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Abstract 

Entrepreneurship has been proposed as a solution to extending working lives. However, little is 

known about how older (50+) entrepreneurs manage their personal transitions into 

entrepreneurship. In this paper, we propose to use a liminal identity work perspective to explore the 

identity paradoxes that older entrepreneurs experience during their transition into entrepreneurship 

and how they manage it. We use a qualitative study conducted over 14 months in the United 

Kingdom. Our analysis shows how older entrepreneurs confront identity paradoxes, interruptions 

and identity polarization in their attempts to shift from older identities and activity patterns into new 

ones. The entrepreneurs who manage to overcome the identity interruptions and polarization that 

the transition brings move away from an initial sense of isolation and bring creative understandings 

to older entrepreneuring processes. Our results expand current understanding of entrepreneurial 

identity work in liminal conditions, especially among older entrepreneurs, by looking at the tensions 

emerging between potentially new and customary identities and behaviours as an important aspect 

of entrepreneuring transitions rather than as negative frictions to be avoided. 

 

 

Introduction  

Entrepreneurship is being proposed as a solution to extending working lives in the context of an 

increasingly ageing population (World Economic Forum 2018). Older (50+) people also face 

challenges of late life (un)employment, retirement and pension shortfalls due to recent changes in 

employer-sponsored pension schemes and the declining value of personal savings (Kibler et al. 

2015). While older entrepreneurship is seen as a potential silver lining to an older, non-tax-

contributing population (Stirzaker and Galloway 2017), older workers are still discriminated against 

in society and the labour market (Riach and Loretto 2009). Thus, older entrepreneurs find 

themselves in the paradoxical situation of being encouraged to take on the risks associated with 

starting up a business while still suffering social exclusion in a context of increasing economic 

uncertainty (Kibler et al. 2015). Despite older entrepreneurship receiving increasing scrutiny 

(Kautonen et al. 2011), relatively little is known about the entrepreneurial potential of older 

individuals (Hart et al. 2004), particularly about how older entrepreneurs manage their personal 

identity transitions into entrepreneurship. We address this gap by exploring the transition into 

entrepreneurship among older entrepreneurs from a liminal and narrative identity work perspective. 

Our paper contributes to the emergent research tradition that frames entrepreneurship as a 

temporary and evolving process (Steyaert 2007), and entrepreneurial identities as developed 

through the on-going engagement of entrepreneurs with their context (Mallett and Wapshott 2015) 
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and enacted in identity narratives (Hamilton 2014). We also respond to recent calls for more process 

based identity research (Leitch and Harrison 2016), more focus on the dynamic processes in older 

entrepreneurial ventures at their early stages (Hytti et al. 2018), and more qualitative empirical 

research on the social and cultural perceptions of old age entrepreneurship (Kautonen 2008). We 

expand this research by framing entrepreneurial identity development as a liminal and 

transformative condition, a process of creating possible futures and states of being. We understand 

liminality as a condition of paradoxical, in-between identities and social positions that can prompt 

older entrepreneurs to develop new identities, ultimately altering their current patterns of activity. 

We explore older entrepreneurs’ transitions into entrepreneurship through a qualitative study 

conducted over 14 months in the United Kingdom (U.K.). The process of millions of individuals 

entering into their retirement years, while being financially ill-prepared to cease work entirely, is 

not an exclusively U.K. phenomenon, however, as it is a vulnerability further revealed by the 

recession that began in 2008. We show how older entrepreneurs manage their liminal condition and 

the paradoxes it generates through the process of identity work, that is, through the range of 

activities they engage in to create, present, and sustain personal identities congruent with a self-

concept (Sveningsson and Alvesson 2003). We develop previous identity work in entrepreneurship 

(Leitch and Harrison 2016), highlighting the importance of the positions older entrepreneurs take 

and assign to others when describing their transition.  

Our research complements current entrepreneuring studies by looking at the tensions 

emerging between potentially new and customary identities and behaviours as an important aspect 

of entrepreneuring transitions, rather than as negative frictions to be avoided. Furthermore, by 

uncovering the liminality inherent in their transitions, our research captures the creative capacity of 

entrepreneuring as a process in which older entrepreneurs attempt to develop new entrepreneuring 

ventures and recreate themselves and their context anew. These results expand current 

understandings of entrepreneurial identity work in liminal conditions, especially among older 

entrepreneurs. 



 3 

 

 

Our paper is structured as follows. We begin by outlining the notion of liminal identity work 

among older entrepreneurs underpinning our research. Then, we elaborate our methodology. 

Thereafter, we present our findings in the form of liminal identity work narratives, before 

concluding with a discussion of our findings and the contributions of our study.  

 

Becoming an older entrepreneur  

The literature defining entrepreneurial work in later life uses several terms to describe this 

population (Biron and St. Jean 2019). We use the term older entrepreneurs to describe adults aged 

50+ engaging in new entrepreneurship practices. While this seems to be the generally accepted age 

range for describing later-life entrepreneurship (Biron and St. Jean 2019), we do not assume that the 

motivations, experiences, and outcomes of all older entrepreneurs are the same. 

The understanding of the process of becoming an entrepreneur has evolved from a focus on 

individual traits and decision-making into something more relational and embedded (De Clercq and 

Voronov 2009), where entrepreneurial identity is understood as developed through entrepreneurs’ 

on-going engagement with their context (Mallett and Wapshott 2015). Identities are pluralistic 

accomplishments (Down and Reveley 2004), where the “situated character of self-identifications” 

(Fine 1996: 112) results from “negotiating the meanings of our experience of membership in social 

communities” (Wenger 1998: 145). Invoking generational differences is one “way of classifying the 

identity of self and other” (Parker 2000: 188), with Down and Reveley (2004) illustrating how a 

younger generation aspiring to be entrepreneurs use an oppositional strategy of comparing 

themselves to an older generation to reflexively construct a “stable sense of self-identity” (Giddens 

1991: 54) as entrepreneurs.  

The emergent body of research on older entrepreneurship focuses on themes such as 

entrepreneurial predispositions and motives (e.g., Kautonen et al. 2008), resources required to 

become an entrepreneur (e.g., Singh and DeNoble 2003), and institutional and social contexts 

influencing the process (e.g., Weber and Shaper 2004). The disinclination to choose 
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entrepreneurship after a certain age is explained by the rising opportunity cost of time, which 

dissuades older individuals from choosing forms of employment that involve risk or delaying 

gratifications (Lévesque and Minniti 2006). While the willingness to start a business decreases with 

age, the opportunity to do so increases owing to the resources needed accumulating with age 

(Henley 2007). Compared to younger entrepreneurs, older individuals have the benefits of work 

experience, higher levels of technical and managerial competencies, more financial resources 

(Kautonen et al. 2008), and more social capital (Weber and Schaper 2004). Increased financial 

resources can both act as incentive to entrepreneurship, as they provide financial support for start-

up, while lowering the interest of wealthy individuals in becoming an entrepreneur, as they can 

consume retirement funds (Singh and DeNoble 2003). 

