
 

 

 

ALIGNING DIFFERENT WORLDS 
A transnational perspective on the use of capital by Ghanaian 
returnee entrepreneurs in the creative arts industry  

Ellen Amanda Haarman 
Supervisor: Uzma Rehman, Thilde Langevang  
STU Count: 179299 

MASTER THESIS 
COPENHAGEN BUSINESS SCHOOL 

 

AUGUST, 2016 
MSC BUSINESS LANGUAGE & CULTURE 
BUSINESS & DEVELOPMENT STUDIES 



 

 

  



 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  

Several people and institutions have contributed to this thesis. It was only with their support and 

contributions that this thesis could be realized. This author would like to show my gratitude by mentioning 

them on the very first page of this thesis.  

First and foremost, I would also like to thank all participants in the field study, both returnee entrepreneurs 

and informants. I thank all of them for taking time out of their days to meet, for sharing their stories, ideas 

and reflections and for allowing me to use the material for the benefit of this thesis. Although not all 

interviews could be featured in the thesis, every interview provided valuable information and has directly 

or indirectly contributed to the results.  

I would hereby also like to thank the local partner, the University of Ghana Business School at Legon, Accra 

and in particular Dr Mohammed-Aminu Sanda. I am grateful for his great support during the fieldwork, for 

welcoming me to Ghana, proving cultural and practical information and helped me identifying returnee 

entrepreneurs and shared his contacts at local institutions.  

Furthermore, I would like to thank the Danida Fellowship Centre for providing the travel grant that enabled 

me to travel to Ghana and perform fieldwork in Accra.  

Special thanks go to the Danish Institute for International Studies (DIIS) for providing me office space and 

access to all their facilities during the writing process. It was an absolute joy to work in this inspiring, 

international environment, and I am grateful for the support from the researchers at DIIS.  

Last, but not least, I would like to thank my main supervisor Uzma Rehman, for her advice throughout the 

entire process. She has been a valuable guidance in making this thesis. Finally, I thank my co-supervisor, 

Thilde Langevang, for her encouragement and support towards the fieldwork in Ghana. 

Copenhagen, August 2016 

  



 

 

ABSTRACT 

As the European migration crisis dominates the news, it can become hard to image that Africans choose the 

opposite direction. Still, booming African economies like Ghana attract highly skilled African migrants back 

to their birthplace. African governments welcome them with open arms, as they believe these returnees 

gained new and innovative skills, knowledge and ideas, ready to benefit the country’s development (brain 

gain). Migration and development policy tells a celebratory story and portrays returnees as super-

entrepreneurs. However, scholars warn that empirical evidence is too thin and call for more studies to 

support realistic policy-making. This thesis presents a step into that direction. Combining a practice 

approach to entrepreneurship with a transnational perspective, this thesis aims for a more realistic 

representation by exploring how highly skilled Ghanaian returnee entrepreneurs use capital in operating a 

firm in the creative arts industry. To answer the research question, the thesis analyses the use of capital in a 

case study as a pragmatic approach to creating an in-depth and in situ understanding. The empirical 

findings are based on the narrative accounts of seven highly skilled Ghanaian returnees with a creative 

enterprise in fashion design, cultural arts and digital media in Accra and Kumasi.   

 

The thesis shows that having acquired capital in the West does not improve the abilities of returnee 

entrepreneurs as such. Rather, they enhance their abilities by aligning the virtues of having a transnational 

toolkit (capital), a transnational sense of doing business (habitus) and access to a transnational market 

space (social field). This thesis identifies that in the use of capital, they combine qualities of localness and 

transnationality through an act of, what this author calls, “constant configuration” and “chameleoning”. 

Returnees are not outsiders on foreign grounds but belong to different worlds. Through their ability to 

adapt their colour like a chameleon, they reduce their liability of foreignness. Moreover, as they combine 

an eye for business with a heart for Ghana, their entrepreneurial practices have a strong social motivation. 

The creative arts industry presents a particular interesting context to explore the use of capital as the 

undeveloped state of industry in Ghana forces returnee entrepreneurs to rely on their transnational 

affiliation. The thesis finalises with two recommendations demonstrating how these findings could impact 

local government leaders and international development practitioners involved in the brain gain discussion.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Everyone she had told she was moving back seemed surprised, expecting an explanation, and 

when she said she was doing it because she wanted to, puzzled lines would appear on foreheads. 

 

This is a passage from the opening chapter of the prize-winning novel “Americanah” by Nigerian author 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. A Princeton fellow in her thirties contemplates her return to Lagos after 

spending 15 years in America. It describes the surprised reactions, perplexity and misunderstandings that 

aspiring returnees encounter from fellow migrants and friends and family back home, wondering why they 

want to come back when they made it to the West.  

 

However, considering today’s reality, these reactions are perhaps not so strange. When thinking of 

migration, images of packed boats crossing the Mediterranean towards Europe jump to mind. These boats, 

apart from carrying war-fleeing Syrians, have numerous migrants from Sub-Saharan African on board. In 

2014 alone, at least 3,270 migrants died trying to cross the Mediterranean of which over 65 percent came 

from Sub-Saharan Africa and more risked their lives crossing the Sahara desert (IOM, 2016). Looking at 

these statistics, we are inclined to think of migration as a one-way movement; of migrants seeking safer 

and greener pastures in the West. Against this backdrop, it is hard to imagine that Africans are voluntary 

choosing the opposite direction. Still, this is also part of today´s reality.  

 

Encouraged by booming African economies on the one hand and recession in Western economies on the 

other, highly skilled migrants in Europe and the United States move back to their birthplace (Åkesson & 

Eriksson Baaz, 2015; Obeng-Odoom, 2016; Wong, 2013). The return movement is featured in International 

media, like the BBC and CNN using titles as, “African migrants abandon the American dream“, and “Rise of 

the 'repats': Africans shun crisis-hit West for jobs back home” 1. A growing share of the Ghanaian diaspora 

chooses to live back in Ghana (Schans, Mazzucato, Schoumarker, & Flahaux, 2013).  

 

                                                           

1
 BBC: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-12810828  CNN: http://edition.cnn.com/2012/04/25/business/africa-repats-

business/ 
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This thesis is about these highly skilled2 returning Ghanaian migrants. While abroad, they often kept a foot 

in Ghana, and now back in Africa they keep a foot in the West. Focussing on the returnee as an 

entrepreneur it explores them as transnational actors. The thesis is set in Ghana’s capital, Accra and studies 

seven entrepreneurs in the creative arts industry.  

1.1 PROBLEM FIELD AND RESEARCH QUESTION 

Why returnees as entrepreneurs?  

Returnees have sprung up in policy debates as “new actors for development”. Although for decades, the 

aid world was dominated by traditional state-led foreign aid, more recently there is a realisation that 

foreign aid falls short to deal with today’s global challenges. This has awoken an interest in private actors as 

development partners, such as private companies, philanthropists, celebrities as well as migrants (Naudé, 

Siegel, & Marchand, 2015; Richey & Ponte, 2014). Realising that in 2015 migrants collectively sent almost 

441 billion US dollars back to developing countries3, which is more than twice the amount of official foreign 

aid (World Bank, 2016), the diaspora came into the spotlight. Returnees gained attention as it became 

apparent that they brought back with them a rucksack full of much-needed knowledge, skills, ideas and 

savings ready to benefit their country of origin (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 2015; Solimano, 2006). They fill 

up a critical shortage of skilled professionals and set up enterprises in developing countries (Naudé, Siegel, 

& Marchand, 2015).  

 

Returnee enterprises fuel economic growth in Ghana. Although entrepreneurs face barriers in setting up 

and running an enterprise, returnee enterprises have greater chances of survival. Based on the belief that 

have gained superior and innovative skills, knowledge and ideas in the West, they are hailed as super-

entrepreneurs (Naudé et al., 2015). Moreover, due to increased mobility and liberalisation, returnee 

entrepreneurs can hold on to ties in the country of residence (Goffe, 2011). This transnationalism creates 

some additional advantages. It gives access to a larger pool of resources and the opportunity to combine 

resources to create new and unique forms (Patel & Conklin, 2009). It makes it possible to transfer business 

ideas, models and products from one context to another (Drori, Honig, & Ginsberg, 2008, 2010). Moreover, 

it creates a frame of reference that help to do business in foreign environments (Patel & Conklin, 2009).  

 

                                                           

2
 The definition of highly skilled migrants, adopted in this thesis, can be found in Chapter 3 

3
 These figures are officially recorded remittances, as mentioned by World Bank: “The true size of remittances, including 

unrecorded flows through formal and informal channels, is believed to be larger” (World Bank, 2016) See Section 2.2 for more 

information.  
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The above sounds all very positive, which is precisely the source of criticism. The migration and 

development discourse is argued to be framed as a policy panacea, being overly optimistic (Åkesson & 

Eriksson Baaz, 2015; Keijzer, Héraud, & Frankenhaeuser, 2015; Naudé et al., 2015; Sinatti, 2015; van Houte 

& Davids, 2008). Some claim that neoliberal agendas influence the discourse (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 

2015; De Haas, 2010, 2012; Richey & Ponte, 2014; Wong, 2013). Others moreover argue that the positive 

discourse is used to disguising state interests (Keijzer et al., 2015). The discourse suggests an automatic link 

between return, entrepreneurship and development, ignoring the realities of returnees. Empirical studies 

do not fully support this; evidence is fairly contradictory (Ammassari, 2004, 2010) and at best paints a 

mixed picture (Naudé et al., 2015). If return migration and entrepreneurship is regarded essential for the 

development of Africa and has created so much optimism among policy makers, why is there limited sound 

empirical evidence?  

 

Scholars call for improvement of empirical work in some areas. First of all, there is a need for a more critical 

approach to the abilities of returnee entrepreneurs. Right now, it is merely assumed that returnees acquire 

new skills, knowledge and ideas abroad, that they put them to good use in their enterprises and thereby 

contribute to development (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 2015; Naudé et al., 2015). Secondly, there is a need 

for empirical evidence from a wider geographical area. Despite the policy attention that goes to Africa, 

most studies on returnee entrepreneurs are set in Asia, often in India and China (Ghimire & Maharjan, 

2014; Liu, 2015). Moreover, there is a lack of focus on the meso level. Despite calls for better 

contextualization, studies are rarely set in a particular industry (Ammassari, 2004; Mayer, Harima, & 

Freiling, 2015) And lastly, the heterogeneity of migrants needs to be better considered. Too few studies 

have isolated groups of migrants, despite large differences in mobility between workers and highly skilled 

migrants (Ammassari, 2004, 2010; Liu, 2015).  

 

This thesis attempts to sketch a more realistic image by studying returnee entrepreneurs in situ. 

Embedding the study in a well-developed context exposes the daily realities of returnee entrepreneurs and 

enables to critical assess their acquired skills, knowledge and ideas and their abilities to use them in their 

enterprises. Contextualisation can be achieved in several ways, but in the light of the points mentioned 

above, it is most clearly associated with a country focus, an industry focus, and concentrating on a type of 

migrant. Therefore, this thesis aims to contribute to debates on return migration, entrepreneurship and 

development in Africa by exploring returnee entrepreneurship in a profound context. Drawing on 

qualitative data from Ghana’s creative arts industry, this thesis studies returnee entrepreneurs as 
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transnational actors and explores their use of capital in entrepreneurial practice. The goal is to answer the 

following research question: 

RQ: How do highly skilled Ghanaian returnee entrepreneurs use capital in operating a firm  

in the creative arts industry? 

1.2 SCOPE AND DELIMITATIONS 

Although literature commonly speaks of skills, knowledge and ideas or distinguishes between financial 

capital, human capital and social capital (Ammassari, 2010), this thesis follows Bourdieu’s  forms of capital, 

i.e. economic, cultural, social and symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Bourdieu’s definition of capital extends 

beyond the obvious economic connotation and mere possession of a resource. Some scholars have applied 

Bourdieu’s forms of capital to the study of returnee entrepreneurship before (see for instance Åkesson, 

2016; Bowles, 2013). And the thesis further takes a practice approach to entrepreneurship based on 

Bourdieu’s praxeology as this serves the objective of this study to create a contextualised understanding of 

the use of capital in returnee enterprises. The practice approach is combined with a transnational 

perspective to capture the transnational nature of the migration trajectories and business practices of 

returnee entrepreneurs. Although Bourdieu did not study migrants, his theory is a proven theoretically 

robust way to analyse the behaviour of entrepreneurs in transnational settings (Drori et al., 2008, 2010; 

Patel & Conklin, 2009; Tatli, Vassilopoulou, Özbilgin, Forson, & Slutskaya, 2014).  

