective within this 

area of research.  

Nevertheless, there are a small number of empirical studies that have explored and 

challenged Rindova et al.’s (2009) conception, such as Jennings et al. (2016), Alkhaled 

and Berglund (2018), and Goss et al. (2011).  Drawing on micro-emancipatory 

perspectives, this type research assumes that the entrepreneur is implicitly seeking some 

form of emancipation from something. It suggests that a disjunction exists between an 

entrepreneurial fantasy and the realities experienced by entrepreneurs. In seeking to 

explain and understand freedom, oppression or resistance, reductive approaches (Jennings 

et al., 2016; Petergova et al., 2017) do not always provide multi-agent or multi-level 

analysis.  Rather, such approaches tend to focus on what is local, immediate or measurable, 

resulting in ‘thin’ descriptions and weak explanations (Brannan et al., 2017; O’Mahoney 

et al., 2018).   

Therefore, as with the broader literature on the subject, research that explores 

entrepreneurship and emancipation struggles to bridge between macro and micro 

perspectives.  This difficulty is evident in Laclau’s (1996) conceptualisation of 

emancipation that rejects the possibility of formulating a universal identity, along with any 

project uniting a world under a single banner of rationality.  Instead, Laclau (1996) 

suggests the relationship between the universal and particular is a pseudo-marriage: they 

cannot live with each other and cannot live without each other; ‘universality is 

incommensurable with any particularity but cannot, however, exist apart from the 

particular’ (p. 34).   

Consequently, those that have so far pursued a ‘mid-ground’ such as Huault et al. 

(2014) are still left without the detail of what participant visions of emancipation (or 

equality) are, or how they make sense of them beyond the bounds of organisational life. 

For example, what if their visions are influenced by contemporary entrepreneurial 

discourses (i.e. being your own boss) that imply leaving an organisation and becoming an 

entrepreneur leads to an emancipatory state?  Progress is made by Martinez Dy et al. (2018) 

and Cook (2020), who highlight that greater accessibility to enterprise through the use of 

digital platforms does not facilitate liberation from wider structural and cultural influences 
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and/or inequalities.  However, there remains a notable gap; a lack of conceptual focus on 

emancipation and if or to what extent it is subjectively experienced by entrepreneurs.  In 

particular we note a lack of existing empirical work to understand the transition from 

entrepreneur to entrepreneur-employer, and to what extent emancipation is experienced 

during this stage in the entrepreneurial process.   

Here we highlight Verduijn et al.’s, (2014) use of Laclau’s emancipatory 

perspective as a significant attempt to move beyond what is deemed an untenable 

dichotomy.  Verduijn et al. (2014: 100) provide a conceptual solution by introducing an 

‘as-well-as position’, contending that ‘emancipation and oppression are immanent 

potentials of entrepreneurship’.  This conception shifts attention towards what and indeed, 

how entrepreneurial experiences impact the potential to be emancipated or oppressed.  In 

support of this position, Alkhaled and Berglund (2018: 896) conclude that the notion of 

‘entrepreneurship as social change’ is a ‘two-headed phenomenon, comprising 

emancipation and oppression as forces that stand in a relationship of constant tension’.    

To extend the work of Alkhaled and Berglund (2018), we adopt this understanding 

of emancipation when exploring to what extent it is experienced by entrepreneurs when 

transitioning from entrepreneur to entrepreneur-employer. For individuals that practice 

entrepreneurship by owning a venture, their entrepreneurial selves become shaped by 

neoliberal and entrepreneurial discourses that map out how the entrepreneur can seek 

success (Dardot and Laval, 2019).  Logics of business are readily used to promote 

enterprise-growth as a vehicle for not only achieving personal and economic success, but 

also helping to fix issues such as high unemployment (European Commission, 2020; 

OECD, 2019).  Growing an enterprise and becoming an entrepreneur-employer can 

perhaps be regarded as a significant achievement in becoming the ideal neoliberal subject.  

In fulfilling this aim emancipation can be realised, as envisaged by entrepreneuring-as-

emancipation literatures (Rindova et al., 2009).  However, as noted by Verduijn et al. 

(2014) and Alkhaled and Berglund (2018), a duality between oppression and emancipation 

are always present.  Thus, more nuanced accounts of how emancipation is experienced by 

those seeking to fulfil their entrepreneurial ideals are needed.  The following section 

outlines our methodological choices.  In doing so we suggest a phenomenological 

framework to explore the often-neglected middle ground between micro and macro 

emancipatory research approaches. 
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Methodology 

 

We draw on the principles of IPA developed by Smith and colleagues (1996; 2012) to 

inform both research design and analysis.  In response, our research takes a 

phenomenological position.  Phenomenology seeks to capture more fully the richness of 

individuals lived experiences (Berglund, 2015).  Phenomenological approaches are 

gaining momentum within the entrepreneurship domain (Raco and Tanod, 2014; Berglund, 

2015).  One approach, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith, 1996) has 

been used to explore entrepreneurial learning from failure (Cope, 2005; Mandl et al., 

2016), entrepreneurial leadership (Kempster and Cope, 2010; Lewis, 2015), performance 

(Tasnim et al., 2014), sustainability (Munoz and Cohen, 2018) and embeddedness 

(McKeever et al., 2015).  One of the significant features of IPA is a commitment to retain 

the rich and personal detail of the particular, whilst pointing to ways in which the particular 

illuminate characteristics of a lifeworld that are common to us all (Eatough and Shaw, 

2019).  Consequently, we believe this methodology provides a useful framework to bridge 

micro and macro emancipatory perspectives.   