Older individuals are enticed into entrepreneurship when faced with the prospect of increased 

earnings, the opportunity to pursue ideas independently (Weber and Shaper 2004), the fear of 

becoming unemployed or losing welfare benefits and income (Kautonen et al. 2008). Although 

enterprise support policies aim to assist individuals considering entrepreneurship, formal 

institutional support, such as state benefits or retirement incomes, can discourage older 

entrepreneurs from actively searching for enterprise support agencies (Kautonen et al. 2008). Social 

and cultural understandings also shape older individuals’ firm formation processes (e.g., Kautonen 

et al. 2011), with age determining entrepreneurial preferences (Parker 2009). However, despite age 

and older entrepreneurship receiving increased scholarly and policy attention (Kautonen et al. 2011; 

Lévesque and Minniti 2011), relatively little is known about how older entrepreneurs manage their 

personal identity transitions into entrepreneurship. 

The linguistic metaphor of identity work is useful in capturing the dynamic aspects and 

constant struggles of identity construction in complex and fragmented contexts, such as the liminal 

state older entrepreneurs find themselves in (Brown 2015). Identity work has been defined as the set 

of processes through which people develop narratives of the self in a context where external 

influences seek to impact on, or regulate, the nature of that self-meaning (Alvesson 2010). A distinct 
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characteristic of identity work is that identities are understood as temporary, negotiated and 

contested in on-going self-reflection and social interactions (Beech 2011). Further, identity work 

looks at how particular narratives become imbued with meaning and are taken or rejected as being 

part of one’s identity. Thus, identity work is also a process of absorbing, personalising and enacting 

general narratives or being constrained by them (Mallett and Wapshott 2015). 

The narrative approach to identity work we use sees identity as held in repertoires of co-

existing self-narratives that are selectively used in response to the context and purpose of particular 

practices and interactions (Toyoki and Brown 2014), a view we further by emphasising the 

significance of the perspective and the position the author takes in each narrative (Boje and Smith 

2010). Thus, when older entrepreneurs position themselves in entrepreneuring narratives, they 

produce a particular self (Davies and Harré 1990) infused with the voices of the generalised ‘other’, 

making the positioning of the self in the narrative a joint relational effort between self, other and 

context (van Langenhove and Harré 1999). The positions that older entrepreneurs take and assign to 

others in these narratives relate also to particular images, narratives, and practices of 

entrepreneurship through which they do and redo entrepreneuring (Steyaert 2007). As such, as the 

older entrepreneur’s narrative position changes, their perception of entrepreneuring, along with the 

way they act, changes too. This multi-voiced nature of the entrepreneurial self is an adaptive 

response to the fractured social world we traverse (Gioia and Thomas 1996), explaining its critical 

relevance in liminal contexts, such as the ones older entrepreneurs face. 

Identity work seems particularly necessary in liminal conditions, where strains and tensions, 

which prompt feelings of confusion, contradiction and self-doubt, and lead to an examination of the 

self, are prevalent (Lutgen-Sandvik 2008). We now move to outline this liminal identity process. 

 

Confronting identity paradoxes in the liminal transition to older entrepreneuring 

In organization studies, liminality has been considered as a structurally imposed condition by virtue 

of a profession or a particular role (Daskalaki and Simosi 2018) and is often associated with 
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negative consequences. In entrepreneurial terms, liminality has been used more positively to 

indicate transformative spaces (García-Lorenzo et al. 2018) that allow entrepreneurs to discover 

their true selves (Brooker and Joppe 2013), where new, possible futures, not yet formed, exist side-

by-side with current trajectories (Henfridsson and Yoo 2014). Thus, entrepreneurship research has 

started to outline how liminal conditions can prompt emergent entrepreneurs to develop new 

possibilities that can ultimately alter current patterns of activity.  

The term “liminal” was first used by van Gennep (1960) to name the middle or transition 

phase of a three-phase rite of passage that begins with separation (end of previous identity and 

social position) and ends with aggregation (new identity and social position adopted). Rites of 

passage are enacted at culturally and socially significant points of transition, such as when moving 

from active employee to retired person, with each stage outlining identities and clear areas of social 

activities. Turner (1977a) further developed the concept, calling this in-between stage “anti-

structure”, to stress the opposition of the liminal to clearly articulated social structures. Thus, 

liminality removes limits from everyday life, so everything is open to question, with “liminal 

personae” having no defined and recognised social or institutional position: they are in-between and 

betwixt (Turner 1977a: 95). Along with transgression, inversion, and parody, liminal processes 

notably include the reflexive contemplation of structures that have been suspended, which enables 

and inculcates a critical and creative attitude (Daskalaki and Simosi 2018). Accordingly, liminal 

transitions can be a dangerous time, with no sure standards for behaviour, but also a space/time 

where potentiality exists (Turner 1977b). Hence, liminality “significantly disrupt[s] one’s internal 

sense of self or place within a social system” (Noble and Walker 1997: 31) and triggers both 

identity and contextual reconstruction in such a way that a possible new identity and social position 

might be developed (Beech 2011).  

An important characteristic of liminality as an interstructural space is that it is paradoxically 

defined by what it is not, rendering confusion and ambiguity typical (Turner 1977b). Normally 

incompatible elements of the conditions in between which the interstructural state is found will be 
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paradoxically juxtaposed and recombined (Turner 1977b); elements of existence may be found 

severed from their usual context, juxtaposed by their usually mutually exclusive opposite, and 

assembled into new, potentially nonsensical combinations. Our liminal approach to entrepreneurial 

identity transitions aims to capture identity paradoxes characteristic of liminality to better 

understand how older entrepreneurs navigate the transition from employee to older entrepreneur. 

Paradox in organisational life (Schad et al. 2016) has been defined as “contradictory yet 

interrelated elements that exist simultaneously and persist over time” (Smith and Lewis 2011: 382) 

and are constituted by the tensions arising between different sides of the paradox (Lewis and Smith 

2014). Even if the result is a shifting relationship between alternative poles (Smith et al. 2017), the 

core elements of the paradox —contradiction, interdependence, and persistence— are expected to 

remain, impervious to resolution (Schad et al. 2016). Traditionally, paradox is regarded as a 

dysfunctional state to be eliminated, often looking for resolution by choosing one of the extremes. 

But, by seeking to resolve paradoxes, organizations and individuals risk falling into “simplicity 

traps” that might aid short-term performance (Lewis 2000: 765), removing the complications that 

support more innovative performances only achievable through continuous efforts to meet multiple, 

divergent demands (Lewis 2000).  

Once rendered salient, paradoxical identity tensions stimulate responses that fuel reinforcing 

cycles, which can be negative or positive (Lewis 2000). Negative cycles stem from such factors as 

cognitive and behavioural forces for consistency, emotional anxiety and defensiveness, and 

institutional forces for inertia (Cialdini et al. 1995). Individuals may also react by choosing one 

identity, altering their beliefs or actions to enable a consistent response, or by maintaining a 

commitment to previous identities and behaviours to enable consistency between past and future 

(Cialdini et al. 1995). Such identity commitments become reinforced by social dynamics that embed 

inertia in structures, routines, and/or processes where the future becomes wedded to the past 

(Eisenhardt and Martin 2000). A more positive response to paradoxical tensions is where awareness 

of tensions triggers a strategy of development rather than defensiveness (Lüscher and Lewis 2008). 
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Development encourages actors to embrace or live with paradox (Lewis 2000), and entails viewing 

identity tensions as an invitation for creativity and opportunity (Beech et al. 2004).  