 

Ghana offers an interesting context to explore returnee entrepreneurship in an African context. The 

country experienced significant outward migration towards the West, especially since the 1980s, but has 

seen migrants returning since the beginning of the new millennium. Returnees are attracted by improved 

economic conditions and political stability (Wong, 2013). As an industry, creative industries are attractive 

sites for gaining an understanding of the use of capital as not only economic capital, but particularly 

cultural and symbolic capital are essential for creative entrepreneurs (Pret, Shaw, & Drakopoulou Dodd, 

2015). Moreover, the creative arts industry is a priority industry to Ghana for its potential to create 

employment and inclusive growth (Beukelaer, 2012; Government of Ghana, 2010; UNCTAD, 2010; UNESCO, 

2013). Highly skilled returnees are considered the most relevant group of migrants for this study. They 

represent the brain gain discussion, the group of migrants that is most likely to return to Ghana 

(Ammassari, 2004; Wong, 2013) and have a high propensity to engage in entrepreneurship (Hamdouch & 

Wahba, 2015).  
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The unit of analysis is the individual, as in small businesses there is often no sharp distinction between the 

entrepreneur and the enterprise (Marchetta, 2012). I define returnee entrepreneurs as: first generation 

highly skilled returnee entrepreneurs in Ghana that voluntary returned from the OECD. The empirical basis 

is an exploratory case study of seven highly skilled Ghanaian returnees with a creative enterprise in fashion 

design, cultural arts and digital media in Accra and Kumasi. Interviews took place in Accra in February 2016. 

1.3 CONTRIBUTIONS  

Answering this research question contributes to the literature in several ways. First of all, it adds empirical 

evidence on returnee entrepreneurship from a relatively underexplored geographical area, Africa. 

Secondly, it increases our understanding of the role of returnees in the creative arts industry, which is 

considered a key industry for development by African nations (Beukelaer, 2012; UNCTAD, 2010; UNESCO, 

2013) and by the Ghanaian government in particular (Government of Ghana, 2010). Thirdly, the 

combination of Bourdieu’s praxeology and transnationalism has not been applied to returnee 

entrepreneurship before to the knowledge of the author. Scholars have applied it to the study of 

transnational entrepreneurs, that still reside abroad (see e.g. Drori et al., 2006, 2008, 2010; Patel & Conklin, 

2009). This thesis tests the applicability to returnee entrepreneurship.  

1.4 STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

The thesis contains seven chapters.  

 Chapter 2 describes how returnee entrepreneurship are currently viewed and considered in 

migration and development debates and introduces Ghana as the context.  

 Chapter 3 contains the literature review. It discusses concepts and theories from migration and 

entrepreneurship research and presents the theoretical framework.  

 Chapter 4 outlines the methodology of the empirical study, describing the philosophical 

paradigm, the research design and methods for data collection and analysis.  

 Chapter 5 reports the empirical findings. It describes the analysis using the theoretical 

framework as the guideline.  

 Chapter 6 reflects on the findings and discusses the usefulness of the theoretical framework 

and methodology and describes some limitations and future research directions.  

 Chapter 7 contains the conclusion of the thesis and highlights two policy areas with 

recommendations for local government leaders and international development practitioners.  
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2 BACKGROUND & CONTEXT 

This chapter aims to place returnee entrepreneurship in a contemporary perspective. Section 2.1 describes 

how returnee entrepreneurship currently viewed and considered in migration and development debates 

and outlines the common critiques of the policy discourse. Section 2.2 introduces Ghana as the context of 

the study and describes recent migration patterns, the booming economy and the underdeveloped, but 

vibrant creative arts industry.   

2.1 BACKGROUND 

Migration and development is the area of research and policymaking that is concerned with the link 

between human mobility and development. The general reasoning is that migration from advanced 

countries to developing countries benefits the development of poorer countries. Migrants are seen as 

resources that can be tapped into, harnessed and mobilised (Keijzer et al., 2015). Governments increasingly 

recognise the development potential of the diaspora and returnees. These “new development actors” are 

at the top of many national and international policy agendas (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 2015; De Haas, 

2010)  

2.1.1 MIGRATION AND DEVELOPMENT DEBATE 

Migration and development it is not a new field of study and policymaking. Throughout history, human 

mobility has played a significant role in development around the world. It is more accurate to say that 

development agencies and governments have ‘rediscovered’ the development potential of migrants. 

Central to the debate is whether migration has a net positive or net negative effect on developing countries 

(Ammassari, 2010; De Haas, 2010, 2012). Optimist and pessimist tendencies have shifted back and forth 

over time like the swing of a pendulum (see for a complete overview: De Haas, 2010). It was not until the 

late 1990s that the benefits of migration for development were rediscovered (De Haas, 2010, 2012). 

Sending and receiving governments, as well as foreign aid donors and NGOs, now promote migration for 

development policies. They roughly aim at three main areas: remittances, diaspora engagement, and 

return migration (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 2015; De Haas, 2012; Keijzer et al., 2015). The rest of the 

section briefly discusses remittances and diaspora engagement before turning to the central topic of this 

thesis: return migration. 

 

 



MASTER THESIS – ALIGNING DIFFERENT WORLDS 

7 

 

Remittances 

Remittances have gained most attention in migration and development discussions (Kleist, 2009). This is 

not a surprise considering the significant flows of money that remittances represent. Remittances are seen 

as more effective than development aid, as it flow directly to households without the interference of 

development agencies and government officials. Critics however stress that remittances do not necessarily 

feed the poorest in society. As highly skilled individuals have better possibilities to migrate internationally, 

it is the already privileged of society that remit to their families (De Haas, 2012). Critics further argue that 

remittances are used for consumption instead of productive investment, cause inflation and create 

dependency on outside money (Ammassari, 2010). 

Diaspora engagement 

There is an increased recognition of the development potential of the diaspora (Kleist, 2009). Both 

governments in sending and receiving countries actively reach out to them (UNDP, 2009) Some African 

countries, including Ghana have established a special institute at the ministry level that deals with diaspora 

affairs (World Bank, 2011a). At a pan-African level diaspora affairs are addressed by The African Union’s 

Department of Citizens and diaspora organizations (CIDO) (African Union, 2016). Critics question the so-

called diaspora option for true intentions. They argue that diaspora programmes should be seen as part of 

a broader neoliberal1 agenda. Programmes are presented as win–win solutions, while in reality they misuse 

diasporans for their altruistic feelings. States are argued to use the diaspora as an opportunity to 

accumulate capital (Pellerin & Mullings, 2013).  

Return migration 

As is become clear that the pool of skilled and specialised Africans was shrinking, brain drain came into the 

spotlights. Doctors, engineers, researchers and so on left their countries in search for better professional 

opportunities abroad (Ammassari, 2010). Brain drain is argued to negatively affect political and economic 

growth and stability in Africa, and the delay of the growth of a middle class (Tayo Oropo, 2016). The 

convergence school, a school of thought that tends to emphasize the benefits of migration for both 

receiving and sending countries, counter-argues this, claiming that if highly skilled individuals were to stay, 

their potential would be wasted. By going abroad their potential is optimized (Ammassari, 2010).  

 

                                                           

1
 Neoliberal is a term that refers to free market ideology. It is based on the belief that the private sector allocates resources more 

efficiently than the government (Pellerin & Mullings, 2013).  
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Return migration is the counter movement, also referred to as brain gain. The concept gives however a 

narrow understanding of what returnees potentially bring back (Ammassari, 2010). Returnees bring back 

more than educational degrees and skills. The UNDP Human Development Report on human mobility and 

development (2009) states that, “they return with new values, expectations and ideas shaped by their 

experiences abroad” (UNDP, 2009, p. 81). Moreover, brain gain is not clear-cut in our globalised world 

where people move from country to country. It is, therefore, more appropriate to speak of brain 

circulation, where capital circulate from one country to another (Tung, 2008).  

 

Entrepreneurship is one channel through which return migrants are considered to impact growth and 

development. Returnees often find their place in the private sector, as they feel that their Western-inspired 

ideas and skills are best applied in their own business (Ammassari, 2004) Returnees are hailed as super 

entrepreneurs as they have a particular high propensity to become entrepreneurs, are seen as less risk 

averse and their business have higher survival rates  (Naudé et al., 2015; Wahba, 2015). Moreover, they 

have a competitive advantage over local entrepreneurs due to the migration period. They accumulate 

savings that can serve as start-up capital, a common obstacle to start-ups. They also increase skills and 

knowledge through work experience, education and the migration experience itself (Ammassari, 2010; 

Naudé et al., 2015). Moreover, returnees often maintain ties with the country of residence providing a 

range of extra benefits. It gives access to a larger and unique pool of capital, it gives them a frame of 

reference to do business abroad and it enables them to combine the best of different worlds. They can 

combine resources in new and unique ways and can copy ideas and products from one market to another 

(Drori et al., 2010; Patel & Conklin, 2009).  

 

The benefits of returnee enterprise reach beyond the borders of their enterprises. On a macro level, they 

create employment and contribute to national revenue by paying taxes, as returnee enterprises are more 

often formally registered (Tiemoko, 2004). They also improve the capabilities of local firms through spill-

overs through their innovative business ideas, new technologies and so on (Drori, Honig, & Wright, 2009; 

Liu, Lu, Filatotchev, Buck, & Wright, 2010). There is also a dark side to return migration. Returnees often 

realise that they lost touch with the country of origin. Old contacts have moved on the country changed 

while they were away. These are, however, largely able to compensate this by the benefits from newly 

acquired capital (Åkesson, 2016; Naudé et al., 2015). The above paints a very positive picture of return 

migrants and their abilities as entrepreneurs. This is precisely the main source of criticism.   
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2.1.2 CRITIQUE OF THE POLICY DISCOURSE 

The migration period is presented as a producer of new capital that automatically flows to the country of 

origin and through their enterprises benefit development. It present an overly positive picture that ignores 

the realities of return migrants (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 2015; Keijzer et al., 2015; Naudé et al., 2015; 

Sinatti, 2015; van Houte & Davids, 2008). From a political perspective, some scholars are concerned with 

the overly positive representation as it is argued to be influenced by neoliberal ideology2 (Åkesson & 

Eriksson Baaz, 2015; De Haas, 2010, 2012; Richey & Ponte, 2014; Wong, 2013) and claimed to disguise 

underlying state interests3 (Keijzer et al., 2015; Sinatti, 2015). Still, scholars are most concerned that the 

discourse is based on overly positive, simplified assumptions that ignore the realities of returnees. Naudé 

et al. (2015) devote an article to the breakdown of the super-entrepreneur stereotype and conclude that 

there is too little empirical evidence to support some of the bold claims made in policy documents.  

Unrealistic assumptions 

The discourse ignores the conditionality for returnee entrepreneurs to become established entrepreneurs 

and contribute to development. It largely depends on whether returnees have acquired something abroad 

that is valuable, applicable and transferrable to the home country context, which policy often assumes to 

be the case (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 2015; Åkesson, 2016; Kleist, 2015; Naudé et al., 2015; Obeng-

Odoom, 2016). In reality, many migrants worked in jobs abroad for which the skills they acquired are not 

needed in the country of origin (Obeng-Odoom, 2016) or have a different meaning when moved over to a 

different context (Kleist, 2015). As a consequence, returnees need to be able to translate gained capital and 

create it into something useful (Åkesson, 2016). A Ghanaian returnee in a study by Kleist (2015, p. 82) puts 

it strikingly, “… it is a cross fertilisation, not a wholesale import of ideas”. 

 

The ability to translate depends on how well versed the returnee is with the home country after spending 

years abroad. Migrants can become detached from their cultures; sometimes even expecting that things 

stayed the same. Locals often criticise returnees for having lost their culture (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 

2015). This is largely prevented if the returnee remain in touch while abroad (Obeng-Odoom, 2016). Today, 

                                                           

2
 Scholars express concern that neoliberal agendas make migrants and markets, not states responsible for development (De Haas, 

2010). 

3
 Return migration and development is presented as a triple-win scenario, claiming to simultaneously benefit the country of origin, 

the receiving country and returnees themselves (Sinatti, 2015). However, migration policies show a strong influence of state 

interests, side-lining migrant interests (Keijzer et al., 2015; Sinatti, 2015).  
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migrants have better possibilities to stay in contact. It is easier to make short-term return visits and social 

media helps to keep a foot in different countries on a daily basis (Conway, Potter, Bernard, & Rodman, 

2015). This way returnee are often simultaneously embedded in home and host countries a phenomenon 

referred to as mixed embeddedness (Dahles, 2013; Kleist, 2015; van Houte & Davids, 2008). The ability to 

translate also depends on those who stayed behind. Locals do not always welcome returnees with open 

arms. They can see them as a threat to the existing order and values. Some returnees even experience 

outright resistance (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 2015; Ammassari, 2010). In the eyes of locals, things were 

going well for years, so why change it. Returnees are seen as “know-it-all’s” and “have been to’s”, thinking 

they are cleverer than anyone else (Ammassari, 2010). 