 Three theoretical principles form the foundation of an IPA approach.  Firstly, in 

taking a phenomenological position, it adopts an ‘expressivist ontological’ (Eatough and 

Smith, 2017) stance stemming from its commitment to the examination of how people 

make sense of major life experiences (Smith, 2019).  Therefore, in our research the 

entrepreneur is regarded as the ‘experiential authority’ (Yanchar, 2015).  Secondly, IPA is 

idiographic and therefore committed to the examination of each unique, particular 

experience of participants (Eatough and Smith, 2017).  Thirdly, IPA is in line with the 

interpretative (hermeneutic) tradition rather than the descriptive tradition within 

phenomenology (Smith et al., 2012).  This is implicit in the concept of double 

hermeneutics: the participants try to make sense of an experience (the first hermeneutic 

layer), upon which the researcher then makes his/her own interpretation (the second layer).  

Smith et al. (2012) stress that the purpose of IPA is an attempt to gain an insider perspective 

of the phenomenon being studied, whilst acknowledging that the researcher is the primary 

analytical instrument.  Herein, researchers’ beliefs are not seen as biases to be eliminated, 

but rather are necessary for making sense of the experiences of other individuals.    

The use of creative and visual methods within IPA research is gaining traction.  

IPA studies on other topics using photo-elicitation (Silver and Farrants 2016), visual voice 



Climbing to freedom on an impossible staircase 

 12 

(Williamson, 2018), and found images (Bacon et al., 2017) demonstrate the utility of this 

approach.  Within entrepreneurship, gender studies make effective use of visual methods 

(Pritchard et al., 2019; Swan, 2017; Duffy and Hund, 2015; Swail et al., 2014; Smith, 

2014).  There are also promising methodological developments utilising visual and 

creative methods to understand entrepreneurial identities (Clarke and Holt, 2019).  The 

importance of metaphors in theorizing entrepreneurship has also been considered 

(Lundmark and Krzeminska, 2019; Welter, 2019).  Perhaps the work that most closely 

resembles our own is that of Clarke and Holt (2019), who use drawing to explore 

entrepreneurial experiences.  Notable parallels can also be drawn from Berglund and 

Wigren-Kristoferson’s (2012: 280) use of pictures and artefacts as stimuli for critical 

reflection and ‘co-produced empirical material’.  Indeed, within entrepreneurship research 

visual, creative or multi-modal approaches are gathering momentum as useful methods to 

examine nuanced and complex entrepreneurial experiences (Clarke and Holt, 2019; 

Wiklund et al., 2019).   

Critiques have highlighted that, akin to other phenomenological methods, IPA does 

not always acknowledge the integral role of language within the processes of data 

collection via interview (Willig, 2013).  This raises questions on whether IPA can 

accurately capture meanings of experiences rather than just opinions of them.  In particular 

accessing an individual’s world in sufficient depth requires participants and researchers to 

possess the requisite linguistic skills to communicate the nuances of an experience.  More 

generally it implies phenomenological methods may only be effective with the most 

articulate individuals (Willig, 2013).  Such criticism could be discriminatory, suggesting 

only those with certain levels of fluency are able to describe their experiences.   

Building on both these developments visual and creative methods have been 

increasing used to overcome the reliance on linguistic fluency to communicate meaning 

(Boden et al., 2019; Zielke, 2019).  Encouraged by this, we conducted object-interviews 

using Lego (see Fig. 1). Our use of Lego was inspired by the work of Gauntlet (2007), who 

adopted the Lego Serious Play methodology as a social research tool, now used across a 

range of academic disciplines (Rainford, 2020; McCusker, 2020; Wengel and McIntosh, 

2019).  Visuality and materiality are regarded as distinct modes of constructing and 

communicating meaning (Jones et al., 2017).  Although there is some criticism that the 

visual and the verbal modes substitute for one another (Gehman and Grimes, 2017), most 
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research points to complementary, mutually reinforcing roles (Boxenbaum et al., 2018; 

Cartel et al., 2018).  