To sum up, liminal transitions among older entrepreneurs can be seen as a transition from one 

status to another (Czarniawska and Mazza 2003) or as a “limbo of statuslessness” (Turner 1977a: 

97) on a journey towards new roles and understandings. This has implications for how older 

entrepreneurs understand subjectivities through blurred, paradoxical or transitional identities. On 

this basis, liminal transitions can lead to confusion over identities, positions and routines, as 

individuals find themselves separated from existing structures and familiar ways of doing and 

being. We describe this process below. 

  

Methodology 

Identity, as Berger and Luckmann (1966: 195) argue, “remains unintelligible unless it is located in a 

world”, and our interest in liminal identity work narratives is located in the world of older 

entrepreneurship. Older people increasingly have to develop alternatives to tackle challenges of late 

life retirement or pension shortfalls through self-employment and entrepreneurship (Kibler et al. 

2015). The U.K. is an example of this trend, with the country’s Office for National Statistics (2019) 

noting some 15 per cent of the U.K. workforce, or 4.5 million people, were self-employed as of 

2019. Of these, 43 per cent were over 50, while the number over 65 doubled since the 2008 global 

financial crisis. 

The U.K. government has sought to move towards a private system of pension provision, 

whilst larger firms are reducing future pension incomes for older people (Langley 2006; Pensions 

and Lifetime Savings Association 2010). Though the government is notably concerned about the 

financial burden (non-employed) older people represent for the state, very little support exists for 

them to become economically active (Kautonen et al. 2014). While our study is based in the U.K., 

individuals transitioning to retirement financially ill-prepared to cease work entirely are common 

across the developed world, leading to an overall increase in self-employment among older people 
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(Gerontological Society of America 2018; Hatfield 2015). 

 To understand the experiences of older people undergoing the transition into 

entrepreneurship, we have used a qualitative research design, conducting in-depth interviews, along 

with reading publicly available documents and public narratives of entrepreneurship in the U.K. as 

background to understand older entrepreneurs’ personal experiences within the current socio-

cultural-historical U.K. context. 

 

Data generation 

We interviewed 55 older entrepreneurs, using established entrepreneurship networks —Prince's 

Initiative for Mature Enterprise (PRIME) (a charitable organisation supporting 50+ entrepreneurs), 

Key Person of Influence (a commercial entrepreneurial development programme), and Penna (a 

company that provides redundancy programmes for large organisations)— and personal contacts 

and networks to generate the interviews. The interviews were conducted in various public places, as 

well as in individuals’ homes when no other location was available. The average interview length 

was 60 minutes —the longest was 2 hours and the shortest 40 minutes— and every interview was 

tape-recorded and followed British Psychological Society ethical guidelines. During the in-depth 

interview process, we asked participants about their transition from different (un)employment 

conditions towards entrepreneurship, as well as their experiences as emergent entrepreneurs, 

focusing on generating personal stories and the non-completed narratives that address transitions, 

doubts, and unfinished processes. 

Our main criterion for interviewee selection was the length of time setting up a business. 

Following the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor classification (Xavier et al. 2013: 19), we sought 

participants who were in the process of business creation for more than three months, but less than 

42 months, with our sample ranging from three months to 36 months. Interviewees comprised both 

recently unemployed and those working previously, and they came from a wide range of 

backgrounds, with different educational levels and professional working experiences. Most were 
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living and working in the London area, with ten coming from the Midlands. We did not discriminate 

in terms of the business they were in, and we included those who set up on their own (sole traders) 

and with a partnership of some kind. We have a reasonable gender balance (31 males and 24 

females), and most participants were aged between 50 and 65, with the oldest 83. 

 

Data analysis 

All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim for thematic and narrative analysis 

using NVivo, and followed inductive and deductive approaches and quality indicators to meet 

required qualitative research standards (Gioia et al. 2013). All researchers participated in this 

codification process and common work was carried out to interpret the data. 

The data were analysed in two stages. First, we conducted a full thematic analysis (see Figure 

1) with all interviews to identify and analyse patterns of meaning across our dataset. This analysis 

also enabled us to obtain general knowledge about differences and similarities in the 

entrepreneuring process, challenges that older entrepreneurs face, older entrepreneurs’ daily 

engagement with the entrepreneuring process, older entrepreneurs’ routines and practices, and the 

different entrepreneuring interactions older entrepreneurs reported as experiencing. These themes, 

among others, were included in the coding framework as first order concepts (Gioia et al. 2013). 

Second order themes emerged as our analysis uncovered the liminal (Turner 1977b) transition older 

entrepreneurs undergo: first, separating from a previous, clear professional identity and position in 

their social structure; second, living in an unstructured social and personal period of uncertainty; 

and third, in few cases, starting to outline a new identity and social position as entrepreneurs. 

------------------------------- 

Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------- 

After obtaining an overall view of how interviewees understood the different stages of their 

liminal transition into entrepreneuring, we sought to identify particular identity struggles and their 

links to concrete entrepreneuring practices through a second analysis (see Figure 2). For this, we 
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followed organisational identity research that theorises identities as texts constructed through 

language, discourses and narratives (Harré et al. 2009). We focused on personal narratives, where 

older entrepreneurs described the process of entrepreneuring and positioned themselves within 

particular entrepreneuring events in relation to other significant actors (Riessman 2008), as well as 

within local and wider discourses that justified and sustained their positioning. The personal stories 

illustrated older entrepreneurs’ ability to (re)produce and (re)create identities through identity work 

(McAdams and McLean 2013). 

------------------------------- 

Figure 2 about here 

------------------------------- 

Within each personal narrative, we identified three main identity tensions, which, following 

both the literature on paradox (e.g. Lewis and Smith 2014), we call ‘confronting paradox’, 

‘interruption and polarization’, and ‘pattern shift’. The way older entrepreneurs described the 

uncertain and ambiguous experience of transition towards entrepreneurship is akin to encountering 

a paradox. In our older entrepreneurs’ case, the paradox arose from attending to the requirements of 

mutually incompatible identities and social positions (e.g., employee and entrepreneur). They also 

report that living in a liminal state and encountering an identity paradox confuses and interferes 

with their flows of activity, generating an interruption (e.g., being an employee has certain activity 

requirements that get interrupted when one becomes unemployed). In trying to escape their 

predicament of indeterminacy, they forge a solution that conforms to discourses and social positions 

they are caught between, generating a polarization of discourses and activities (e.g., they try to 

regain employability by becoming young again, while stressing their experience in a field). When 

the identity paradox they encounter cannot easily be escaped using existing resources, it seems to 

push them towards the development of new identities, social positions and practices within which 

the paradox can be re-signified. We refer to this as the possibility of a pattern shift. 