 

The discourse also largely neglects structural constraints (De Haas, 2012). Even if returnees were to bring 

back valuable and well-suited skills, they too face challenges due to institutional and infrastructural 

weaknesses, such as unreliable electricity supply. Returnees, as individuals are not able to transform a 

country and fix such structural, deep rooted constraints, even if they have good intentions (Åkesson & 

Eriksson Baaz, 2015). Two final critiques are worth mentioning. Commonly argued is that policy makers 

articulate the accumulation of capital from a Western superiority perspective. The migration experience is 

patronisingly seen as an opportunity for “Africans to become enlightened by experiencing the West” 

(Obeng-Odoom, 2016, p. 6). They portray developing countries as empty spaces where returnees could 

have never accumulated the same as in the West. Moreover, it is presented as a unidirectional movement, 

always from advanced countries to developing countries, as if this could have never been the other way 

around (Åkesson, 2016). 

 

The above sobers up the high expectations of returnee entrepreneurs. This does not imply that returnee 

entrepreneurs could not be successful entrepreneurs or contribute to development in meaningful ways. It 

just means that actually doing so is contingent on several individual and structural factors, which are often 

stepped over in policy plans and programmes. The reviews show that scholars have worked hard to temper 

expectations from returnee entrepreneur. There is a need for more empirical work to sketch a more 

realistic image and rectify the super-entrepreneur stereotype. This thesis takes a step into that direction. It 

aims to create a realistic account of returnee entrepreneurs by studying them in situ. Embedding the study 

in a well-developed context exposes the realities of returnee entrepreneurs and enables me to critical 

assess their abilities. The next section introduces Ghana as the context of the study. 
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2.2 CONTEXT 

This section introduces Ghana’s migration patterns, its booming economy and the “Africa Rising”- narrative 

and the underdeveloped, but vibrant creative arts industry 

2.2.1 MIGRATION PATTERNS
4 

Ghana’s recent history of migration can be grouped into four periods (Schans et al., 2013). A growing 

proportion of Ghanaians now moves overseas, outside the West African region. Ghanaian outmigration is 

generally economically motivated (IOM, 2009). This thesis focuses on the most recent migration period 

(since the 1990’s).  

Table 1 Ghana’s recent history of migration. Source: (Schans et al., 2013) 

Before 1960s Net-immigration  Ghana attracted migrants from mainly adjacent West African countries.  

Mid-1960s Net-emigration Economic decline forced Ghanaians to migrate to other African countries due 

to, most notably to Uganda, Zambia, Botswana and Nigeria. The formation of 

the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) in 1975 further 

motivated this. 

Early 1980s Net-emigration Economic hardship, as a result of structural adjustment programs across 

Africa motivate Ghanaians to move further away to Europe, North America 

and North Africa.  

Since 1990s Net-emigration Overseas migration steadily continues into Europe and North America a 

period that is characterized by the “Anglo-Americanization” of migration. 

 

Figure 1 shows how migration from Ghana to the OECD increased in recent years, especially to the United 

States and United Kingdom (OECD, 2012).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

4
 Accurate statistics on migration from and to Ghana does not exist today due to lack of systematic data collection by the 

government of Ghana (Ammassari, 2010). To illustrate migration trends, data is used from international organisation and several 

empirical studies in Ghana.  
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Figure 1 Migration from Ghana to the OECD, legal migration, in thousands Source: (OECD, 2012) 

 

 

The total Ghanaian diaspora today is estimated at about 3 mln (IOM, 2014). Ghanaian migrants can be 

found in over 33 countries. Although most live in West African countries, since the 1990’s more and more 

are settling in the OECD (IOM, 2009). The Ghanaian diaspora is now the third largest African diaspora in the 

OECD, after South Africans and Nigerians (OECD, 2012). In the past, colonial ties determined where 

Ghanaians moved. Today they move to a wider range of countries, especially to the United States 

(Ammassari, 2010).  

 

Figure 2 Residence of Ghanaian migrants Source: (DRC, 2005) 

 

From their position abroad, the Ghanaian diaspora invests in land, property and businesses, and send home 

remittances. Remittances to Ghana increased over the past few decades, from 476mln dollars in 1999 to 

1.5bn US dollars in 2005 (IOM, 2009). The Bank of Ghana now estimates remittances at over 2bn US dollars 

per annum (Government of Ghana, 2014). After Nigeria, Ghana is the largest receiver of remittances in Sub-

Saharan Africa (20.8bn US dollars). In line with migration trends, an increasing share of remittances 

originates from OECD countries (OECD, 2012).  
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Figure 3 Inflow of remittances from the Ghanaian Diaspora (in % of GDP) Source (OECD, 2012) 

  

 

Brain drain is higher in Africa than in any other part of the world (World Bank, 2011b). Ghana is no 

exception. Ghanaian migrants are particular highly skilled; the highest among West Africa countries. Of all 

Ghanaians living in the OECD, 28 percent are highly skilled (OECD, 2012). They are often medical personnel, 

in search of training or jobs, and young Ghanaians pursuing higher education (Schans et al., 2013). Skilled 

migration has increased significantly since the 1990s, especially to the OECD (IOM, 2009). They often 

migrate to English speaking countries, while unskilled workers followed migration paths where travel 

permits and residence permits are easiest to obtain, bringing them to Germany, Italy and the Netherlands 

(Schans et al., 2013). Skilled migration is argued to perpetuate class dynamic in Ghana. Those that go to the 

best schools in the richer cities of Ghana are generally the privileged ones that obtain postgraduate degrees 

abroad (Obeng-Odoom, 2016).  

Return migration to Ghana 

Return migration to Ghana is on the rise. In the 1990’s, less than 40 percent of migrants returned. A decade 

later this was more than 60 percent (Schans et al., 2013). The increased return movement to Ghana is 

linked to several factors that jointly creating a pull factor on the diaspora. Macro-economic and political 

stability, coupled with liberalizations of the economy since the late 1990s and the discovery of oil in 2007 

have made Ghana’s economy more robust and globally connected. These developments are associated 

with the election of President John Kufour In 2000. His administration included many returnees and had a 

liberal attitude towards business and investment (Wong, 2013). More than half of all returnees are 30- 49 

years old and in their economically active ages (Anarfi & Jagare, 2005). Their motivation to return are 

employment or business opportunities and often interconnected with family reasons (Tiemoko, 2004). The 

increased return movement has formed a vibrant community or returnees physically in Ghana and online.  
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Ahaspora Young Professionals5 is a network of young Ghanaian returnees who has seen their membership 

grow since it foundation in 2011 (Ahaspora, 2016).  There is a subset of so-called élite returnees, mainly 

residing in Ghana’s capital Accra. This is described as a closely knit group, “small and intimate, and 

everybody knows everybody” (Wong, 2013, p. 443). They are young, highly educated, transnational 

Africans often with multiple nationalities and identities. The term “Afropolitans” describes a new 

generation of African transnationals with a global outlook (Hirsch, 2016)   

2.2.2 ECONOMIC GROWTH 

 ‘Africa Rising’ is the catch phrase used in international media to describe Africa’s economic growth (Obeng-

Odoom, 2015). There are only few countries on the continent that illustrate the ‘Africa Rising’-story better 

than Ghana. The national economy grew steeply over the past two decades with GDP growth rates above 

SSA averages. After a sharp decline since 2011, an upswing is projected for the next couple of years (World 

Bank, 2015). Ghana has now transitioned into a ‘Lower-middle-income level’ country6 according to World 

Bank standards and is even said to have the potential to become an emerging market (Danida, 2014).  

 

Figure 4 Ghana’s annual GDP growth rate compared to Sub Saharan Africa Source (World Bank, 2015) 

 

 

Despite economic growth stories causing excitement, there are a range of opinions about the accuracy and 

usefulness of the “Africa Rising”-narrative (for the full debate I refer to Franks, 2015; Kingsley, 2015; 

Obeng-Odoom, 2015). Obeng-Odoom (2015) argues that the GDP discourse is problematic as it supposes 

that prosperity automatically follows from an increase in GDP. Often GDP growth results in increased 

                                                           

5
 Ahaspora, a Ghanaian network of returnees founded in 2012. The name refers to Aha, which means here and diaspora, which 

means being away. 
6
 Lower middle income status is based on GNI per capita and set between $1,036 and $4,085 a year (World Bank, 2016).  
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inequality and higher unemployment levels.  Ghana’s current socio-economic situation supports Obeng-

Odoom’s (2015) argument. Despite economic growth, Ghana continues to face a number of challenges. 

First of all, total employment over the period 2000-2010 did not keep up with GDP growth (ACET, 2014) 

and informal employment still dominates the economy (UNDP, 2015). Secondly, while poverty declined, it 

did not decline equally across the country. Parts remain deeply impoverished, especially the Northern 

regions of Ghana (Government of Ghana, 2012). And thirdly, economic inequality increased, which can 

mainly be observed in the Greater Accra region (UNDP, 2015).  

 

Since 2011-2012, Ghana experiences an economic downturn. Extensive power cuts, depreciation of the 

domestic currency, a drop in global prices for gold and oil have put a break on the economic expansion 

(Okudzeto, Mariki, Lal, & Sefakor Senu, 2015) The underlying cause is partly due to the poorly diversified 

economy, stuck in primary industries, making it too dependent on the world market (ACET, 2014). Parallel 

to this, Ghana faces the perspective of declining official development aid. While 2007-2008 financial crisis 

has particularly affected countries in the North, aid-receiving countries made remarkable economic 

progress, like Ghana. Development agencies are rethinking their aid strategies towards Ghanaians the 

country is regarded increasingly capable of raising national revenue and attracting investment (Danida, 

2014; DFID, 2014; Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherland Accra, 2014; Government of Ghana, 2012; 

USAID, 2012). To achieve national development goals, the government needs to make amends with the 

new situation and has realigned its national development plan (Government of Ghana, 2012, 2014).  

Entrepreneurship  

Entrepreneurship in Africa has grown over the past decade. Ghana has now some of the highest 

entrepreneurship levels in the world, especially among youth people (66 percent of those aged 18-34 years 

old). This boom in entrepreneurship is ascribed to the failure of economic growth to create formal 

employment (Onyeiwu, 2015) Quite unique to Ghana, is that entrepreneurship is considered a viable career 

choice and is linked to a high status (GEM, 2012). There are no official statistics on the number of returnee 

entrepreneurs in Ghana as institutions like the Ghana Immigration Service or the Ghana Investment 

promotion centre does not have the capacity to collect this type of data.  

 

The most reliable estimates can be found in a much cited book by Grant (2009), “Globalizing city the urban 

and economic transformation of Accra, Ghana”. He states that about half of the returnees in Accra become 

self-employed, foreign companies employ 15 percent and the rest retires or is otherwise engaged. Their 

enterprises have a particular transnational orientation. In this sense they are quite different from post-

independence returnees, who were inward looking and focussed on building Ghana as a nation. Returnees 
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today have a transnational outlook, which has a globalizing effect on the city. They own companies in a 

whole range of industries, from financial consultancies to medical clinics. Grant does specifically mention 

the creative arts industry (Grant, 2009).  

2.2.3 CREATIVE ARTS INDUSTRY 

This thesis focuses on the creative arts industry because it is an attractive site to consider the use of capital 

(Pret et al., 2015). Moreover, despite the lack of institutional support and career prospects it is a priority 

industry to Ghana for its potential to create employment and inclusive growth (Beukelaer, 2012; 

Government of Ghana, 2010; UNCTAD, 2010; UNESCO, 2013). 

 

The creative arts industry is a particularly interesting context to gain an understanding of the use of 

different forms of capital. As creative entrepreneurs need to constantly balance artistic logic with economic 

logic (Pret et al., 2015). On a macro level, fostering a creative arts industry can contribute to growth and 

prosperity for developing countries and helps diversity the economy (UNCTAD, 2010). Creative industries 

have mainly been studied in a Western context, as Africa’s creative art industries are relatively small and 

underdeveloped, with the exception of Nigeria’s film industry. There are no official records found on the 

size of Ghana’s creative arts industry or entrepreneurial activity, but Ghana’s ministry of trade and 

investment describes it as “a large, vibrant and growing rapidly, providing significant job opportunities, 

mainly for the youth” (Ministry of trade and industry, 2016, p. 128). The government of Ghana 

acknowledges the potential of the creative arts as an industry, but at the same time, recognises that the 

institutional framework is currently weak. It has made the industry to one of its priorities in its growth and 

development plans (Ghana Web, 2015; see for the most recent plans Government of Ghana, 2010, 2014). 

There are various ways to classify the industry. In this thesis I adopt the most common classification from 

UNCTAD, see APPENDIX I (UNCTAD, 2010)  

 

In countries like Ghana, creative arts are generally not seen as a viable career choice in countries like Ghana. 

Often it is perceived an option of for those who failed, or as a last resort. Consequently it becomes 

attractive to move abroad where conditions are more favourable (Beukelaer, 2012) Successful creative 

artists end up leaving their country to develop their talents in Europe and the US. This has fed the 

discussion around artistic brain drain, leading to cultural impoverishment (UNESCO, 2013). Considering this, 

it is hard to image that returnees play a role in the industry. Still, with an economy rising, returnees also 

find their way to the creative professions (Beukelaer, 2012). As a matter of fact, returnees are strongly 

involved in the creative industry of Ghana. Having spent time abroad, they bring back new ideas and fresh 
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mind-sets. Returnees in Ghana have been responsible for quite some commercialization of the industry. As 

an example is “An African City”, a popular Sex and the City-like Web series produced by Ghanaian Nicole 

Amarteifio (Mallika Rao, 2016).  