A small, purposive, homogenous sample was used, in accordance with IPA 

principles, which prioritises the case-level depth or richness within a dataset (Smith et al., 

2009).  Six business owners based in South Wales, who had all employed their first 

employee within the past six years, were recruited using both researcher networks and 

snowball sampling strategies.  Participants were based in rural and urban areas and worked 

in a variety of industries.  The sample includes three males and three females (see Table 1 

and Fig. 2).  All participants provided informed consent.  

To start the interview, we asked participants to build and name their selves in Lego 

as a familiarisation exercise.  Their chosen names became their pseudonyms (see Fig. 2) 

and are used throughout this article.  Following this, we used an ‘interview arc’ format 

consisting of a ‘build-talk-build-talk’ to structure the interview encounter (Boden et al., 

2019).  Participant’s Lego constructions provide an interesting starting point to elicit verbal 

data and encourages participants to flesh out their comments.  To do so, the interviewer 

can enquire into position, colour or form by making simple observation statements, which 

are typically enough to elicit more detail from the participants.  After the approach was 

successfully piloted, the first author conducted all the interviews.  Interviews were 

unstructured and conversational in nature – the experience of starting their ventures and 

hiring initial employees was used as the temporal focus.  Prompting questions were kept 

open and narratives were directed by participants.  The notion of ‘emancipation’ or 

‘freedom’ was not addressed directly, but was a common feature across all accounts, and 

was therefore investigated further at the point of analysis.   
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Figure 1¹.  Using Lego in an interview 

IPA is systematic in its analytical procedures.  Coding and thematising in IPA are based 

on a set of underlying principles (Smith et al., 2009) that involve: (1) movement from the 

descriptive to the more explicitly interpretative (coding); (2) moving from the specific to 

the thematic; and (3), from the case to the wider sample (identifying convergent and 

divergent themes).  While there is a broadly outlined process to IPA (moving from the 

descriptive to the interpretative), the method does not ‘claim objectivity through the use of 

a detailed, formulaic procedure’ (Brocki and Waerden, 2006: 97).   

Interviews were anonymised at the point of transcription. Following this, each transcript 

was analysed and coded line by line to note the experiential concerns of each participant 

(Larkin, 2015).  Themes were identified through exploring patterns of meaning associated 

with these concerns.  Once themes were developed for each transcript, a cross-case analysis 

identified one superordinate theme, ‘A never-ending story’, comprising two sub-themes.    

 

 

Table 1. Participant Characteristics   
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Pseudonym Industry 

 

Employees 

 

Age of 

Venture 

Years open 

until first 

hire 

Age Gender 

Phoenix Service 10 6 0 25-35 Male 

Melissa Service 1 5 2 25-35 Female 

Bish Agriculture 3 4 0 25-35 Male 

Alex Leisure 30 6 0.5 35-45 Female 

Max Manufacturing 5 5 1 35-45 Male 

Bobbie Technology 2 2 1 35-45 Female 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Participant’s Lego models of themselves 

 

In the following section, findings are presented as an interpretative phenomenological 

narrative to explicate both the process and content dimensions of our participants 

experiences as feelings of control, freedom and entrapment.  In keeping with IPA’s 

principles, theoretical assumptions are suspended and addressed in the discussion section.    

 

 

Findings   

 

In addressing our research question (to what extent do entrepreneurs experience 

emancipation when transitioning from entrepreneur to entrepreneur-employer?) we present 

Bobbie Max Bish Alex Phoenix  Melissa 
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findings related to the superordinate theme, A never-ending story, comprising two 

experiential sub-themes: ‘But, it’s my decision’ and, ‘The staircase you keep climbing, but 

never reach the top’.  To begin, the first subtheme traces initial feelings of emancipation, 

often present when discussing the decision to start their enterprises.  However, as the 

second subtheme reveals, as participants began to reflect on their experiences of becoming 

an employer, the transition introduced new and unexpected levels of constraint.  As such 

these findings capture participant’s becoming increasingly aware that as entrepreneur-

employers, achieving entrepreneurial ideals such as autonomy, freedom or wealth may not 

ever be fully realised.  

The themes explored speak to the transience of selfhood and relationality.  These 

lifeworld aspects do not exist discretely; rather, they are connected within the narratives 

of each participant.  Such narratives encompass the totality of each participant’s 

entrepreneurial endeavours.  Furthermore, our analysis explores common transitional 

touchpoints, namely the decision to start a business and the relational aspects of employing 

staff (Boden et al., 2019).    

 

A Never-ending Story 

 

Our overarching theme captures what we interpreted as common when transitioning to an 

entrepreneur-employer. Upon becoming an entrepreneur-employer, initial emancipatory 

feelings experienced as an entrepreneur are replaced with ones of frustration.  Participants’ 

narratives reflected a continuous loop of ascending and descending emotions; a collection 

of never-ending stories often revealing fleeting glimpses of freedom, before being 

overwhelmed by existing constraints.  As Phoenix explained, ‘It’s like I’m chasing it all 

the time.  I’m chasing… there is no pot at the end of the rainbow’.  We were reminded of 

the work of Penrose and Penrose (1958), who’s depiction of a two-dimensional staircase 

was termed the ‘impossible stairs’.  The stairs make four 90-degree turns as they ascend 

or descend forming a continuous loop, such that a person could climb them forever and 

never get any higher.    