Once the identity tensions in each personal liminal story were identified, we focused on 

making explicit the process of liminal identity work. Turning points —moments where older 
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entrepreneurs indicated a pattern shift in the course of the process of entrepreneuring and identity 

positioning— in each narrative were identified. We also identified a main image of entrepreneurship 

in each narrative that provided a unifying narrative theme. This further analysis allowed us to 

identify the different positions that older entrepreneurs assign to themselves and others, and their 

effect on how they see the process of entrepreneuring.  

 

Findings: Narratives of older entrepreneuring 

Below we illustrate how older entrepreneurs articulate the process of emergent entrepreneurship 

through narrating their encounters with paradox, interruptions, and potential pattern shifts. The 

narratives also show how older entrepreneurs position themselves in their entrepreneuring 

narratives while engaging in identity work, and manage identity tensions, both discursively and 

practically, during their liminal transition process. Table 1 summarizes the key narrative identity 

tensions and liminal dimensions that emerged from our analysis. 

------------------------------- 

Table 1 about here 

------------------------------- 

Confronting paradox: Between identity continuity and innovation 

Most people, when facing an end to their careers, must give up a valued position, a close work 

relationship, team membership, or a cherished work location (Hoyer and Steyaert 2015), and such 

loss can generate “a liminal state between letting go of the old and moving on to a new identity” as 

part of the transitional process (Conroy and O’Leary-Kelly 2014: 67). Turner (1974: 233) describes 

this process as being “situationally and temporarily set apart” from others. The transition induces 

identity tensions and paradoxes, since untested projections of a future self are often not able to keep 

up with well-grounded and historically defined self-images (Gabriel et al. 2010). For older 

entrepreneurs, age is usually a factor that triggers separation and the resulting paradox through a 

series of events such as redundancy, constructive dismissal, or unfulfilling (temporary) jobs. 

They thought I was old but [when] I left I didn’t want people to think there was a problem. So 

that’s why I said I was retiring. I am old, you see, and no one asked questions. What I was really 
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intending was for [a] sabbatical to see what my next step would be. Never thought that would be 

the end of the line [but] I fell off a cliff. I’ve been out of work now for 16 months, working on 

my own stuff. But my plan was to take a 12-month break from employment. To sort myself out... 

not sure I have. (Male, age 63, currently PRIME Trainer). 

In their narratives, prompted by age, the initial separation from a previous identity or social position 

tends to be followed by a phase of experimentation in which older entrepreneurs try out different 

forms of temporary attachment to other groups or identities (Ibarra and Obodaru 2016). This 

process entails constant self-questioning and reflection (Beech 2011), along with reacting to (or 

absorbing) external influences and perceptions. This betwixt-and-between transition status is 

inherently paradoxical. Most older entrepreneurs report spending some time still intensely involved 

with their old work identity, while they start to become committed to, yet are unsure about, what 

their new future holds. Thus, we found a tension between them maintaining coherence with a 

previous work identity and immersing themselves into what the new, potential entrepreneurial 

identity requires from them. 

I was and I still am very wedded to the NHS (National Health Service, U.K.) ... [Forced to leave 

a job I did for many years] I felt rejected, redundant... But, when you stop being a consultant, 

you can’t default into thinking I am just a pair of spare hands. So, I am still a consultant, but 

people have to know what you stand for and they expect a maverick. So, I need to identify a 

business or a product or service, build a team, find the market, get everything to work and then 

move on, and then maybe find another one and do the same thing! So, maybe I can do that as a 

doctor or consultant, but might need to become something new. (Female, age 57, current job 

Business Consultant to NHS) 

The paradox of being both ex-employee and future entrepreneur is also present in the position the 

‘other’ –e.g., family, friends, employers, proximal community– is given in narratives. On the one 

hand, as ex-employees, older entrepreneurs feel rejected and forgotten by ex-employers who see 

them as old. At the same time, the ‘other’ is positioned as demanding them to perform, find another 

job, achieve clarity in purpose, and answer the question ‘who are you?’. As a response, older 

entrepreneurs report both trying to advance their new ventures and re-engaging in traditional job 

search practices. 

It is a very hard psychological process and you need support, almost like Alcoholics Anonymous, 

to acknowledge ‘I’m terrified’ or ‘I’m worried about the bottom line and whether I’m going to be 

eating through the bottom line’. I am old, and this is so scary, I get panic attacks all the time. And 

my family and friends still expect you to perform. But this is something I really want because 
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I’m qualified to do it, not because I can play the corporate game. Because, if I’m going to do 

that, I might as well be qualified as an accountant and get a regular pay cheque. The job that I do 

now is so haphazardously paid that I only do it because I like it and it is me, not because I can 

bring in what I call ‘a corporate lifestyle’. There is no point. But it is difficult to convince family, 

friends. They need to trust you. You need to trust you. (Female, age 52, current job Life Coach) 

The narratives reporting these identity tensions are anchored in particular images of what it is to be 

an entrepreneur or an employee. The entrepreneur’s qualities of “resourcefulness, nimbleness [and] 

subtle cunning” (Bird 1992: 207) are portrayed as opposed to the routine, disillusion, but safety 

(Jones and Spicer 2010) of traditional employment roles. Indeed, while interviewees describe 

entrepreneurs as more creative, innovative and freer than traditional employees, employment lures 

them back with the potential of safety, regularity and better pay (Tomlinson and Colgan 2014). 

At the age of 57-years-old, I was made redundant. I am old and difficult to hire. I’m struggling to 

keep my head above water and, in fact, am going to have to ask my mother, who is in her 

eighties, to help me out financially. As a single person, I have no partner to help and no savings. I 

had a job that gave me an identity, and, without it, I found myself floundering. But it was 

something with music and people with disabilities that I wanted to do, so I’m rediscovering the 

passion and the excitement of doing something new, entrepreneurial, with social value. (Male, 

age 58, current job Music Teacher) 

In the above stories, the tension is between going back to their employment identity and trying 

something new. Age is both a trigger for the shift and an obstacle to go back to previous identities 

and professional positions. The concept of liminality is applicable here if we attend to what happens 

at the point of passage between these two identities and social positions. The narratives above 

outline what Turner (1977c: 37) calls the “betwixt-and-between” nature of liminality and help us to 

grasp what older entrepreneurs experience when becoming stuck in a liminal situation. In our case, 

when the two identities and social positions of (ex-)employee and potential entrepreneur overlap, 

they interfere with one another and older entrepreneurs find themselves caught up in the noise 

between their different demands. 

 

Interruption and polarization: Between the experienced and the creative self  

The competing demands of the overlapping identities and social positions outlined above present 

older entrepreneurs with the equivalent of two mutually contradictory directives. Entering into a 
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liminal transition, they move from a clear logic of being either an employee or an entrepreneur to a 

paradox logic that includes being both. At the liminal stage, however, the tension between those two 

identities becomes experienced not so much as both/and but as neither/nor in the sense that older 

entrepreneurs feel neither employees nor (yet) entrepreneurs. This identity tension sets the main 

scene in the polarization narratives, along with generating frustration and attempts to find a quick 

escape from the confusion of this liminal phase so that they can involve themselves again with a 

workable and clear identity, with recognisable limits. Engaging in some entrepreneurship activity, 

such as looking for a loan to start the business or networking to extend their social capital, brings 

the paradox and consequent frustration to the surface. 