 

This chapter positioned the thesis in the current migration and development debate. It has shown how 

scholars complain that the current empirical basis is too narrow to create well-informed policy on return 

migration. They call for more contextualised empirical studies. For this study, Ghana is chosen as the as the 

contemporary migration patterns combined with economic growth and the state of the creative arts 

industry makes it a particularly compelling site. 

 

In the next chapter, the most relevant literature on returnee entrepreneurship is discussed. Prior to 

presenting the framework, an introduction to the theory is deemed necessary to better argue why the 

theories and perspectives have been chosen.  
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3 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This thesis studies Ghanaian returnee entrepreneurs and aims to understand how they use capital in 

operating their firms. To consider returnees in situ, this chapter argues for a practice approach to 

entrepreneurship. It combines Bourdieu’s praxeology with a transnational perspective as the theoretical 

basis. This chapter defines the theories and concepts that are applied in this thesis. Scholars have used a 

wide number of approaches to study the relationship between migration and entrepreneurship, which are 

introduced in Sections 3.1 and 3.2. These sections clarify the definitions of returnee and returnee 

entrepreneur and give a brief overview of theoretical approaches from migration research and 

entrepreneur research. Finally, Section 3.3 presents the theoretical framework that guides the analysis in 

this thesis.  

3.1 MIGRATION RESEARCH 

The migration-development discussion is relatively well documented, but return migration has received 

less attention (Ghimire & Maharjan, 2014). Although empirical studies grow in numbers, theoretical studies 

still lag behind (Ammassari, 2010). Consequently, research on the sub-field returnee entrepreneurship is 

rather limited. Despite the attention that goes out to the brain gain discussion and a growing realization of 

the importance of entrepreneurship for development, migration scholars complain that returnee 

entrepreneurship is understudied (Pruthi, 2014).  

 

Migration research, and in particular the literature on migration and development, see returnees from the 

brain gain perspective. They see them as actors of development, bringing back much-needed knowledge, 

skills, ideas and savings to benefit the country of origin (Ammassari, 2010; Cassarino, 2004; De Haas, 2010). 

And entrepreneurship is seen as one of the channels through which they contribute to development 

(Naudé et al., 2015). Considering this way of looking at returnees, most empirical work is on the 

contribution to home country development, often in comparison to local entrepreneurs (Åkesson, 2016; 

see for instance Ghimire & Maharjan, 2014; Hamdouch & Wahba, 2015; some of these studies: Kenney, 

Breznitz, & Murphree, 2013; Portes & Yiu, 2013; Tiemoko, 2004; Wahba, 2015).  

3.1.1 DEFINITION 

To define returnees, migration literature uses several dimensions: (i) the type of migration, (ii) skill level, 

and (iii) the migration duration. Then, transnationalism has shed a renewed light on the definition too.  
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Migration researchers use several criteria to define migrants and returnees (King, 2012). A common 

distinctions is between internal migration (often rural-urban) and international migration (UNDP, 2009). 

International migration studies commonly define migrants by legal distinction, separating forced from 

voluntary migration. Regarding return, this entails a distinction between return migration and repatriation, 

which refers to forced return initiated by political authorities (Bovenkerk, 1974). The term voluntary is 

ambiguous here. Policy makers define return as voluntary even when a migrant is obliged to return; as long 

as the migrant is not forcefully expelled. Critics argue that return can never be considered voluntary if one 

feels forced (van Houte & Davids, 2008). Migration scholars further distinguish between temporary and 

permanent return migration. This distinction is also ambiguous, as return is more flexible than thought 

before; migrants move back and forth and often re-migrate again (Ammassari, 2010; King, 2012) Lastly,  

migration researchers study first and second generation returnees, though the focus on first generation is 

by far most common (King & Christou, 2011).  

 

The above dimensions are some of the more classical ways to define returnees. Seeing return migration as 

a brain gain movement brings forward some further important aspect to consider. Most empirical research 

on returnee entrepreneurs is focussed on highly skilled returnees. Studies explicitly mention highly skilled 

or focus on occupations that clearly require certain skill levels, such as students, engineers or scientists 

(Mayer et al., 2015). For examples of such definitions please refer to three studies: Pruthi (2014, p. 1139), 

Liu, Wright, & Filatotchev (2015, p. 468) and Kenney et al. (2013, p. 395). Considering the common focus on 

highly skilled returnees, we might be tricked into thinking that it is a well-defined concept. However 

widespread use has made the concept unclear (UN population division, 2005). Highly skilled migrants are 

defined through: tertiary education level, having a certain type of occupation or through an income level 

threshold (OECD, 2009). These criteria are ambiguous, especially when considering them in combination; 

someone with a tertiary education level can perfectly have a low income for instance. To define highly 

skilled returnees, this thesis pragmatically takes on pragmatically the most common definition based on 

tertiary education level. This definition fits the study best and can include younger returnees that have not 

reached a certain income level.  

 

Another dimension to consider is time. Migration studies focus on personal advancement of returnees, as 

the savings, skills and knowledge they obtained and  the contribution to development and their 

reintegration (Cassarino, 2004). From a development perspective, a migration period is too short if there 

was not sufficient time to develop and too long if the migrant became alienated from the home society 

(Bovenkerk, 1974). The relationship between migration duration and development is therefore not linear, 
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but u-shaped. Mezger Kveder & Flahaux (2013) found evidence of this u-shape in their study of Senegalese 

returnees. Returnees with medium-length stay abroad (3-7 years) were most likely to benefit and 

contribute. The length of the migration period have also been linked to a higher propensity to start a 

business upon return (Black & Castaldo, 2009). This study looks at voluntary migrants. Choosing their own 

timing of return, this author expects that the migration period was long enough to accumulate capital 

interesting to study.  

 

Finally, as globalisation created new and improved international mobility, new types of return emerged. 

Migration researchers have embraced a transnational perspective to understand these new forms of 

mobility. This sheds new light on the definition of return. Migrants move from country to country, living in 

multiple countries of residence, sometimes even at the same time and carrying dual citizenship. Return has 

become less clear cut (King, 2012). As this makes it ambiguous to classify returnees using hard criteria, this 

relies on the returnee’s own perspective; whether it feels that they are really back.  

 

This thesis adopts the following definition of a returnee: first generation migrant that voluntarily returned 

to their country of origin, that is highly skilled, and has spent sufficient time in possibly more than one host 

country  

3.1.2 THEORETICAL APPROACHES 

The start of the study of return migration leads back to the 1970s when the global oil crisis in 1973 caused 

Europe to stop recruiting guest workers and migrants moved home. Bovenkerk's (1974) extended essay is 

considered the starting point of international return migration research (King & Christou, 2011). Since then, 

the debate evolved along roughly three generations: agency-centred theories, structure-centred theories 

and the transnational perspective (Ammassari, 2010; De Haas, 2010). This author chooses to distinguish 

four generations, the above three plus pluralist approaches. 

First generation: agency1-centred theories 

First generations theories, dominant until the 1960s, focus on push and pulls factors in the context of 

industrialisation. It reflects a neoclassical economic paradigm based on principles of rational decision 

making and utility maximisation. From a macro perspective, these theories see migration caused by uneven 

distribution of labour and wages creating workers to flow from low-wage to high-wage countries. From a 

micro perspective, migration is an individual decision to move elsewhere for better wages and 

                                                           

1
 Agency refers to naturally self-interested guided action, employing rationality and cost-benefit calculations. 
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opportunities. In general, neoclassical economics regards migration as self-correcting and leading to an 

equilibrium that is beneficial for development (King, 2012). Return is seen as failure, where the migration 

experience did not yield the expected benefits, (Cassarino, 2004). Neoclassical economic theories are 

criticised for failing to explain why people with a clear incentive to migrate do not manage to do so in 

practice. It also fails to explain why countries with similar structural conditions produce very different 

patterns of migration (King, 2012). This critique motivated the development of structure-centred theories 

below.  

Second generation: structure-centred theories 

In the 1970s and 1980s, the second generation takes departure in dependency theory and world-systems 

theory. These theories see migration as a response to structural differences between the periphery and the 

center in general. Specifically, migration followed cultural and colonial ties and historical power 

constellations (Ammassari, 2010; King, 2012). These theories suggest that migration increases the 

inequality in the world and exacerbate underdevelopment (King, 2012). Critics argue that these structure-

centred approaches deny agency. Migrants are portrayed as passive actors that flow according to structural 

circumstances and the role and power of governments in managing migration is ignored (King, 2012). 

Structure-centred theories paint a rather pessimistic picture of return migrants. Return is seen as 

perpetuating brain drain as migrants that come back motivate others to emigrate (Ammassari, 2010). 

Moreover, these theories tend to highlight the difficulties of returnee resettlement back in the country of 

origin (Cassarino, 2004).  

Third generation: pluralist approaches  

In the 1980s and 1990s, theorists began to realize that no theory could ever capture the complexity of 

migration. They recognized the importance of both structure and agency theories (King, 2012). This 

renewed the epistemology of migration scholarship. Scholars adopted pluralist and interdisciplinary 

approaches and studies became more qualitative in nature (De Haas, 2010; King, 2012). During this 

paradigm shift, the new economics of labour migration (NELM) and the livelihood approach became 

influential theories (De Haas, 2010). Already early on, these theories recognized involve a structural level: 

the household (De Haas, 2010). NELM elaborates on neoclassical economic theories by putting forward that 

migration decisions are made at the household level and rational choice making also involves risk reduction 

(De Haas, 2010; King, 2012). Through a NELM lens, return is seen as the successful achievement of goals, 

not a failed attempt (Cassarino, 2004). The livelihood approach has many parallels with NELM. It also takes 

the household as the unit of analysis and similarly views return as a sign of achievement of goals. The 
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livelihood approach sees migration as a way to improve one’s livelihood and return is based on 

expectations that life back home is better (De Haas, 2010; Naudé et al., 2015).   

Fourth generation: the transnational perspective 

The most recent generation of theories is influenced by transnationalism; the ”transnational turn” (De 

Haas, 2010, p. 247). Transnationalism came into the picture when new technologies, the Internet, lower 

transportation costs and the liberalisation of markets increased the physical and virtual mobility of people. 

Migration researchers realized that migration trajectories become more complex and migrants maintained 

ties to home and host countries. New concepts as transnational livelihood strategies, transnational families 

and transnational practices entered the debate. Transnationalism contests the binary view of here and 

there and home and host countries (De Haas, 2010; Glick Schiller, Basch, & Blanc-Szanton, 1992; Nedelcu, 

2012; Solimano, 2002). It rejects methodological nationalism, which sees the nation state as the political, 

economic, social and cultural frame of the world (Boccagni, 2012; Nedelcu, 2012). Transnationalism and 

return are strongly connected. Transnationalism has facilitated return, but return has also made actors 

more transnational, as they hold on to ties with former countries of residence. For a detailed discussion of 

their influence on each other please refer to Carling & Erdal (2014).  

Transnationalism revived two version of network theory. The first, migrant networks theory also referred to 

as migration systems theory, looks at how networks influence migration flows from a macro perspective. 

The second, social network theory looks at the role of networks for migrants from a micro perspective 

(Cassarino, 2004; Dekker & Engbersen, 2013). 

 

Critics warn for an exaggeration of transnationalism in migration as it assumes that all migrants live these 

so-called transnational lives, while in reality this is a subgroup of migrants. Portraying migrants as hopping 

over country borders also makes us step over integration challenges (King, 2012). And finally, not 

everybody has the means to engage in virtual transnational practices (Nedelcu, 2012).  Despite rapid 

democratisation of internet access, internet penetration levels are still relatively low in many African 

countries (EY, 2014).   

3.2 ENTREPRENEURSHIP RESEARCH 

Research on returnees is done in a limited geographical space. Studies are predominantly set in an Asian 

context, mostly in India and China (Ghimire & Maharjan, 2014; Mayer et al., 2015). African nations are not 

well considered. There are only few studies in Ghana, most of which stay at the macro level and cover little 

themes apart from their contributions to development (Mayer et al., 2015).  



MASTER THESIS – ALIGNING DIFFERENT WORLDS 

23 

 

Studies have addressed returnee entrepreneurship as an occupational choice and looked into venture 

creation (see Batista, McIndoe-Calder, & Vicente, 2014; Mezger Kveder & Flahaux, 2013; Pruthi, 2014). 

However most empirical work is on venture performance and firm survival (see Dahles, 2013; Li, Zhang, Li, 

Zhou, & Zhang, 2012; Liu, 2015; Marchetta, 2012). 