 This defeats our known purpose for a set of stairs, namely, to get you to an end 

point above or below to where you started.  Thus, the ‘impossible staircase’ defeats any 

notion of overall progress and is itself, never-ending.  Phoenix’s experience of ‘constantly 
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chasing’ was reflected and shared by others.  Consequently, a gap between entrepreneurial 

discourse ‘the pot at the end of the rainbow’, and participants’ entrepreneurial realities 

emerged, revealing ‘a never-ending story’ of chasing an entrepreneurial freedom that is 

never realised.   

However, analytically we identified glimpses of emancipation within the narratives 

of the six participants.  On the staircase you are free to execute certain decisions; whether 

to get on, which way to turn, or whether to get off.  It is in these decisions we found fleeting 

moments of freedom.  For our participants, these were transitional touchpoints where the 

autonomous-self became salient.  We will explore these ideas in more depth through our 

first sub-theme, ‘But, it’s my decision’.   

 

‘But, it’s My Decision’ 

 

For Bobbie, Bish and Melissa the decision to start their own business provided a lens for 

their interpretation of freedom.  In Bobbie’s explanation below, she describes her actions 

as an autonomous rejection of her past ‘corporate life’; 

Freedom. So, there’s a real thing about freedom for me.  Yes, and this is 

probably a reaction to kind of, past, rather than a driver for now… I’m 

probably working harder than I’ve ever worked before, I’m certainly 

getting up earlier than I was when I was in corporate life. But, it’s my 

decision.   

In othering her past self, Bobbie’s recognition of ‘freedom’ as not a ‘driver for now’ evokes 

a temporality to her feeling of freedom.  This suggests that there is a constant throughout 

Bobbie’s narrative; continual references to a ‘corporate world’, ‘corporate slog’ highlight 

how Bobbie may separate what she feels are two distinct selfhoods.  The listing of what 

she can do now, compared to her past life, perhaps provides a tangible measure of the 

meaning of freedom for Bobbie and perhaps within this shift emancipation was 

experienced.   

Such a distinct separation between past and present was not initially existent in 

Bish’s account.  Instead, impressions of being ‘free’ were situated within specific moments 

in his past: 
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I used to, on the way to school I remember this quite clearly, I used to 

see bin-men, anyone like that, postman, anyone and I remember 

thinking they were sort of free, whereas I was stuck in school. (Bish) 

For Bish, his initial take on freedom was linked to where his work was, not what or with 

who.  The commonality amongst these two participants was their focus on this transition 

as a deliberate act for themselves.   

Like Bobbie, Alex distinguished between her past and present through presenting 

different forms of work worlds.  Both sought freedom in their decision to move from being 

employed to being self-employed and were careful to distinguish between past and present 

selves.  For Alex, the feeling of being able to be ‘different’ was illuminated through her 

continual comparison of her business to the ‘corporate structure’ of other businesses.  

 

This is my business [on the left]. It's a bit more mismatched and 

colourful… But, the corporate structure [on the right] just it’s basic it's 

got everything on there that we've got but less fun and you could 

probably replicate like a McDonald's pod. You know it could be 

anywhere, you could be anywhere and do it. Mine is definitely quirky.  
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Figure 3.  Corporate vs. Quirky (Alex) 

 

Alex’s use of ‘quirky’, ‘colourful’, ‘mis-matched’ to describe her business may represent 

how she wishes her business to be perceived.  It alludes to entrepreneurial discourses that 

construct entrepreneurial ventures as rebellious and ‘innovative’, perhaps representing her 

‘pot of gold’.  A juxtaposition between perception and reality emerged when exploring 

how her business became a means of control when her father died very suddenly.        

I don't like being out of control in any way, in any part of my life… 

I'm not a complete control freak either. I like to just feel, it makes me 

feel safe I suppose and if everything is pretty much ordered it's all 

good…Well in work wise, decisions like I suppose setting policies 

and procedures so that there is consistency helped… But generally, 

I think people as a human race we feel safer knowing what's 

happening. 

Alex’s narrative twists and turns through contradictions; declaring not liking being out of 

‘control in any way’ was quickly followed with stating that she’s not a ‘complete control 

freak’. There is a sense that Alex is continually navigating between expectations and her 

reality.  When probed further, despite building a model to represent difference and disorder, 

the reality was a need to restore order to satiate her need for feeling in control.  Within her 

business, she implies that this was through her ‘decision’ to implement policy and 

procedures, many of which imitate the very corporate structures she wished to differentiate 

herself from.  In this instance, such decisions provided momentary periods of control for 

Alex, emancipating her from a level of disorder becoming an employer introduced.      