There are quite a lot of loans available when I go online ... free interest loans and dah dah dah ... 

but HOW AM I GOING TO PAY THAT BACK? I do not have a job. I’m not employed. I cannot 

bring collateral. And I’m ‘too old’ for them. So, I might not have the time to pay that loan back. 

And a lot of these networks also assume that you can drive quite long distances, and all assume 

you have computers and so on. You really have to fight the feeling of being not able, lacking 

money, too old, lacking time, and end up thinking that maybe it is better to just go for ‘normal’ 

retirement. Become retired. (Male, age 57, current job Freelance Photographer) 

Within these narratives, older entrepreneurs position themselves as initially paralysed. The paradox 

of having to be both an ex-employee who needs to use their career experience, networks, and social 

capital (Davidsson and Honig 2003), while at the same time reinventing oneself, being creative and 

young if they are to succeed in becoming entrepreneurial (Rigolizzo and Amabile 2015), paralyses 

them to the extent that it confuses and interferes with the flows of experience and activity ordinarily 

channelled by, and into, their previous clear social positions and identities. 

[F]rankly, so far, it has been difficult for me to keep body and soul together doing self-employed 

work. The difficulty I’ve got at the moment is that I’m still — I suppose, really, the spanner was 

I wasn’t expecting so many people to turn around to me, when I left, and say, ‘We’ve got a job 

for you. Come and be employed by us’. Every time you go into a patch where there isn’t much 

work, you think to yourself, ‘Wow, was that my last job? When will I start again? Can I do this at 

my age?’ (Female, age 59, current job Business Consultant) 

The ‘other’ is also portrayed as demanding youth and using age as an exclusionary marker. The 

paradox of having to be both experienced ex-employees and fresh to become entrepreneurs results 

in a polarization of their behaviour as they seek to escape their predicament of indeterminacy by 

forcing a solution that conforms to one of the identities and social positions they are caught 
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between. 

People tell you that as you get older you do get tired more quickly. But being able to [do] my 

own thing can really re-energise me. It is true that when you are young, you are much more of a 

risk taker. Then, you become risk adverse, [aware of] everything negative, and are scared of 

being a failure. But, as an entrepreneur, you have to become a risk taker. Whether by the time 

you are 65 you are more cautious and wiser, but you still need to be going for [development]. 

The thing is, there’s a risk in whatever you do. There are also risks in doing nothing. So, I rather 

go for as much development and risk as I can stomach. At least I tried. (Male, age 70, current job 

Commercial Mentor) 

The main cultural image of entrepreneurship guiding this narrative, and against which older 

entrepreneurs fight to adjust and find legitimacy, is one of youth. The entrepreneurship as a youthful 

endeavour narrative (Ainsworth and Hardy 2008) questions if the old can be creative, innovative 

and playful. Thus, older entrepreneurs struggle to overcome a narrative foreclosure implying that, 

by virtue of being older, the story of their working lives is essentially over (Freeman 2010). A 

common response is trying to become younger, following “successful ageing” (Andrews 2009) 

narratives. 

The thing about when you get older, people’s excuses for not giving you the job or the funding 

become more annoying. You know it’s a numbers game and you just think they want a pretty girl 

on the left or the young ambitious guy on the right. And the danger is that you try to become 

‘younger’ to convince the bank manager to give you a loan for the business. I found myself 

dying my hair, thinking of losing weight, dressing younger when going to those interviews and 

that is a losing game, it just didn’t happen. So, after a particularly painfully unsuccessful one, I 

decided to rethink what I was good at and started putting my age and my experience forward, not 

hiding it. (Male, age 60, current job Head of Charity) 

As Turner (1977b) indicated, the liminal phase is designed to maximise the propensity for 

participants to become affected, so that old identities and social positions may be relinquished and 

new ones acquired, and so that personal dispositions may be aligned with the requirements of the 

individual’s new role. The stories above show how, in the actual, on-going practice of 

entrepreneuring, personal identities and entrepreneuring activities are thoroughly intertwined and 

inseparable. However, the narratives also show how significant changes within and between social 

positions and activities can lead to entrepreneurial identities and activities being de-coupled.  

With regard to identity work, in a liminal situation, the basic questions of ‘who are you?’ (the 

point of view of the other) and ‘who am I?’, which usually form an inseparable unity, can become 
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distinctly problematic and out of joint. Furthermore, the identity work tensions expressed in this 

polarization narrative indicate that starting a shift in subjective position (‘who am I?’) is not enough 

to make the identity transition real for older entrepreneurs; the shift in position needs to be 

intersubjectively recognised. Thus, older entrepreneurs who transition successfully to a new identity 

and social position express the need to be recognised as legitimate entrepreneurs by other key social 

actors, presupposing the question ‘who are you?’. The first question (‘who am I?’) challenges older 

entrepreneurs to make the identity transition personally real, while the second (‘who are you?’) 

challenges them to make it socially real. 

 

Pattern shift: Older entrepreneuring as moratorium or art form 

Research indicates that entrepreneurial identities develop through a variety of relational processes 

that shape emergent entrepreneurs’ identities and practices (Anderson et al. 2012). Older 

entrepreneurs develop new patterns of action by understanding and integrating what they encounter 

in their personal transitions into something meaningful and actionable. However, these transitions 

can sometimes become troubled. 

Future? From a perspective of future, retirement is not retirement, not an option, never going to 

be zero work. I’ll be working less. So, if today I’m working eight hours a day, maybe when I’m 

70 I’ll be working four or eight hours in a week. But I’ll need to be working in whatever, enough 

to be able to feed myself. 60 is not very old. Now that people have to work ‘til 67, if you’re out 

of work at 50, say, that’s 16 years on the job scene, okay. Forever. That’s an awful long time on 

very low money. (Male, age 60, current job Copy Writer) 

The identity tension in these narratives is between starting a business as a slower way to retire and 

really developing something new and worthwhile. Older entrepreneurs use the images of pre-retired 

or craft(wo)man to position themselves in these narratives. The term “moratorium” (Gabriel et al. 

2010: 1703) describes a kind of socially acceptable limbo-land of experimentation, where self-

employment, early retirement, short-term ad hoc work, and returning to education and training 

feature as possible options. 

My pension is rubbish. I cannot retire at 55. My husband is already retired. If I were to do 

something until I am 70, I really need to do something that could make a difference to the world 

and give me some remuneration at the end of it. Now, it might need to be retraining or any short-
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term work or becoming a volunteer. So, this is a chance to think about who I am, what I enjoy, 

and do it. Good thing I don’t have dependants right now. If not, it would be difficult. (Female, 

age 55, current job Carer) 

An alternative positioning for the self emerges when older entrepreneurs imagine a different ending 

beyond retirement. Becoming older is then used as the situation that allows them to consider their 

lives in a new light and keep possibilities open against particular grand entrepreneuring narratives. 

Becoming older enables them to reconfigure their lives through experiences with families, friends 

and the wider community. 