3.2.1 DEFINITION 

Entrepreneurship research generally looks at returnees from the so-called “West”, “OECD countries”, or 

simply North America and Europe. This is based on the assumption that knowledge, technology and other 

capital from advanced economies are considered of superior value (Åkesson, 2016). Depending on the 

geographical region, empirical studies focus mainly on returnees from the US or Europe. Studies that are 

set in the Caribbean or Central America often focus on returnees from the US (see for instance Conway et 

al., 2015). Studies in Asia are more prevalent and returnees come from a wider geographical area, including 

the US, Europe and also Australia (see Dahles, 2013). Studies in Africa have traditionally been more 

focussed on returnees from Europe, due to colonial ties and geographical proximity (see for instance: 

Mezger Kveder & Flahaux, 2013; Sinatti, 2015). Some studies have also looked at returnees from within the 

continent, on the topic of entrepreneurship they often return from South Africa (see Batista et al., 2014). 

As migration to the US increased since the 1980’s and especially since the 1990’s (Schans et al., 2013), 

studies now include more and more returnees from the US. This study focusses on returnees from the 

OECD to Ghana, but takes a broad approach not restricting.  

 

Under the influence of transnationalism, entrepreneurship scholars began to define returnees as 

transnational actors. Not all scholars see them this way. Drori et al. (2009) define returnee entrepreneurs 

as a form of diaspora entrepreneurship, along with the other types: international entrepreneurs, ethnic 

entrepreneurs and transnational entrepreneurs. They define returnee entrepreneurs as related to two 

environments, but only commercially active in their home country. Other empirical studies show however 

how returnee entrepreneurs keep engaged with former countries of residence after return and use 

personal and professional networks in their businesses (Liu et al., 2015). This thesis chooses the latter 

perspective and studies returnee entrepreneurs as transnational actors. The Figure 5 illustrates this.   
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Figure 5 Transnational orientation of returnee entrepreneur – author’s own construction  

 

Having reviewed the most common dimensions in both streams of research, this thesis defines returnee 

entrepreneurs as follows: first generation highly skilled returnee entrepreneurs in Ghana that voluntary 

returned from the OECD.   

3.2.2 THEORETICAL APPROACHES 

Entrepreneurship researchers study returnees as migrants that engage in international business. They see 

them as actors that take advantage of increased mobility and an integrated world a result of globalisation 

(Drori et al., 2009). In a broader perspective, globalisation has widened the focus of entrepreneurship 

research to include emerging and developing economies. As historically, entrepreneurship has been 

studied in Europe and North America; conventional theories were challenged when scholars applied them 

to emerging and developing countries. Classic assumptions of utility maximization, rational choice and 

personal advancement are not universal, and developing economies have more challenging institutional 

environments (Bruton, Ahlstrom, & Obloj, 2008). To account for differences in institutional environments, 

theories then evolved from economic models to include social science approaches. Theory making 

developed this trend over roughly four periods.  

Early approaches 

Entrepreneurship is studied since the early 1900s, mostly by economic scholars. Three approaches 

dominate in the 20th century. The first is the economic approach. A mainstream neoclassical view of an 

entrepreneur is “someone that manages factors of production” and almost synonymous to a business 
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owner or manager. Later economic theorists, associated with the Austrian school, saw an entrepreneur as 

someone with certain skills. They highlighted: being alert to opportunities (Kirzner), innovative 

(Schumpeter), risk taking (Knight) and being creative and imaginative (Shackle). Later, this evolved into the 

personality trait approach. It takes a different approach to the Austrian school, as it assumes that 

entrepreneurs are born with traits (qualities, attributes). This approach is criticized for being static as 

ignoring the role of learning. Early economic approaches could differentiate in entrepreneurial activity 

between regions as they undermine the influence of context. It gave rise to early socio-behavioural 

structural approaches. These approaches follow the idea that culture, demographics, institutions and 

geographical factors influence entrepreneurship. Critics, in turn, argue that this approach wrongly treats 

non-structural factors as a constant (Deakins & Freel, 2012).  

Institutional perspective 

More recently, when international entrepreneurship research widened its focus to emerging markets, the 

need for an approach that can account for contextual difference was found in the institutional perspective. 

It gained popularity through the work of economist Douglass North and sociologist Richard Scott in the 

early 1990s (Lynch & Jin, 2016; Peng, Sun, Pinkham, & Chen, 2009). The institutional perspective has a 

broad understanding of institutions, understood as the formal (laws, regulations) and informal (norms, 

beliefs) rules of the game. It has proven to have strong explanatory power especially in environments 

characterized by absence or weak formal institutions like developing countries (Peng et al., 2009). Critics of 

the institutional perspective are that it only highlights the constraining effect of institutions (Bruton et al., 

2008) and assumes that enterprises must accept the institutional environment, with no influence on 

changing or adapting to it (Lynch & Jin, 2016)  

The transnational perspective 

As with migration research, transnationalism entered entrepreneurship research when technological 

advancements and reduced transportation costs increased the intensity and scale of business across 

borders (Drori et al., 2008). Migrant entrepreneurs are particularly debated in this respect. When moving 

to another country, they maintain business links with the country of origin, making their businesses 

transnational from the start (Drori et al., 2008, 2009). A new field of study emerged: transnational 

entrepreneurship (Drori et al., 2009). Transnational entrepreneurship seems compatible with international 

entrepreneurship, as both have a focus on entrepreneurship across borders. However, traditional 

international entrepreneurship theories have difficulties to study transnational entrepreneurs. These 

theories take departure in one institutional setting and have difficulties considering environments 
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simultaneously and focus on the challenges to operate in foreign environment. Entrepreneurs that operate 

transnationally precisely derive their competitive advantage from leveraging multiple environments.  

Relational perspective / Practice approach 

Most recently there are calls for pluralism in the field of entrepreneurship. The relational perspective, also 

referred to the practice approach, emerged as a reaction to these calls and is able to consider both 

structure and agency  (Chalmers & Shaw, 2015; Forson, Özbilgin, Bilgehan Ozturk, & Tatli, 2014; Tatli et al., 

2014). The relational perspective is defined as, “an approach which frames and studies social phenomena 

as dynamically evolving, gaining meaning and shape in a web of complex relationships in its situated 

context” (Tatli et al., 2014, p. 615). It sees entrepreneurial actions as arising from the interaction between 

the entrepreneur and the environment. By focussing on practice, social phenomena are automatically 

inseparable in context (Chalmers & Shaw, 2015; Tatli et al., 2014). A practice perspective of 

entrepreneurship is fundamentally different from earlier approaches2. The individual approach sees an 

entrepreneurs as driven from within (agency), structural approaches as driven from outside (structure). In 

contrast, the practice perspective considers both as sees entrepreneurs as guided by their embeddedness 

in the context (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009).  Context is an important concept which will be further 

discussed in the methodology chapter (chapter 4).  

 

Bourdieu is seen as the main contributor to the development of the practice approach3 with his praxeology 

theory central to his book, “An Outline of a Theory of Practice” (Tatli et al., 2014). Although Bourdieu is 

known for his work on social reproduction and mobility in society, and did not specifically study migrants, 

his framework is a proven theoretical robust way to study entrepreneurship (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009; 

Pret et al., 2015). It has also successfully been applied to transnational entrepreneurship (Drori et al., 2008, 

2010; Patel & Conklin, 2009; Tatli et al., 2014), but to the knowledge of the author, not to returnee 

entrepreneurship yet. Bourdieu’s praxeology, like any theory, has its limitations. Scholars argue that 

praxeology puts too much emphasis on the interaction between agency and structure, that it foregoes non-

interacting structural and agentic factors. It also risks putting personal characteristics too much to the 

background that the individual becomes under-theorised (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009). Moreover, scholars 

                                                           

2
 There are different ways to study entrepreneurship. First, by focussing on the individual as an actor, asking the who-question. 

Secondly, by studying entrepreneurial events, processes or activities, asking the what-question. Thirdly, by considering the 

constraining and enabling factors of an entrepreneur’s environment, focussing on the where (Virtanen, 1997). More recently, 

researchers attempt to study entrepreneurship in a more holistic way by focussing on entrepreneurial practice (Gorton, 2000).  

3
 Since Bourdieu’s praxeology puts practice central, I continue using the term practice approach instead of relational perspective.  
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criticized Bourdieu’s praxeology for being deterministic and circular. Objective structures produce habitus, 

which produce practice, which produces structures again. It is unclear how structures come into existence 

in the first place and it denies the free will of actors (see Martin & Dennis, 2010).  

 

Based on the review of theoretical approaches in both migration and entrepreneurship research, this thesis 

adopts a combination of perspectives from both streams of literature. A practice approach to 

entrepreneurship drawing on Bourdieu’s praxeology serves the objective of the thesis to create a 

contextualised understanding of the use of capital in returnee enterprises. Combining this with the 

transnational perspective allows capturing the transnational nature of the migration trajectories and 

business practices of returnee entrepreneurs.   

3.3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Before moving on to the theoretical framework, this section first briefly introduces the Bourdieu’s 

praxeology and combines it with a transnational perspective.   

3.3.1 COMBINING PERSPECTIVES 

Bourdieu’s praxeology is based on three interrelated concepts that are central to much of Bourdieu’s work. 

These are: habitus, capital and social field (Bourdieu, 1977). The concepts work together as described by 

following equation: [(habitus)*(capital)] + field = practice. Practice emerges from an actor’s frame of 

reference (habitus) and position in a field (capital) seen within a particular social arena (field) (Maton, 

2008). The analogy of a competitive game is often used to illustrate how this works and to clarify the 

concepts (Grenfell, 2008; see for instance Maton, 2008; Tatli et al., 2014).  

 

The social field can be seen as the pitch. This is where players occupy a strategic place and try to maximise 

their play. Each player has its own history of training, character, style and so on. This can be seen as their 

capital. The social field carries its own so-called rules of the game, which are formal rules and more 

informal regularities, such as the tempo of the game. Players consciously or unconsciously try to abide by 

these rules and regularities through their sense of the game, which is habitus. Translating this to 

entrepreneurship, the social field can represent a market with certain rules and ways of operating. In this 

market, entrepreneurs compete with others over scarce resources and customers. Their ability to succeed 

in these struggles, depends on how well equipped they are. This depends on their means, such as access to 

resources (capital) and their feel for the market (habitus).   

 



LITERATURE REVIEW 

28 

 

The metaphor of a sports game illustrates how all concepts work together. The binding factor is the 

habitus, connecting the players (agency) to the field (structure). Scholars describe how, through the notion 

of habitus, Bourdieu combines agency and structure, settling long standing disputes in social science 

between agency and structure theories (Tatli et al., 2014). Praxeology does not describe a static social 

reality. Capital, field and habitus evolve over time through a process of mutual structuration4. Bourdieu 

describes how structures exist twice in the social world. In material form, which are the objective structures 

or rules of the social field (first order) and in internalised form, which is the embodied understanding of 

first order structures through the habitus (second order) (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Over time, the first 

order structures shape the habitus, while at the same time habitus shapes the first order structures 

through practice. Bourdieu speaks of both ‘structured structures’ (modus operatum) and ‘structuring 

structures’ (modus operandi) (Bourdieu, 1977; Grenfell, 2008) 

 

Defining returnees as transnational actors requires shifting Bourdieu’s view to fit a transnational view of 

the social world. Bourdieu did not study migrants or transnational practices, but praxeology has been 

applied to entrepreneurship in transnational settings (see Drori et al., 2008, 2010; Patel & Conklin, 2009). 

To study transnational entrepreneurs, Patel & Conklin (2009) expanded Bourdieu’s framework with two 

concepts: transnational habitus and bifocality. They define transnational habitus as “the dual disposition of 

an entrepreneur to act in two distinct social fields” (Patel & Conklin, 2009, p. 1050). They further assert that 

just having a reference for transnational action does not translate into an ability to operate transnationally. 

They argued that an entrepreneur additionally needs bifocality, defined as, “the ability of individuals in 

transnational settings to adjust to two different environments” (Patel & Conklin, 2009, p. 1046). Although 

Patel & Conklin (2009) combine the two perspectives that this thesis aims to use, I will not adopt their 

framework in this thesis. Patel & Conklin conceptualise social fields as countries, which conflicts with 

transnationalism’s rejection of methodological nationalism. Instead, this thesis follows the approach of 

transnational scholars Levitt & Glick Schiller (2004) and Nedelcu (2012) who have conceptualised social 

field and habitus closer to Bourdieu’s understanding; as social spaces rather than geographical spaces. 

 

                                                           

4
 Structuration is the process that forms structures. 
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3.4  THE FRAMEWORK 

Combining the key concepts from Bourdieu’s praxeology with the transnational perspective, the theoretical 

framework is presented below. The framework guides the analysis of the empirical data and aims to answer 

research question: How do highly skilled returnee entrepreneurs use capital in operating a firm in the 

creative arts industry?  

 

The framework illustrates that the use of capital in entrepreneurial practice is not defined by a 

straightforward cause and effect relationship, but is defined by the interaction with habitus and the social 

field. The use of capital does not stand on its own; its value is defined by the social field and it requires 

habitus to read the field and know how to use it. The arrows in the framework do not intent to visualise 

causality, but illustrates mutual interdependencies. Transnationalism plays a role throughout this 

interaction. As transnational actors, returnee entrepreneurs have gained transnational capital and formed 

a transnational habitus and engage in transnational fields. The framework shows how transnationalism 

expands their capital, habitus and social field.  