Interpreting this further, conflicts within these decisions appeared when participants 

began to talk through the day-to-day aspects of entrepreneurial activities. Participants’ 

stories began to reflect a constant tension between the entrepreneurial ideal and the reality 

of keeping their business going in their contexts.  For Bish and Max, who rely on a regular 

customer base for venture survival, the reality between their ideal entrepreneurial world 

and the one they have to inhabit began to surface.  
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…it’s not always people that cause the tension… It can be the things I 

want– so like, I want the business to do well, but I don’t want to do jobs 

that are bad for the environment.  Sometimes we get offered jobs that in 

my opinion, you know, shouldn’t be happening… But the conflict then 

is, right, what have we got – have we got enough work for me to say no, 

or not? So sometimes it’s, ‘all right we’ll do it anyway’… It’s tricky. But 

I am happy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.  Decision! (Bish) 

The tension described expresses a struggle between what he considers ethical, and what is 

necessary for his business to survive.  Yet, despite the inability to be fully autonomous and 

satisfy his ethical beliefs, a declaration of happiness is made.  This suggests the level of 

self-autonomy provided by his business is enough to provoke feelings of joy and thus could 

be considered as emancipatory.  The conflict Bish experiences highlights wider contextual 

constraints which are nominally universal.  For a business to survive it requires money, 

which requires a regular delivery of a service or goods.  For Max, this fundamental aspect 

of survival took its toll in the initial years of starting his business:    

To be honest it was just about keeping everything afloat, just 

surviving like. Yeah at Christmas time, crikey, I decided… I stopped 

for a Christmas break and I just went boof, getting flu and 
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everything, it’s like my body just shut down and I just crashed… I 

wanted to burn the place after that.  But you know it taught me my 

limits.  

Max’s experience of an embodied constraint demonstrates the limits his own body put 

upon him in his pursuit of his need to survive.  It humanises the entrepreneurial endeavour 

as one that is not only constrained by universal structures, but also by our own limits as 

living beings.  The suggestion here is that for Max, achieving emancipation is only 

possible through the maximising of personal effort, but such an effort is bounded by his 

own physical limitations.     

  How do feelings of freedom surface through an apparent continuum of constraint?  

We suggest that it is in the making of often fleeting decisions during which participant 

realities are suspended is where emancipation is readily felt.  At these times, some appear 

to be caught up in a moment that can produce a kind of euphoria – even a sense of 

adequacy or fullness – that temporarily eclipses the anxiety endemic to a critical 

awareness of their world’s tragic complexity.  Bish and Melissa demonstrate how fleeting 

emancipatory moments were significant in that they executed choice and deliberate acts 

to change in their lives.  Max and Alex’s decisions connected notions of embodiment and 

selfhood, a reminder that our own selves can act as a significant constraint.  Conversely, 

both Max and Alex found ways to mitigate the constraint through exercising acts of self-

control.  Finally, for Bobbie, despite their temporality, these moments of choice provide 

sufficient meaning to find and fulfil her lost selfhood, declaring: ‘I think I’ve become me 

again’.   

In our second sub-theme, we return to the concept of the impossible staircase.  We 

will explore constraints which are beyond participants perceived control, and how the 

fragility of their original notions of freedom became salient through the relationality of 

becoming an employer.  

 

 ‘A staircase you keep climbing, but never reach the top of’ 

 

We found that participants experiences revealed relationality as intimately bound to a 

growing awareness of oppressive forces developing within their worlds.  This awareness 

became salient when discussing participants experiences of hiring and managing their 
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employees.  Earlier references to forms of emancipation were lost to feelings of entrapment, 

tension, frustration and confusion.   

Melissa, who employs one member of staff, found the experience of dealing with 

her employee highly constraining.  To cope with the growth of customers, Melissa hired a 

friend in need of work.  In the extract below, Melissa navigates between feelings of 

frustration caused by structures outside her control and being trapped by her decision to 

hire her friend. 

Like, having an employee and like, paying their holiday pay and things 

is really difficult, because you have to pay them the full amount while 

the business is taking essentially half… You know I cannot take 

holiday… So, it’s really difficult. It’s hard to take any time off… 

There’s no help. 

 

 

Figure 5. Trapped: a victim of my own success (Melissa) 

 

…I was trapped basically, and locked in with my own success I think... 

And, eventually it got to the point where I was becoming quite ill like, 

physically.   

The influential constraints that guide Melissa’s actions began to surface in her description 

of managing her employee.  Beyond the relational difficulties of managing her friend, 
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Melissa highlights a constant state of tension between her business needs and her own.  It 

illuminates the impact of legislative structures beyond Melissa’s control.  Growth of her 

customer base meant she employed a staff member, which many discourses construct as a 

measure of success.  The impact of that success is that the cost of having an employee is 

both personal and financial; the staircase begins to form and oppress.   