I was 74 at the time —a long time ago— I was born in 1933. I was developing a game for blind 

people and the partially sighted. I called it Dunes. I got an award at GWIIN for that. I’m still 

working on that. It’s been through a lot of prototypes, development, but I think I’ve got the sort 

of thing that the market wants. But I need cash to develop the prototype, so I’ve just taken equity 

release out on my flat in [London]. Yes, I’ve had to consider life expectancy, actuarial tables, so 

I’m aware that I’ve got a time limit, not a lot left. [But,] it makes me feel good. I’m a bit of an 

artist and the gaming community doesn’t care about age. (Female, age 83, current job Games 

Designer) 

When the paradox of being old but having to become fresh to succeed entrepreneurially cannot 

easily be escaped using existing resources, it pushes those involved towards the invention of new 

identities and social positions, presenting the possibility of a pattern shift. Older entrepreneurs who 

can linger in this liminal space/time enjoy a distinctive and complex experience that forms the basis 

of a new identity and social position.  

I fear to have 30 or 40 years sitting at home reading books... doing nothing. My brain shrivels at 

that thought. So, to keep going, the self-validation is most important because I couldn’t conceive 

not doing anything. So, it is a question of how best to use my skills and energy for as long as I 

can. So, you start adjusting. I now have a powerful looking business card, a title, I dress smartly, 

and I do what they now are calling ‘fake it ‘til you make it’. Old or not, I’m on it, enjoying the 

challenge and learning. (Female, age 54, current job Film Producer) 

Liminality is the condition of being caught between two mutually exclusive identity alternatives 

(being older and being entrepreneurial) and potentially becoming paralysed by the contradiction 

between them. The potential pattern shift our analysis outlines involves the re-signification of this 

contradiction in the context of a new identity and social position. 

In my industry, a woman is really ancient at 55 and so not a great time to start a business. 

Looking around everyone’s 20, 25 years younger than me, sitting there in coffee shops with their 

laptops. I thought, ‘Oh, maybe I’m a bit too old’. But then, I don’t think I am. I know all the 
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clients and I know them very well and have done for some time; and, second, I am me, you 

know? I can do, can sell, can create. And that does not depend on being a number. It is a skill, a 

craft. (Female, age 60, current job IT Support Engineer) 

It is here that we can talk about a sense of identity re-aggregation, which follows a transition where 

one does not return to normal but is gradually able to construct a new identity (Ibarra and Obodaru 

2016) and move to a new understanding of self and community (Turner 1977b). Not all older 

entrepreneurs reach re-aggregation, but some are ready to do so; however, for this change to be real, 

it requires social recognition. It also requires that the change is not just an externally imposed 

categorization. 

There are SO many variables and sometimes it makes me question why I am doing this and 

whether it is worth it. It eventually will be. You have to remain positive. You have to believe in 

what you’re doing so much that a negative here and there doesn’t affect that belief. And you have 

to be very patient, craft it. I know that because I’m old. It’s not going to work if you’re impatient. 

Being old has its advantages. You know how to let everyone else do their own thing. I’m beyond 

competition. Working for me is a pleasure. Your belief has to be that strong. (Male, age 70, 

current job Commercial Mentor) 

What the narratives outlined above bring clearly forward is the tension between potential and actual 

identities for older entrepreneurs. Any liminal transition will require older entrepreneurs to make 

investments both at the psychological and the social activity levels, and to manage the interruptions 

associated with such transitions, that disturb both “the life of society and the individual” (van 

Gennep 1960: 13). Because social positions are tightly coupled with identities, any transition in 

social position requires a corresponding shift in identity. This requires older entrepreneurs to face 

both past and future identities and social positions at the same time. In facing the past, older 

entrepreneurs must extricate themselves from the understandings and activities of a now redundant 

identity and social position. Facing the future, on the other hand, older entrepreneurs rarely slot 

frictionlessly into a new identity; they must learn to inhabit it, which means familiarizing 

themselves with what the new habitat affords, and creatively modifying it according to desires and 

capabilities.  

 

Discussion 
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Entrepreneurship has been gaining increased attention as a feasible occupational strategy for older 

individuals, emerging either as a lifestyle option or as an inevitability due to insufficient income and 

lack of opportunities in the formal labour market in later life (Kautonen et al. 2017). However, there 

is still insufficient research addressing older entrepreneurship beyond the motivations to become an 

entrepreneur. Our research takes a wider view of the process of becoming an entrepreneur in later 

life by looking at the transition older entrepreneurs experience from a liminal identity perspective. 

The late life transition into entrepreneurship is ultimately a liminal, transformative process of 

creating possible futures and states of being, while existing as would-be entrepreneurs (Anderson 

2005). In starting their entrepreneurial journey, older entrepreneurs find themselves temporarily 

undefined as they move from employment or early retirement towards a potential entrepreneurial 

identity. In between lies a liminal phase, where they accept having moved beyond their earlier roles 

but have not yet acquired the new entrepreneurial one. In this liminal phase, they are invisible, with 

no recognised social or institutional position: they are in-between and betwixt (Turner 1977b). This 

resonates with research that understands entrepreneurship itself as a transition, where the “entre” 

can refer to an “in between” border zone (Steyaert 2005: 7).  

Our analysis has further uncovered the particular paradoxical characteristics of a liminal 

identity transition. In the liminal phase, older entrepreneurs confront identity paradoxes that lead to 

interruptions in their sense of self and their activities. Being both ex-employee and potential 

entrepreneur, experienced and anew, generates a tension between attempting both identity 

continuity and innovation, and shapes their understanding of entrepreneurship as both risky and 

desirable. This identity paradox challenges the usefulness of previous experiences and activity 

patterns, hence older entrepreneurs find themselves simultaneously searching for a job similar to the 

one left behind while trying to set up a new business and recreate themselves anew.  

Our results resonate with recent calls in organizational paradox research to go beyond an 

exclusive focus on duality and embrace the transition and complexities involved in paradoxical 

situations (Jarzabkowski et al. 2018). Accordingly, our results reflect the continuous identity work 
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required to balance potentially opposing, but mutually dependent, identities, such as ‘older’ and 

‘entrepreneur’, to move towards identity shifts rather than stressing polarized identity dualities 

(Farjoun 2010). Using a paradox lens to explore older entrepreneuring not only allows us to look at 

contradictory, but interdependent, identity aspects, but also enables us to move beyond dilemmas, 

trade-offs, and conflicts, which are usually solved by splitting and choosing between conflicting 

identities (Fairhurst et al. 2016). In fact, no choice needs to be made amongst contradictory aspects, 

since “paying attention to one alternative while neglecting its opposite can easily lead to a 

deficiency” (Tse 2013: 694), eventually disrupting identity development.  