 

Figure 6 Theoretical framework - author’s own construction 
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This section describes the three concepts one by one. Each subsection explains (i) the meaning of the 

concept according to Bourdieu’s praxeology (Social Field), (ii) the transnational version (Capital), and (iii) 

the role this plays in the use of capital by of returnee entrepreneurship (Habitus).  

3.4.1 SOCIAL FIELD 

Bourdieu’s sociology does not understand a society as a homogenous entity with a common culture, logic 

and overarching authority (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) Rather, his social field perspective conceptualizes 

a society as multi-layered, consisting of overlapping social sub-section as religion, culture, work, education 

and so on (Bourdieu, 1977). In praxeology the social field is the structured system where the positions of 

agents and the relation between them are determined based on the distribution of capital. The field has a 

historical dynamism that over time determines and continuously recreates the written and unwritten rules 

of the game, referred to as doxa. Agents in the same social field share the doxa or fundamental beliefs of 

that field. The acceptance and recognition of doxa by the agents in the field, is what Bourdieu refers to as 

illusio. Economies as a whole, industries or market can all be seen as social fields. There exist considerable 

heterogeneity in the rules of the game between industries and markets in different societies, as they are 

rooted in different societal structures (Drori et al., 2010).   

Transnational social field 

The study conceptualises returnee entrepreneurs as located in multi-layered and multi-sited transnational 

social field and engaging in multiple social fields, both locally and transnationally. Bourdieu’s concept of 

social field is helpful to view the social world in this way, as social fields are social in nature and not 

geographical (Levitt, 2004; Nedelcu, 2012). Transnational social field is defined as, “a set of multiple 

interlocking networks of social relationships through which ideas, practices, and resources are unequally 

exchanged, organized, and transformed” (Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004, p. 1009).   

3.4.2 CAPITAL  

Literature on returnee entrepreneurship generally distinguishing between financial capital, human capital 

and social capital (Ammassari, 2010). This thesis draws on Bourdieu’s capital theory (1986) as his 

conceptualisation puts forward some qualities relevant to this study: capital is convertible, can be 

embodied, which makes it easier to transfer across environments, and is accumulated over time (Åkesson, 

2016). Bourdieu (1986) distinguishes between four forms of capital: economic, cultural social, social capital 

and symbolic capital. Bourdieu defines capital as, “all the goods, material and symbolic, without distinction, 

that present themselves as rare and worthy of being sought after in a particular social formation” 

(Bourdieu, 1977, p. 178). Capital interacts with the social field. Agent derive their position in the social field 
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from capital, which in turn facilitates or hinders access to more capital and mediates how capital can be 

used (Bourdieu, 1977). Further, capital receives its value from the social field.  The meaning and value of 

capital in the fashion industry for instance, is not the same as what it means to internet start-up businesses 

(De Clercq & Voronov, 2009). Capital can therefore not be easily transferred between social fields (Patel & 

Conklin, 2009).  

 

Economic capital represents money, or something that can be converted into money, like for property 

(Bourdieu, 1986). In this thesis, economic capital is operationalised by possession of capital, such as 

accumulated savings, property or having access to sources of economic capital, either in the home country 

or abroad. Moreover, it takes into account the ease of raising capital. Hirsch (2016) describes for example 

how returnees have an advantage over local entrepreneurs, because they can access capital through their 

established networks abroad. She mentions that, while in West Africa borrowing money can come at an 

interest rate of over 30%, returnees have access to foreign banks and can borrow at single-digit interest 

rates (Hirsch, 2016). 

 

Cultural capital5 exists in three states. The first is the embodied state, as lifestyle, habits and language 

proficiency which is difficult to convert into other forms of capital. The second is the objectified state, 

which refers to possessions or consumption of possessions, such as cars, houses, reading certain books, and 

going on certain holidays. The third is the institutionalized state, like educational qualification, which makes 

it comparable and easier to convert (Bourdieu, 1986). Prior studies on returnee entrepreneurs have found 

how returnees gain cultural capital from the migration cycle and how this proves useful in their enterprises, 

examples include: practical know-how, customer service skills, communication skills, ethical awareness, 

such as a sense of responsibility, punctuality, discipline, rigour and attention to detail (Åkesson, 2016; 

Ammassari, 2010).  

 

Social capital is defined as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to 

possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition” (Bourdieu, 1986, p 286). Just like cultural capital, it takes time to develop and acquisition can 

                                                           

5
 Studies on returnee entrepreneurship have used the concept of “human capital”, which comes close to the meaning of cultural 

capital, but is narrower, as it refers to just skills, training and work experience (Pret et al., 2015). “Social remittances” is another 

commonly used term resembling cultural capital (see for instance Conway et al., 2015), but the association with economic 

remittances suggests a simple remitting, which foregoes that capital requires adaptation to be useful in another field (Åkesson, 

2016).   
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go unnoticed. Both cultural capital and social capital are at their strongest when not directly associated 

with economic indicators, as then it has more suggestion of a meritocratic achievement (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Previous empirical work found that local contacts inside customs were important for Cape Verdean 

returnees when operating internationally, contacts with politicians facilitated access to credit and 

equipment (Åkesson, 2016) and family ties played an important role in the start-up of phase of Chinese 

returnees, while industry ties were useful later on to find local employees, customers and market 

knowledge (Pruthi, 2014).  However, ties get weaker over time and affects the benefits that returnees can 

derive from social capital (Mayer et al., 2015).  

 

Symbolic capital is associated with status, prestige and reputation. It is objectified in awards, certificates, 

publications and so on (Bourdieu, 1986). Symbolic capital does not stand alone, but is generated by any of 

the capitals mentioned before. Social capital can convert into symbolic capital when being associated with 

others with others with a positive reputation and a degree from a prestigious institution (institutionalised 

cultural capital) can give status. In turn, symbolic capital can also be converted into other types of capital. A 

good reputation can for instance give access to social networks (Pret et al., 2015) The value of symbolic 

capital is determines by the importance that others give to and this in turn depends on the values of the 

social field (Bourdieu, 1986). A study on Ghanaian returnee entrepreneurs showed how the migration cycle 

contributed to an increased income level in Ghana, which gave them a higher social status. However, at the 

same time it created a gap between them and locals (Yendaw, 2014).   

Transnational capital  

Studies that take on a transnational conceptual lens identified how returnees acquire specific transnational 

forms of capital from a migration cycle (Bowles, 2013; Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Levitt & Glick Schiller, 

2004). The study of Gu & Schweisfurth (2015) defines transnational capital particularly well. Studying 

returned Chinese exchange students they distinguish between three forms: transnational connections, 

cosmopolitan competence and cosmopolitan identity. All forms of transnational capital were found helpful 

in reconstructing their lives back in China, both personally and professionally (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015). In 

Bourdieu’s terms, transnational connections can be seen as social capital. The second, cosmopolitan 

competence, is described by Gu & Schweisfurth (2015) as “an ability to cope effectively with cultural 

differences” (2010, p. 951). It is similar to what Patel & Conklin (2009) refer to as bifocality. Bowles (2013) 

similarly defines cosmopolitanism as a competence. In her study of Ghanaian élite women, 

cosmopolitanism represented the skill that helped gain way to cultures, through listening, looking, intuiting 

and reflecting (2013, p. 220). Cosmopolitan identity is a sense that home is more than one place (Gu & 

Schweisfurth, 2015, p. 950). It is created over time through what they call a transformation from an identity 
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with mono-cultural roots to a dual or multi-identity.  It relates to what Levitt & Glick Schiller (2004) calls 

‘ways of belonging’ and refers to the conscious expressions of identity in practice.  They distinguish it from 

‘ways of being’, which refers to engaging in social relations and practices of a social field, but with no 

identity involved.   

3.4.3 HABITUS  

Habitus represents an actor’s behavioural tendencies, which is based on the codes, norms and schemes of 

perception of the social field. Through this, it governs practice (Bourdieu, 1977). When doxa is to the ‘rules 

of the game’, habitus is the ‘feel for the game’ (Maton, 2008) Translated to entrepreneurship, habitus is an 

entrepreneur’s frame of reference (Drori et al., 2010). It provides the entrepreneur with a sense of how to 

act in different contexts (Pret et al., 2015). Studying entrepreneurs as newcomers to a market, De Clercq & 

Voronov (2009) found how entrepreneurs need to enact habitus to fulfil two conflicting criteria: “to fit in” 

and “to stand out”. To gain legitimacy, entrepreneurs needed to understand the rules of the game and 

respect the positions of incumbents in the field, but at the same time, challenge the field by offer 

something new (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009).   

Transnational habitus 

When exposed to new environments, transformation is necessary to fit in. The habitus needs to match the  

field structures of the new social field (Grenfell, 2008, p. 147) If there is a mismatch, this results in what 

Bourdieu describes as hysteresis. When this appears, the habitus will adapt to the new situation to over 

time match the field. When practicing transnationalism this process is ongoing and creates a transnational 

habitus over time (Nedelcu, 2012). A transnational habitus6 is defined as “a mixture of local, national and 

cosmopolitan cultural references” (Nedelcu, 2012, p. 1346) Entrepreneurs that are embedded in social 

fields that span across borders need to be able to deal with, for instance, different markets, local legal 

regimes, consumer preferences, and so on (Drori et al., 2009). A transnational habitus gives entrepreneurs 

a reference for action compatible with different social fields (Drori et al., 2010). A transnational habitus 

creates a number of additional advantages. It gives entrepreneurs access to a larger pool of resource, 

access to economies of scope, reduces liability of foreignness7, the ability to combine the best of two 

                                                           

6
 As argued before, I do not adopt the definition of transnational habitus of Patel & Conklin (2009) as they use notions of “dual 

disposition” and “two distinct social fields” limiting engagement to two countries (see Patel & Conklin, 2009, p. 1050).   

7
 ‘Liability of foreignness’ is a concept from institutional theory. It describes how businesses that internationalize and operate in an 

institutional environment they are not familiar with, face reduced competitive advantage and extra costs (Patel & Conklin, 2009).  
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worlds (Patel & Conklin, 2009) and transfer business ideas, models and products from one environment to 

another (Drori et al., 2008, 2010).  

 

This chapter defined the definition of returnee entrepreneur that is adopted in this thesis. It also reviewed 

a wide number of approaches that scholars have used to study the relationship between migration and 

entrepreneurship. Considering the aim of the thesis to study returnees in situ, this chapter then argued for 

a practice approach to entrepreneurship, which combines Bourdieu’s praxeology with a transnational 

perspective. The next chapter describes which methodological choices were made to ensure a contextual 

approach to the study of returnee entrepreneurs. 
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4 METHODOLOGY 

Gaining a more realistic image of the abilities of returnee entrepreneurs, require an empirical study that is 

designed to create an in-depth and in situ understanding of returnees. This chapter outlines the 

methodological choices of the empirical study. The chapter contains five sections. Section 4.1 describes the 

exploratory nature of the study, Section 4.2 argues for Pragmatism as the philosophy of science and 

Section 4.3 introduces the case study design. The last two sections (4.4 and 4.5) describe the data collection 

in Ghana and methods for analysis.  

4.1 PURPOSE AND NATURE OF RESEARCH 

The goal is to move beyond the overly positive assumptions mentioned in the introduction that create 

exaggerated expectations from returnee entrepreneurs. The empirical study is exploratory in nature as it is 

particularly useful when investigating phenomena that are little understood and considerably complex 

(Creswell, 2007). Therefore, the research question asks a how-question and aims to understand, rather 

than explain the use of capital by returnee entrepreneurs. To produce a contextualised understanding, the 

thesis adopts a practice approach to entrepreneurship. This ensures that returnee entrepreneurs are 

considered inseparable from its environment.   

4.2 PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 

Philosophy of science is the discipline that is concerned with “the nature of being” (ontology) and “the 

nature of knowledge”, which are the methods for understanding the social world (epistemology). It 

determines our worldview and defines how we place individuals within the social world. This section 

shortly describes the four most used philosophies in social science (Van de Ven, 2007). This allows 

positioning pragmatism between alternatives philosophies and helps substantiate the fit with the objective 

and nature of this study.  

 

Positivism and interpretivism are the most common philosophies of science and often presented as 

extreme opposites. Positivism imitates the natural sciences and aims to measure the ‘truth’ in objective 

ways and produce value-free evidence. It is based on an ontological belief that “the truth is out there”.  It 

calls for quantitative methods, large data sets, and deductive reasoning. Critics argue that has a flat 

ontology, reducing reality to what appears on the surface.  Interpretivism borrows rationales from the arts 

and literature. The general tendency is ‘verstehen’ (understand), rather than ‘erklären’ (explain) and aims 
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to understand social phenomena through the meanings that individuals assign to them. It embraces the 

complexity of the social world and aims to gain a holistic understanding by gathering rich data about 

perceptions, experiences and beliefs (Bryman, 2012; Castles, 2012; Van de Ven, 2007). The Interpretivist 

paradigm is criticized for reducing social reality to what individuals reveals to us; hence also a flat ontology 

(Castles, 2012; Watson, 2013).  