Max alludes to this ‘trap’ in his own narrative.  Having experienced a surge in orders 

he hired a family friend to be able to meet the needs of his business. Highlighting a tension 

between maintaining levels of production and training (Baumeler and Lamamra, 2019), 

Max regarded this as having an impact on him and his enterprise:  

 

It was hard, because you are trying to deal, like run the business as 

well, train somebody and then obviously mistakes were getting 

made… it started costing money as well and everything and I was 

like, oh I cannot afford to do this… 

For Alex, her need for control framed her experiences with employees in her business: 

…we needed to employ more people but I was a little bit hesitant… 

And oh god I didn't want to have all the stress of payroll, and you 

know all the unknowns.  I remember opening day, just sat there 

thinking… ‘oh god will they turn up for work?’  You know, if they 

don’t then I’m screwed. You’re completely dependent on them.   

 

Alex’s reference to the ‘unknowns echoes a desire to feel in control’, conflicting with the 

needs of her business.  It elucidates a relational instability between herself and her 

employees, compounded perhaps by her need for consistency.  The ‘dependency’ she felt 

was significant in our understanding of this relational dynamic. Consequently, we noted 

such feelings may have resulted in a shift in the locus of control (Lefcourt, 2014), at the 

point Alex transitioned from entrepreneur to entrepreneur-employer.   
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Wider constraints outside our participants control were also apparent in Phoenix’s 

narrative.  The battle between Phoenix’s vision for what he desired his business to be ‘a 

legacy’, was at times experienced as a matter of frustration for him. ‘…If I was to go VAT 

registered here, I’d be shut with six months.  And that’s the government doing that to me.  

It’s a constant battle’.  

Figure 6. A Battle (Phoenix) 

 

 

 

Phoenix referenced this constant battle with constraints, like employment regulations, 

throughout his account.  His use of language evokes notions of unfairness and oppression: 

‘that’s the government doing that to me’, suggests feelings of being singled out by an 

institution which is beyond his control that impacts his ability to achieve his entrepreneurial 

goals.  Perhaps because of this the metaphor of the impossible stairs was one that he 

frequently returned to.  Phoenix’s analogy provided us with the basis for the wider 

conceptualisation of participants experiences of emancipation.   His frustration was perhaps 

grounded by a disjunction between his expectations of entrepreneurial success, which for 

him, were rapidly becoming unobtainable when confronted with the realities of running his 

business.   

Okay, do you know what… do you remember the film Labyrinth?  

Know the bit where she is going up the stairs and falling back down 
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and she never gets to the top?  I don’t understand how people do 

make money, I really don’t.   

 

The ‘top’ for Phoenix could relate to his interpretations of success, he noted throughout 

our discussion he had read a number of entrepreneurs’ autobiographies noting a number of 

heroes.  We suggest that his ideas of success are influenced by an entrepreneurial discourse 

that idealises success as a ‘pot of gold at the end of the rainbow’ (Anderson and Warren, 

2011; Johnsen and Sørensen, 2017).  Consequently, his frustration and questioning of these 

ideals discloses an awakening to constraints apparent within his lifeworld.  

Finally, we return to Bobbie, whose initial feelings of liberation were born out of 

leaving another world she rejected.  What struck us with her story, was through the 

interview, her reflections provoked her to connect between her past feeling of liberation 

and present realities.  

Figure 7. Stuck in an ugly corporate world (again!) (Bobbie) 

 

Gosh sometimes… you know, I left the corporate world to do what I 

wanted [laughs].  I thought I’d left that world… [pauses].  But really, 

it’s just the same except this time, it’s all on me... Pensions, pay, stress, 

people, you know. Bloody hell! Not great that is it. 

 

Bobbie’s reflexive account demonstrates her change in perspective.  A realisation that two 

worlds she thought were distinct, are instead full of similarities.  It appears that a key 
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difference in how Bobbie makes sense of her entrepreneurial endeavours is through the 

responsibility she feels towards her employees.  Whereas at the beginning, the level of 

autonomy she sought was framed very much as a positive change, the impact of having 

staff signals a significant shift in her perspective.  

The lived experiences of Bobbie, Max, Phoenix, Melissa, Bish and Alex reveal a 

constancy of constraint with momentary flashes of freedom.  We interpret the transition to 

employer as significant in participants becoming increasingly conscious of ever-present 

constraints.  As these constraints reveal themselves within their worlds, a battle ensues 

between various perceived entrepreneurial ideals and their realities.  