Once rendered salient, paradoxical identity tensions stimulate either positive or negative 

responses (e.g., Poole and Van de Ven 1989) in the form of diverse narrative positions and 

entrepreneuring practices. Older entrepreneurs’ attempts to resolve the identity paradox they 

confront include strategies that try to overcome or accommodate tensions (Lewis 2000), like 

embracing both ‘older’ and ‘entrepreneur’ identities as distinct, yet mutually enabling, and trying to 

avoid practices that lead towards one of the poles in the paradox, such as trying to become younger 

at all costs, to generate legitimacy. As the identity work tensions expressed by older entrepreneurs 

indicate, starting a shift in subjective position (‘who am I?’) is not enough to make the identity 

transition real; the shift in identities and social positions also needs to be intersubjectively 

recognised. Such identity work efforts aid self-directed action by helping older entrepreneurs to 

reflect and act upon their own identity tensions (Zanoni and Janssens 2007), leading to a constant 

examination of the self and ‘others’, particularly in relation to the entrepreneuring journey. As 

Anderson et al. (2012) state, entrepreneuring is very much about the process of becoming, and 

becoming is always a co-production between the entrepreneur, the generalised other, and their 

socio-cultural-historical context.  

Lying outside the mainstream, the liminal state allows for liberation from routine social 

structures, norms of behaviour, and other expectations (Tempest and Starkey 2004). This indicates 

that liminal periods can also be periods of increased creativity and innovation, as those involved 
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take advantage of the additional freedoms and lack of constraints. When the paradox of being old 

but having to become fresh cannot easily be escaped using existing resources, it can push those 

involved towards acceptance and, ultimately, the invention of new identities and social positions. 

Those older entrepreneurs who manage to accept the identity interruptions and polarization their 

transition brings move away from an initial sense of isolation and are able to bring a creative 

understanding to entrepreneuring processes. Liminality, despite potential negative consequences, 

may lead to a sense of autonomy and personal freedom, as older entrepreneurs start to transcend 

institutional and social constraints. Such position can enhance opportunities for creative thinking as, 

unbound by structural procedures (Garsten 1999), individuals challenge existing boundaries (Sturdy 

et al. 2006), potentially fostering deviation and originality (Turner 1977b). Thus, it is in conditions 

of liminality where we find that alternative and creative understandings tip the balance, allowing 

older entrepreneurs to develop new identities as entrepreneurs. 

Our analysis also illustrates how, like other identity categories, age works as a master signifier 

to shape ways of thinking, being and doing, establishing what we can see as reality and truth, and 

both creating and constraining meanings related to age. We have seen how some older entrepreneurs 

talk about actively keeping young, trying to fulfil the demands of “successful ageing” (Andrews 

2009), imitating the “young guns” (Down and Reveley 2004) with the risk of alienation, or fighting 

a narrative foreclosure where the story of their working lives is essentially over (Freeman 2010). 

However, we have also seen how new, creative understandings can be developed among older 

entrepreneurs, where being older is generative such that there is learning, identity transformation, 

renewed sensemaking, and new ways of doing. 

Our results support studies that found entrepreneurial identity development intersecting with 

other identity markers, such as ethnicity and gender (Cohen and Musson, 2000). So far, however, 

there is little research of how entrepreneurial identity signifiers intersect with age-based identity 

markers, particularly old age. The relationship between older entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial 

perceptions is important for a number of reasons: older employees bear the brunt of enterprise-led 
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reforms in that they are often targeted for redundancy (De Bruin and Firkin 2001); success at ageing 

is judged in relation to the extent to which the processes of ageing can be minimized (e.g., 

Trethewey 2001); and, old age is different to youth insofar as the discussion is about eliminating old 

age, not youth.  

As entrepreneurs need to be able to ‘tell themselves’ (Rae and Carswell 2000), it is important 

to understand how older entrepreneur narratives are constructed. We have seen how older 

entrepreneurs take and assign identity positions to themselves and others (van Langenhove and 

Harré 1999) when describing their transition in entrepreneuring narratives and how those positions 

relate to particular images, narratives, and practices of entrepreneurship through which they do and 

redo entrepreneuring (Steyaert 2007). For instance, entrepreneuring is seen variously as risky, 

creative, young persons’ work, or art form throughout the different narratives where older 

entrepreneurs portray themselves also in a diversity of positions from ex-employees to 

crafts(wo)men. Thus, as older entrepreneurs confront identity paradoxes and their identity narrative 

position changes, their perception of entrepreneuring, along with the way they act, changes too.  

  

Conclusions 

We have illustrated, empirically, how older entrepreneurs experience the transition into 

entrepreneurship from a liminal identity work perspective. We see the contributions of our research 

as threefold. 

First, in uncovering the liminality inherent in their transitions, our research captures the in-

between identity struggles older entrepreneurs experience in their journey towards entrepreneurship. 

Older entrepreneurship research focuses on the motivations to start the entrepreneurial journey or 

the (successful) outputs of that journey, but rarely explores in-between experiences. The 

entrepreneuring efforts that are not explicitly or directly involved in the production of those (novel 

and useful) outputs are usually dismissed as not entrepreneurial or interesting enough. However, 

focusing only on motivations to start the journey or on the end result of (successful) outputs is at the 
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expense of recognizing the psychological and relational processes needed in the process to become 

entrepreneurs. Those in-between identity shifts we have observed in our research could be just the 

one necessary step towards a subsequent action that will eventually achieve the novel 

entrepreneurial output, or simply change the status quo. In making liminal entrepreneuring explicit, 

we are able to look behind what people do, and the miscellany of identifications these doings 

produce, to focus on the creative good that generates persons in relationships (Lombardo and 

Kvålshaugen 2014). This creative capacity of entrepreneuring is a process in which older 

entrepreneurs not only attempt to develop new entrepreneuring ventures but, by engaging socially, 

recreate themselves and their context anew.  

Second, we show how older entrepreneurship is becoming one of the paradoxical identity 

tensions typical of current work conditions. While the paradoxical nature of these tensions has long 

been identified, the implications of living that paradox and trying to overcome it in generative ways 

have rarely been addressed. A paradox lens allows for a more holistic, fluid, both/and framing of 

identity tensions among older entrepreneurs. Through identity work, older entrepreneurs are able to 

position ‘older’ and ‘entrepreneur’ identities as two sides of the same coin, rather than as polarized 

contradictions. Such framing can reduce anxiety, enabling acceptance and appreciation of tensions, 

with the resulting mind-set helping older entrepreneurs cope with the ambiguity inherent in 

entrepreneurial transitions. Our research opens new research questions in this respect. 

Third, our research has clear implications for policy making. With changes to pension 

provision afoot in the U.K., our research provides a timely example where older entrepreneurship 

could play a crucial role in addressing the difficulties associated with ageing populations. For 

instance, in recent years, older entrepreneurs have become a focus for employment research and 

policies in many European countries, with employment policies promoting early retirement losing 

legitimacy and being replaced by measures that encourage older workers to remain in the labour 

force for longer (Foden and Jepsen 2002). Debates have centred around two related concepts: 

extending working lives, through keeping people in employment up until or beyond state 
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retirement/pension ages; and reversing the “one-way street” (Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development 2006: 10) of early exit to get economically inactive older people back 

into work. But most people in their 50s are not ready to overhaul their social and financial positions, 

as well as reinvent themselves, to become entrepreneurial, so we need further research to have an 

understanding of employment and entrepreneuring that accounts for developments after age 50.  