 

Critical realism and Pragmatism are ‘middle way’ philosophies that lie in between. Critical realism adopts an 

objective ontology, but in contrast to positivism, believes that a truth exists beyond what researchers can 

measure and observe, conceiving a layered ontology1. It takes a subjective epistemology as Critical realists 

argue that it requires a researcher to link the empirical top level to deeper layers of reality through 

abduction (Blundel, 2007; Bryman, 2012; Castles, 2012; Danermark, Ekström, Jakobsen, & Kar, 2002; 

Fletcher, 2016). Pragmatism, on the other hand, can take many forms. The epistemology is generally 

subjective, but the ontology can be either objective or subjective. Pragmatism is not concerned with 

uncovering the truth, but rather with the practical consequences of a study. The research design needs to 

satisfy the intended aims. The most important determinant is the research question. That what is most 

appropriate for answering the research question is considered the most appropriate design (Creswell, 

2007; Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2008; Van de Ven, 2007).  

 

This thesis takes a practice approach to entrepreneurship based on Bourdieu’s praxeology. Bourdieu’s 

sociology considers structure and agency as a duality, mutually influencing. None of the philosophies of 

science, but Pragmatism is compatible with this view. Interpretivism believes that individuals (agency) 

construct social reality and positivism believes that society (structure) shapes individual behaviour (Tatli et 

al., 2014). Critical realism does not fit a practice approach either. Although both Bourdieu and Critical 

realists attempt to bridge the structure-agency gap, their ontology is argued to be fundamentally different. 

Bourdieu’s praxeology envisions an integrated, interactive, and inseparable social reality, which is not 

compatible with the stratified ontology of critical realism (Benjaminsen, 2003). Pragmatism, on the other 

hand, views actors as situated in circumstances and perceives them as coping with reality and creating 

solutions to problems that arise from these circumstances (Watson, 2013). This view fits the relational 

nature of the practice approach. This author therefore adopts a Pragmatist philosophy of science to 

underpin the study.  

                                                           

1
 The ontology of critical realism is stratified over three levels that can be visualized as an iceberg. The empirical level (what we 

observe, above water), the actual level (what actually occurs, regardless of what we observe, hence under water) and below that 

the real level (mechanisms that orchestrate phenomena on the ‘surface’) (Fletcher, 2016). 
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Pragmatism 

Pragmatism finds its origins with three early American thinkers: Peirce (1839–1914), James (1842–1910) 

and Dewey (1859–1914). It was Peirce that introduced the pragmatic notion of ‘meaning’. He stated that 

for anything to be meaningful, it must have practical bearings. The practical consequences need to satisfy 

the intended aims. Building on Peirce’s work, James saw Pragmatism as a way to improve the results of our 

research endeavours. There are two elements to his thinking. He saw truth in a realist way, claiming that 

truth exists beyond what we can observe. Secondly, he saw that every scientific endeavour has positivist 

and interpretivism elements. For him, Pragmatism represents the compromise, a way to be flexible and 

employ different viewpoints and method to improve the conception of phenomena. Dewey further 

elaborated in this. For Dewey, scientific endeavour should not be motivated by searching for truths, but 

aim to understand problematic situation in order to reach societal goals. His view of pragmatism 

encourages any search for knowledge as long as it helps human actors cope with the world in a better way 

(Van de Ven, 2007; Watson, 2013). 

 

A common theme among the three philosophers is the focus on what is useful; what works on a practical 

level. Pragmatists claim that understanding the world is impossible and scientific research should not be 

aimed at uncovering truths or asserting correctness. Producing knowledge should aim at improving our 

current understanding in terms of how useful it is to practice. This reveals a realist stance. There exists a 

version of reality that will help us cope with practical situations better what we do now. We cannot observe 

them yet, but we aim to uncover it through scientific inquiry. This Pragmatist realism differs, however, from 

Critical realist realism. It does not refer to deeper levels of reality, but to “learning the ropes” of different 

social situations to deal with reality (Watson, 2013). The Pragmatist underpinning implies that exploring the 

use of capital in entrepreneurial practice will increase our understanding of the abilities of returnee 

entrepreneurs. It aims to learn the ropes for dealing with social reality. Chapter 7 describes the intended 

practical use of this thesis in more detail.  

 

Pragmatism does not imply any method in particular. The exploratory nature of the study does however 

calls for a qualitative research strategy. Qualitative research moves closer to the reality of the research 

participant and is thereby able to uncover more details about participant’s views, perceptions and 

interpretations of the social world (Bryman, 2012). 

 

 



METHODOLOGY 

38 

 

4.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

The research design is the skeleton of an empirical study. Bryman (2012) distinguishes four designs: cross-

sectional, longitudinal, case study and comparative. The choice between them depends on the importance 

of some key dimensions: causal connections, generalisations, connection to context, and a temporal 

dimension (Bryman, 2012). As an exploratory case study aims for depth, rather than breadth and 

generalisation, the case study design is found most appropriate for this study. It is a particularly useful 

design when the connection to context is essential2. Case study research has become increasingly popular 

over the past few decades, resulting in a proliferation of case studies. Along with this came a range of 

opinions on what a case study represents. Some consider it a methodology (see Creswell, 2007), others a 

method and yet again others a research design (Bryman, 2012). This thesis considers the case study a 

design and methodology. The case forms the skeleton (design) as well as the approach to understand the 

social phenomenon (methodology).  

 

Considering returnees as transnational actors requires a design that captures simultaneous engagement in 

different spaces across borders. Taking on Bourdieu’s concept of social field helps overcome 

methodological nationalism, but does not guarantee that it captures transnationality. Literature describes 

that multi-sited research is ideal for studying transnational practices and relations. It allows studying 

participants in multiple social fields across borders. However, it is also a demanding option in terms time 

and resources. Scholars, therefore, suggest using in-depth narrative interviews asking individuals about the 

transnational aspects of their lives and their engagement across borders (Boccagni, 2012). This alternative 

is found suitable for this thesis as the interest of the study lies in the relevance of transnationalism to the 

practices of returnees. It does not aim to understand their transnational engagement in itself, as in wanting 

to map their transnational footprint.  

4.3.1 CASE STUDY DESIGN 

Case design come in all sorts and forms, which make choosing the right design a difficult task. In an attempt 

to create an overview, several scholars consolidated the array of options in a classification (for an overview 

see Table 1 in Thomas, 2011, p. 516). Thomas (2011) argues that these classifications represent mere ideal 

types. Instead, he recommends designing bottom-up, considering the main dimensions that define the 

study. His typology distinguishes between the following dimensions: the object, subject, purpose and 

                                                           

2
 A comparative design, where two or more contrasting cases are compared, was also considered. However, this design is more 

appropriate when the interested does not lie primarily in the case, but in the ability to make inferences from the comparison.  



MASTER THESIS – ALIGNING DIFFERENT WORLDS 

39 

 

approach3. The essence of a case lies in the relation between the object and the subject. There has to be 

something to explain (subject) and something to explain it with (object) (Thomas, 2011). When considering 

only a subject, the case study runs the risk of not explaining anything at all (Dumez, 2015). The typology 

forces to define what the case study is trying to do and how to achieve that, which guides methodological 

choices. Table 2 shows how the typology is applied to this thesis. 

Table 2 Key considerations in designing a case study - Source: (Thomas, 2011) 

 Defined by Thomas (2011) as: In this thesis: 

Subject An instance or class of a social phenomenon, 

presenting an interesting, revealing example.  

Use of capital by Ghanaian returnee 

entrepreneurs in the creative arts industry. 

Object The analytical frame, the means of interpreting 

the case.  

Entrepreneurial practice seen through the lens of 

Bourdieu’s praxeology. 

Purpose The understanding that is required or explanation 

that is needed. It can be intrinsic or instrumental, 

and beyond this: evaluative, explanatory or 

exploratory.  

The case is instrumental. It provides the frame for 

the exploratory case study.  

Approach Theory-testing, theory-building (theory as an end 

goal) or illustrative (theory as a means to an end) 

The theory is used as a “thinking tool”, hence 

illustrative (Thomas, 2010).  

 

The case study design is chosen to study returnee entrepreneurship in a specific setting; in context. But 

what exactly is context? Before defining the borders of the frame, the notion of context requires some 

clarification. Bourdieu’s concept that comes closest to context is social field, but there is a range of 

opinions on how the two are related (see Grenfell, 2008, p. 52; Hilgers & Mangez, 2015, pp. 31, 76; Zarycki, 

2007, p. 541). The interpretation by Zarycki's (2007) is found most plausible. He defines context as 

multidimensional, consisting of sub layers of fields (2007, p. 541). As actors can simultaneously be involved 

in several social fields, and even in multiple societies at the same time this is most plausible. The 

transnational perspective stretches this definition across national borders to become transnational social 

fields (Levitt, 2004; Nedelcu, 2012).  

Framing the case 

A case is a bounded system.  To define the context and study the social phenomenon in a specific setting 

and under certain consequences, it needs boundaries. Time and place are considered the main parameters 

                                                           

3
 Thomas (2011) defines a fifth dimensions in his typology: process. This refers to a single or multiple case study. Since the latter is 

seen by Bryman (2012) as a comparative research design, which has been disregarded before, the dimension is not further 

considered here.  
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as they form the spatial and temporal cadres (Creswell, 2007). This case study has used migration history 

charts to plot mobility of the returnee entrepreneurs in time and place. As migration trajectories differed 

between the returnee entrepreneurs, individual charts were compared exposing the parameters of place 

and time, making up the transnational frame. Migration history charts are usually used as a tool for data 

collection helping to structure, remember and link important events during the interview process (Carling, 

2012). In this study, it was used as an analysis aid. Creating the charts during the interviews would have 

overemphasised the migration history, drawing attention away from current practices.  

4.3.2 CASE STUDY RESEARCH 

Using a case study means that contextual conditions are considered an integral part of the study (Creswell, 

2007). The aim of a case study is not to generalise, but understand a social phenomenon framed in a 

particular context (Bryman, 2012). This fits the purpose of this thesis and fits the Pragmatic underpinning, 

as a case study can gain in-depth understanding with a relatively small amount of participants. Alternative 

methodologies were considered, but found less suitable. The aim of the study is not to capture a lived 

experience of the returnees, which would call for phenomenology. The study also does not aim to 

understand their entire life course, as is the aim of a narrative methodology. The study does not centre on 

the shared culture of returnees, which is the essence of ethnography. Finally, the study does not aim to 

move beyond description to generate a theory, which is the aim of grounded theory (Creswell, 2007).  

Although case studies are widely used, it is consistently seen as a ‘weak’ form of science. As the focus is on 

the singular, case studies are thought to be an insecure basis to generalise from. However, the potency of a 

case study does not lie in generalisations but to create a thorough understanding of a specific social 

phenomenon. The essence lies in the capacity to understand phenomena, not to explain them (Järvensivu 

& Tärnroos, 2009; Thomas, 2010). 

4.4 DATA COLLECTION METHODS 

A case study calls for maximum contextualisation. Often this involves collecting data from different angles 

using multiple sources of even use multiple methods (Creswell, 2007). To gain insights from several angles, 

this study combined interviews with returnees and expert interviews, i.e. interviews with informants. 

Informants were employees of institutions, associations and local universities. APPENDIX III contains an 

overview of interviews held during the fieldwork in Accra, Ghana. Interviews took place at the workplace, 

their homes or a café in Accra, depending on the preference of the participant. Interviews were held in 

English, lasted for 1 to 1.5 hours and were recorded using a voice recorder.  
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Participants selection 

Case study research typically involves a small number of participants. The required number of participants 

depends how rich each account is and on practical restrictions that the researcher faces, such as time and 

budget constraints and restricted access (Creswell, 2007). For this case study 12 interviews were held with 

returnee entrepreneurs and seven narrative accounts are included in the analysis. Since the individual 

narratives were rather rich, the author could be critical as to which to include, considering completeness 

and fit with target group. APPENDIX I reports the selection procedure.  

 

Participants were selected through purposive sampling. The starting point was the local partner, the 

University of Ghana Business School at Legon, Accra. The university staff and in particular Dr Mohammed-

Aminu Sanda helped identify the first participants and gave access to local institutions. After this, snowball 

sampling was used to penetrate further into the networks. Snowballing uses a small pool of initial contacts 

to identify more potential participants (Bryman, 2012; Noy, 2008). Snowballing proved a lucrative 

technique to identify the returnees. However, to can create overrepresentation of the most active 

members of a community, i.e. gatekeeper bias (Noy, 2008). Without downplaying this concern, it is 

considered less severe to this study as the aim is to gain an in-depth understanding of a select group, rather 

than a broad understanding of a wider population. Still, purposive sampling was used several times more to 

gain access to new, separate networks. APPENDIX I contains a tree illustrating the sampling procedure. 