Discussion 

 

The study sought to use the lived experiences of entrepreneurs transitioning to 

entrepreneur-employers to empirically explore the extent to which participants 

experienced this transition as emancipatory.  Here we discuss how our findings 

subsequently contribute to the literature on entrepreneurship, emancipation, and 

neoliberalism.  Specifically, we consider if entrepreneuring-as-emancipation is realised, or 

to what extent a tension exists between emancipation and oppression as suggested by the 

literature (Verduijn et al., 2014).  Ultimately, our findings exposed a ‘Catch-22’ (Heller, 

1961) of entrepreneuring-as-emancipation as a situation from which an individual cannot 

escape because of contradictory rules or limitations.  We contribute to critical work on 

entrepreneurship by demonstrating that whilst there is some potential for emancipation, 

entrepreneuring-as-emancipation is never fully realised, particularly for the entrepreneur-

employer. Instead, as shown in the reflexive accounts of our participants, in becoming 

entrepreneur-employers a constant tension between emancipation and oppression is 

experienced.  

Our research findings exposed experiential tensions that support Laclau’s (1996) 

conception of emancipation.  They demonstrate a plurality of particular emancipations 

bound within a relational nexus.  For example, we interpret micro-emancipatory moments 

(Alvesson and Wilmott, 1992), revealed in participants choosing to start their ventures, as 

attempts to pursue entrepreneurial ideologies that form a mechanism of self-affirmation 

(Rose, 2017).  However, as participants begin to reflect on their wider worlds, and in 

particular on their employees, they are introduced to oppressive structures (Klikauer, 2018) 



Climbing to freedom on an impossible staircase 

 27 

that are universally felt.  This negative relational effect appears to be complex and 

multifaceted.  

Rindova et al. (2009: 478) argue that if we view entrepreneurial projects as an 

emancipatory effort then this calls for a focus on ‘the factors that cause individuals to seek 

to disrupt the status quo and change their position on the social order in which they are 

embedded – and, on occasion, the social order itself’.  Such a universal perspective is 

endemic of neoliberal discourses that privilege entrepreneurship as a ‘vehicle of self-

realisation’ (Dardot and Laval, 2014: 265).  However, in pursuing the neoliberal ideal of 

growth, moving from entrepreneur to entrepreneur-employer, more constraints are acutely 

perceived and ‘a never-ending story’ emerges.  Arguably, within a developed economy 

like the United Kingdom, entrepreneurs can no longer be imagined as radically separable 

or disruptive.  Participants regarded starting their ventures as a means to achieve forms of 

self-directed change.  Bobbie and Melissa left their ‘status quo’ corporate worlds on this 

basis, only to imitate them due to the constraints placed upon them by legal structures that 

lie beyond their control.  Such structures encourage particularised perspectives of 

emancipation and ignore contextual commonalties that suggest larger oppressive forces 

are at play, limiting the emancipatory potential of entrepreneurship.  

Consequently, theoretically, we contribute to an ongoing discussion that questions 

the emancipatory potential of entrepreneurship.  We found that in pursuing the neoliberal 

ideal of growing their ventures, entrepreneurs operate within structures that they are unable 

to liberate themselves from.  Therefore, we argue the extent to which our participants 

experience emancipation is partial and temporary at best, particularly once the 

entrepreneur becomes an employer.  This is perhaps a reason for the discomfort that 

constantly accompanies current emancipatory engagement; this is our, or rather their 

‘Catch-22’.   

The point we emphasise is that, through the lens of Laclau it is impossible to have 

a fully realised utopian concept of entrepreneuring-as-emancipation (Laclau and Mouffe, 

2001).  However, the appearance of entrepreneuring-as-emancipation is what we believe 

to be an essential element to neoliberal subjectification: the power of the imaginary 

dimension.  To understand the influence of neoliberalism is to recognise how it is 

established and maintained by this dimension, specifically an ‘entrepreneurial imaginary’ 

that offers a more desirable way of life (Dardot and Laval, 2019: 65).  These imaginaries 
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create an illusion of completeness: the possibility of reconciliation between some mythical 

origin and a future utopian ideal; an ideal that is captured by the notion of ‘emancipation’.   

In line with other critical literature in this area (Scharff, 2016; Alkhaled and 

Berglund, 2018; Goss et al., 2011; Gill and Ganesh, 2007; Verduijn et al.,  2014; Ahl and 

Marlow, 2019), participants’ narratives revealed glimpses of these imaginaries in their 

desire to liberate from their past and to relocate their sense of self in an entrepreneurial 

future that is free and autonomously controlled.  Or as the as participant’s reflect, to find 

the ‘pot of gold at the end of the rainbow’.  Such findings add empirical weight to the 

notion of the ‘entrepreneurial-self’; that an individual’s entire existence is annexed by the 

logic of business (Bröckling, 2016).  However, our work goes further to indicate that 

notions of entrepreneurial ideals of success are also bound by the logics of capitalism that 

require continued growth.  Thus, the ‘Catch-22’ experience of our entrepreneur-employers 

suggests a growing crevasse between the discourse and lived realties of entrepreneurial 

success that in turn, constructs how entrepreneurs perceive failures within a neoliberal 

context (Olaison and Meier Sørensen, 2014; Gill, 2014).   