Scholars and policy makers increasingly emphasize that supporting older entrepreneurs can be 

a good strategy to tackle the socio-economic challenges emerging from an ageing population 

(Kautonen et al. 2011). However, as our research shows, older entrepreneurs encounter 

discrimination and find it difficult to fit within narratives that frame entrepreneurship as an activity 

for younger individuals. Ageist expectations emerge not only from within institutional and societal 

discourses (Mallet and Wapshott 2015), but also from social reference groups (family, friends and 

clients), which can affect older entrepreneurs’ efforts to develop themselves and their businesses. 

Further research in these areas would be necessary to understand how to support older 

entrepreneurship better. This is of particular importance in countries where government has recently 

decided to increase the state pensionable age and where, in many cases, private pensions fail to 

deliver adequate returns for a comfortable retirement (Wainwright and Kibler 2014). As such, there 

is an increasing need for further research to understand better how older individuals can engage in 

the labour market for longer, and how we can help them to develop their small businesses further. 
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Table 1: Older entrepreneurs’ transitional identity narratives  

Key narrative 

identity tensions 

and liminal 

dimensions 

Self-

positioning 
Position of the 

‘other’ in 

relation to 

entrepreneuring 

Images of 

entrepreneur-

ship regulating 

the narratives 

Examples of 

entrepreneuring 

practices reported in the 

narratives 

Representative quotes 

In-between 

identity 

continuity and 

innovation: 

Entrepreneurial 

vs. 

organizational 

self 
 

 

Ex-employee 
 

 

 

 

Defining self 

through 

previous work 

identity 

Rejecting through 

dismissal, 

redundancy or 

unfulfilling jobs 
 

 

Supporting the 

process of finding a 

new job 

Entrepreneurship as 

risky, uncertain, 

dangerous 

Applying for jobs in the same 

employment area 
 

 

Revising CVs and revisiting 

old contacts and networks 
 

 

Shaping current start-up 

according to old work identity 
 

 

Looking for a ‘proper’ job in 

‘low times’ at start-up 

‘I’ve always felt safe in my job … but then suddenly 

they told me they are considering making me 

redundant. Why me? But the writing was on the wall 

and what else could I do.’ (I-18) 
 

‘I was extremely motivated not to claim 

unemployment benefits. I would have cleaned toilets 

rather than do that. But starting on my own? No, scary.’ 

(I-1) 
 

‘My family wanted me back in my old job, but I was 

frustrated … They don’t want the experienced; we are 

old. They think you are not going to fit. They forget 

you got skills.’ (I-24) 
Encountering 

paradox  
Potential 

entrepreneur 
 

 

In on-going 

self-reflection 

mode: ‘What 

am I good for?’  

Resistant to the new 

potential identity 
 

 

Demanding: ‘Who 

are you? What can 

you do?’ 

Entrepreneurship as 

creative, innovative, 

emergent 
 

Entrepreneurs as 

‘mavericks’ 

Looking for training and 

mentors to become self-

employed 
 

Drafting alternative careers 

and business plans, developing 

a ‘name’ or brand 
 

 

Looking for physical location 

for business (e.g., shop, office) 

‘I can understand betting on your own ideas is 

difficult; you doubt and then I have been judged by 

people, by others…’(I-19) 
 

‘I have a mentor right now ... who is encouraging me 

and said you should make that step and go into 

business because that’s what your passion is.’ (I-33) 
 

‘Yes, it [talk with partner] was the kick that was 

needed. I was forced to think – OK, what am I going to 

do next? Search for another job or start one myself, be 

creative.’ (I-17) 
Experience vs. 

creativity: 
Older vs. 

younger 

entrepreneuring 
  

Lacking ‘youth’ 
 

Demanding ‘youth’ 

to fund, enable or 

support a business 

Entrepreneurship as 

young people’s 

business 

Looking for funding to 

develop business. 
 

 

 

 

Trying to ‘become’ young: by 

changing image, habits, 

behaviour 
 

‘Not many jobs around because I was getting old. 

Nobody wanted me. I had the wrong experience. 

[They] wanted younger people. But they also thought 

starting a business was a young person’s journey’ (I-

29) 
 

‘I had to be fiercely disciplined again like at the 

beginning of my career, with money, time, clients, 

resources. … And they [funders] tell you all the time 

how to be “entrepreneurial”: engaged, upbeat, 

networking savvy... The experience was tough. I didn’t 

enjoy it. But had to engage.’ (I-21) 
Dealing with 

interruption and 

polarization 

Experienced 

after many years 

of employment 

Acknowledging 

experience but 

expecting ‘freshness’ 

to provide legitimacy 

Entrepreneurship 

needs legitimation 

from the community 

Looking for proximal/distal 

social support to fully embrace 

entrepreneurship 
 

 

 

 

Foregrounding the 

‘experienced’ image 

‘I learned confidence to say – I am right. Accept me. I 

can do it. I have a lot of respect for those who do it 

while younger, the confidence to say this is who I am, 

where I’m going. I got to that late, in my late 40s and 

early 50s, when I finally got to where I wanted with 

self-respect.’ (I-13) 
 

‘I decided setting up a small charity is a good way to 

maintain my status because I would be the director or 

the chief executive. OK, maybe with nobody in it, but 

who cares; people don’t know. I maintain my status 

and that’s important for me.’ (I-14) 
Emerging (older) 

entrepreneurs: 

Moratorium vs. 

craft 
 

Moratorium: 
Pre-retired 

entrepreneur 

Supporting some 

activity to manage 

‘ageing’  

Entrepreneurship as 

bridging in-between 

activity before ‘full 

retirement’  

Entrepreneurship as temporal, 

part-time work 
 

 

 

 

Combining entrepreneuring 

with other non-business 

activities 

‘So, I started thinking about what I really like to do at 

55. What I might like to do in my next ten years plus. 

So, I started thinking about somewhere I like to make 

the impact and make a difference’ (I-2) 
 

‘I don’t feel either guilty by not doing remunerative 

work. I am doing volunteering work, continue to 

contribute to society, but without the drive to get up 9 

o’clock every morning ... I have periods of enforced 

pleasure balanced by getting money, which obviously 

is always an issue.’ (I-15) 
Engaging in 

(Potential) 

pattern shifts  

Entrepreneur as 

craft(wo)man 
Accepting full 

involvement in a 

new venture 

Entrepreneurship as 

an activity requiring 

full engagement, 

patience and skill 

Entrepreneurship as crafting a 

business 
 

 

 

 

 

Full engagement 

‘Knowing where your skill sets lie and that’s where I 

made my revenue from and I enjoy that! It gives me 

the self-respect I never had when I was working for 

someone because this is my idea, because this is my 

company, because this is how I want things to work.’ 

(I-3) 
 

‘You have to be prepared to learn, to admit when you 

are wrong and to start all over again. It is the craft. And 

that’s one of the things you get when you are older, 

you just learn to keep going regardless.’ (I-31) 
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Figure 1: Thematic analysis of older entrepreneur data corpus 
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Figure 2: Analysis of identity tensions 
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