The findings illustrate the entrepreneur to entrepreneur-employer transition as a 

double-edged sword, where neoliberal entrepreneurial ideas contrast with the day-to-day 

realities of being an entrepreneur-employer.  This indicates that ideals such as 

entrepreneuring-as-emancipation (Rindova et al., 2009) are never fully realised.  However, 

it is the endless potential for emancipation that can be seen as a core assumption in 

neoliberalism, and as the foundations of the entrepreneurial self (Bröckling, 2016). 

Therefore, becoming an entrepreneur-employer exposes the Catch-22. That is, by fulfilling 

the implicit assumption that more enterprise growth creates more jobs, paradoxically 

participants felt less entrepreneurial, and in most cases not like entrepreneurs at all.  

Consequently, our research supports the conception of ‘entrepreneuring-as-

emancipation’ as a two-headed phenomenon comprising emancipation and oppression as 

forces (Alkhaled and Berglund, 2018; Verduijn et al. 2014).  However, while the two 

forces are in tension at times, our findings suggest that they are not equal states.  We 

highlight the ephemerality of emancipation, caused by a constancy of perceived 

constraints.  As such, we argue that within a developed neoliberalised context, the 

transition to employer is a vehicle through which perceived constraints become more 

readily experienced.  We stress that these constraints may lead to the reproduction of the 
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status quo within a developed economic context.  In addition, we note that the influence of 

neoliberalism needs to be better understood and accounted for if job-creation through 

enterprise growth continues to be a key ambition of policymakers. 

We have also contributed methodologically to the field of entrepreneurship, 

enabling exploration of contextually rich empirical data.  This was in keeping with IPA’s 

commitment to retaining individual details of the particular, whilst illuminating 

characteristics of a lifeworld that are common to us all.   Studies employing the use of 

visual methods offer rich empirical work providing insight into how and why such 

conceptions of entrepreneurial success or intent are constructed (Nadin et al., 2020; 

Pritchard et al., 2019; Duffy and Hund, 2015; Swail et al., 2014; Smith, 2009, 2010). 

Through our methodology, we have added scope to Calás et al.’s (2009) call for 

more reflexive theoretical analyses and research in critical entrepreneurship studies.  While 

we respond to this call, we also extend that this should be supported by further empirical 

work. Calás et al. (2009) note that ethical criteria are necessary in judging the 

consequences of knowledge any field produces, although they stop short of detailing what 

this should constitute.  We are cautious with our claims of emancipatory potential and 

acknowledge our study is limited by its methodological, temporal and geographical scope.   

 

Conclusion 

Our study contributes to the body of empirical work that seeks to investigate the 

emancipatory potential of entrepreneurship.  We critically challenge the emancipatory 

potential of entrepreneurship through exploring these concepts in the context of six (female 

and male) entrepreneur-employers, based in South Wales, UK.  Our findings support 

studies that suggest that potential for emancipation is intimately related to wider contextual 

constraints experienced by entrepreneurs.  More significantly, we found that the transition 

to employer introduced additional layers of constraint which significantly impacted our 

participants feelings of freedom and experiences of liberation.   

From our findings we believe that the following lessons should be heeded in future 

research.  Firstly, we should engage in investigations with a level of contextual sensitivity 

that celebrates difference as much as commonality.  This means conducting studies in 

diverse geographic, cultural, economic and social contexts with methods that enable 

sensitivities to be disclosed.  Secondly, understanding the emancipatory potential of 
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entrepreneurship at different stages of venture growth may illicit further depth of 

understanding of the emancipation/oppression continuum (our ‘impossible staircase’).  

Thirdly, in the experiences of our participants, common struggles were shared 

during the transition to employer.  Exposure to structural constraints (maternity pay, tax, 

payroll) was revealed after employing staff, and was suggestive of a constant oppressive 

state. We are, therefore, unsurprised by the results of studies (Jennings et al., 2006; Gill 

and Ganesh, 2007; Jennings et al., 2016) that found entrepreneurs in developed contexts 

are not likely to enact operating models that depart highly from the status quo. Our 

participants’ micro-emancipatory struggles point to wider constraining structures that are 

universally common but perhaps more acutely felt by smaller and/or nascent 

entrepreneurial ventures that could be explored further.   

 Finally, extant research freely interchanges between the concepts of empowerment 

with emancipation.  Alkhaled and Berglund (2018) argue that the concept of emancipation 

is weakly or insufficiently conceptualised (Huault et al., 2014).  They contend the link 

between agency and empowerment is misleading and, therefore, problematic (Drydyk 

2013).  We see this as a potential area for future phenomenological studies to explore, 

building on the work by Al‐Dajani et al. (2015; 2013) and Alkhaled and Berglund (2018) 

where the focus on emancipation and empowerment provide a lens through which we can 

begin to understand what is distinct and relational between the concepts.  
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