4.4.1 INTERVIEWING 

While Positivists see interviewing as something that should be tightly controlled, using standardised 

questions producing unbiased and replicable responses, Interpretivists use interviews to gain a subjective 

understanding of the social world trying to uncover meaning through narrative accounts (Bryman, 2012). 

The explorative aim of the study comes closer to the Interpretivist way. Although a detailed context might 

call for unstructured interviews creating widely rich narrative accounts, the study took a more pragmatic 

approach and used semi-structured interviews, making sure the research question was central. The 

interviews covered three main topics: the migration period, return to Ghana and entrepreneurship in the 

creative industry. Participants were in charge of the order of these topics and could bring in new themes. 

Questions were narrative and descriptive in nature, such as “Can you start off and tell me about?, and 

shorter version like “And after that?” encouraging the participant to tell the story in detail.  

 

Interviews were retrospective, looking at current practice and linking this across space and time (Bryman, 

2012). A limitation is that participants can interpret things differently depending on time and contexts 
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(Cope, 2005). As transnationalism is a dynamic concept, this could create a bias. Returnee perspectives of 

their homeland Ghana and their sense of belonging have most likely evolved over time. It is important to 

realise that an interview is always a snapshot, even when drawing on past events (Boccagni, 2012). 

APPENDIX I contains a sample of the interview guide. 

4.5 DATA ANALYSIS  

The following quote from Thomas (2011) captures the goal and process of the analysis of a case study well, 

“The interplay between the unit of analysis and the case is a constitutive element of case study research” 

(2011, p. 513). By analysing the case as a whole, the use of capital in entrepreneurial practice was 

considered as arising from the context. The author took an embedded approach. This was considered more 

appropriate than a holistic approach, which examines the entire case and works bottom-up. Instead, the 

embedded approach puts an analytical aspect central and examines this deeper (Creswell, 2007). The 

embedded approach is a more pragmatic way to analyse ’from the case’, without having the data decide 

the process (Creswell, 2007). Using the theoretical framework, the unstructured, disjointed transcripts 

were developed into one coherent, thematic, joint narrative account. As the quote from Thomas (2011) 

suggests, it was not a linear process but required going from the text, to the theory, relating it to the 

context, back to the text, and so on. A summary of the individual interpreted narratives was sent to 

participants to ensure the story was told correctly and can be found in APPENDIX III.  

4.5.1 QUALITATIVE CONTENT ANALYSIS 

Taking an embedded approach, the narratives were analysed using qualitative content analysis. Qualitative 

content analysis is concerned with what participants say and less with how things are said. It is different 

from conversation analysis, which puts emphasis on linguistic interaction and also different form discourse 

analysis is focussed on how things are said (Bryman, 2012). Content analysis is often associated with 

quantitative, objective ways of analysing qualitative data like counting words, sorting and making statistical 

inferences (Chalmers & Shaw, 2014). This thesis, adopted qualitative content analysis. It starts with pre-

defined theoretical categories and from there marks relevant information in the narratives, extracts it, 

processes it to look for overarching themes. Gläser & Laudel (2013) present qualitative content analysis as 

a pragmatic alternative to coding. Coding starts from the full text, which is argued to be “epistemologically 

naïve”. It ignores that observations are theory-laden. Rather, Gläser & Laudel argue that the analysis of a 

narrative is a human process and is therefore inevitably laden with prior knowledge.  APPENDIX II contains 

a cut-out of a transcript to illustrate how qualitative content analysis was applied. 
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There are limitations to content analysis. Firstly, by breaking up text into fragments it is argued to 

artificially remove overarching structures, which reduces the explanatory power (Chalmers & Shaw, 2015). 

Secondly, the analysis is prone to researcher bias, as it is impossible to prevent a researcher’s 

interpretation. Thirdly, it cannot uncover contextual elements that do not follow from the content 

(Bryman, 2012). To overcome the last limitation this thesis follows Zarycki's (2007) approach to 

pragmatically draw extra-discursive elements into the analysis. By looking for “contextual cues”, links to 

contextual elements are identified. Abduction was used as the mode of inference to link cues to contextual 

elements. Abduction interprets a phenomenon from a set of ideas, concepts or theories. It differs from 

deduction in that it leads to plausible conclusions, rather than a purely logical conclusion. It can connect 

dots, where they are not logically linked. Abduction differs from induction as it starts from a rule, rather 

than from the observed phenomenon (Danermark et al., 2002).  

 

This chapter has shown how the nature of the study and the chosen theoretical approach are best 

underpinned by a Pragmatist philosophy of science. It further argued for case study research as a pragmatic 

approach to an in-depth study. The case approach is considered key as the author believes this leads to a 

realistic representation of the use of capital by returnee entrepreneurs. The next chapter describes the 

findings of the empirical study.  
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5 ANALYSIS 

Drawing on qualitative data from the creative arts industry, this thesis aims to create a contextualised 

understanding of returnee entrepreneurship. It explores how highly skilled Ghanaian returnees use capital 

in operating a firm. This chapter reports the empirical findings of the exploratory case study based on the 

narratives of seven returnee entrepreneurs.  

 

Central to the analysis is the use of capital in entrepreneurial practice. It is argued impossible to analyse 

capital in isolation, as the central concepts from Bourdieu’s praxeology (capital, habitus and social field) are 

not discrete entities (Grenfell, 2008) Practice emerges from an actor’s frame of reference (habitus) and 

position in a field (capital), seen within a particular social arena (social field) (Maton, 2008). This chapter 

therefore analyses capital, habitus and social field as an interacting whole and marks the concept italic 

throughout the chapter to illustrate this. The chapter unfolds as a collective story, going back and forth 

between data and theory. It continuously draws on the original words of the returnee entrepreneurs to 

convey the first-person perspective. In order of appearance they are1: 

Entrepreneur  Firm  

Nana F ANO Cultural platform creating publications, films, exhibitions, research projects  

Ruby F KUA designs Ethnic inspired jewellery, handbag, children’s clothing 

Madonna F Raffia Modern, elegant, versatile handwoven clothing  

Jemila F Circumspecte Digital platform on issues related to Ghana, Africa and Africans 

Akosua F A A K S Traditionally woven handbags 

Nana Kwadwo M Bôhten Trendy eco-luxury eyewear  

Naa F Emma Bird Hand-made custom jewellery using African print fabrics 

 

This chapter contains three sections. Section 5.1 introduces the case, but is more than a case description. 

Since creating a contextual understanding is the key aim of the thesis, the analysis devotes considerable 

space to introducing the returnees in situ. This paves the way to Section 5.2, which analyses the use of 

capital in entrepreneurial practices through three themes that emerged from the analysis (1) concept 

                                                           

1
 All participants gave consent to use their names in the thesis. Appendix III contains a demographic overview. The identities of 

informants are not revealed. They are referred to by their role and organisation, for instance “co-founder of Ahaspora”.   
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creation, (2) market orientation, and (3) value chain optimisation. Section Error! Reference source not 

found. summarises the key findings and answers the research question.  

5.1 RETURNEE ENTREPRENEURS IN SITU 

This section introduces the returnee entrepreneurs based on themes from their life course:  transnational 

lives, roots in Ghana and, creative ambitions.  

5.1.1 TRANSNATIONAL LIVES  

The returnee entrepreneurs in the case study are all part of the relatively small group of highly skilled 

migrants who migrated beyond the West African region to OEDC countries (Schans et al., 2013). They show 

resemblances with the so-called élite returnees that Wong (2013) portrays in her research, describing them 

as a tightly knit urban group, “small and intimate, and everybody knows everybody” (Wong, 2013, p. 443). 

They have a middle-class family background. Parents were civil servants, entrepreneurs, and doctors, often 

carrying university degrees, some from universities abroad. Having parents with international degrees and 

careers, most of the returnees spent significant parts of their childhood abroad. Some already left Ghana at 

a young age, even before starting school and did not come back to Ghana until they were teenagers. Unlike 

the traditional image of migration as a binary movement, the returnees have more complex migration 

trajectories. Most lived in various countries over different stretched of their lives and moved back and forth 

to Ghana.  

 

Obeng-Odoom (2016) describes a general pattern where parents in Ghana who attended international 

higher education, tend to send their children to private and international schools leading up to an 

education overseas. The returnees in this case confirm this pattern. Most attended boarding schools in 

Europe and Ghana. In Ghana, four of them went to Wesley Girl’s High School, an all-girls senior high school 

in Cape Coast. The returnees consider it a traditional British boarding school, while literature describes it as 

a particularly prestigious secondary school of the new elite class (Arthur, 2014) In Ghana, those that attend 

the best schools in the cities are the privileged ones that obtain postgraduate degrees abroad (Obeng-

Odoom, 2016). Again confirming the general trend;  they all spend considerable time in England or the US, 

in line with the most recent migration trend in Ghana (Schans et al., 2013) They obtained master’s or 

bachelor’s degrees from some of the most prestigious institutions, including Columbia University and 

Fashion Institute of Technology in New York, and the University of London and London school of Fashion.  
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The returnees mention how they never felt disconnected from Ghana when they lived abroad. They were 

physically away, but social media played a significant role in staying in touch with what was going on in 

Ghana. Some explicitly mention how this helped “cushion return”, as Ruby puts it: 

Oh, all the time! We would stay in touch all the time with my family and my friends all the time yeah, so 

when I came back, I did not feel like I started a network here, I did not feel disconnected, no. (Ruby) 

 

They also made frequent return visits. It was common to come home for Christmas and longer holidays in 

the summer. During these periods they would catch up with family, meet up with others that also lived 

abroad and (re)connect to the Ghanaian culture.  

The acquisition of capital and formation of transnational habitus 

Throughout their stories the returnees mention, “That is a major takeaway from my time abroad” or “If I 

were in Ghana I wouldn’t have that”. Although this does not reveal whether they refer to capital or 

something more related to habitus, it is clear that the returnees gained from having lived in different 

places. According to Bourdieu, capital defines the relative positions of actors in the social field through the 

ownership of resources and represents their means to gain access to new resources (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992). Habitus represents a frame of reference to deal with the norms and schemes of 

perceptions of social fields (Maton, 2008). The returnees clearly ascribe takeaways to living outside Ghana, 

but they find it impossible to tie it back to a specific place. Acquisition was gradual and mostly unconscious. 

Ruby says, “it wasn’t like ‘oh let me pick on this to help run my business in Ghana, no’, it was just very 

gradual”. They were exposed to societies with values, attitudes and mentalities, quite different from 

Ghana, as they describe:  

Abroad, at least in New York, it is so fast-paced and when you want to do something, you made it happen. If 

you made it happen and it did not work, then at least you have tried. (…) I think, here it is easier to say “Oh, I 

don’t know” and that is fine. We tend to be very laid back (…). (Madonna)  

 

Because I left Ghana I kind of saw another world and saw how hard-working people were, there is no excuse 

or anything. While here there are loads of excuses. (Akosua) 

 

They explain how they acquired, in their words “soft skills”, or what in Bourdieu’s vocabulary is embodied 

cultural capital. Bourdieu defines this as an ability, habit, or proficiency that cannot be separated from the 

beholder (Bourdieu, 1986). For Jemila soft skills include “things like presenting yourself, or introducing 

yourself I should say, networking, things like problem-solving, assessing a situation, negotiating (…)”. They 

mention: hard working, tenacity, punctuality, customer service, and thinking out-of-the-box. Back in Ghana, 

the returnees consciously apply some of the soft skills in their enterprises, which work in their favour. Apart 
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from soft skills, most returnees picked up foreign languages (embodied cultural capital). This helped making 

friends and gain access to new networks and what they call “a different world” (social capital): 

It does open a completely different world. The French, the Francophones look at the world in a different way 

and I think it adds that sort of level of richness to your life. (Madonna) 

 

By virtue of speaking another language, in this case French, Madonna broadened her world and gained 

social capital. Social capital refers to the actual and potential resources linked to a network one has access 

to (Bourdieu, 1986). Speaking foreign languages also gave new ways of presenting themselves, which 

almost becomes a new identity. They describe how they feel different speaking in another language and 

notice that others also see them differently too: 

The fact that I grew up speaking 3 languages I realised very early on that every time that I spoke a different 

language, I would become a different person in a way if I spoke German I would be a different person to 

when I spoke English, or French or Russian. (Nana) 

 

Several returnees mention how being able to interact with others through speaking their language opened 

their eyes and changed their perspective towards people in particular and more broadly towards cultures.  

As Jemila explains: 

I think it is very very useful because you know how to adapt yourself and your language, depending on who 

you are talking to. (…) I can communicate with people in countries that a lot of other people here might not 

be able to communicate with. (…) So you learn about people, and it opens you up and then it changes your 

perspective on that and that influences how you work with them and relate to them. (Jemila) 

 

What Jemila describes strongly resembles transnational habitus. Living abroad from a young age and being 

exposed to different cultures, people and mentalities, allowed the emergence of a transnational habitus. 

Nedelcu (2012, p. 1346) describes it as a social transformation that occurs when people are on the move. A 

transnational habitus is embodied and inseparable from the beholder. Feeling what needed and knowing 

how to adapt is a start, like Jemila illustrates, it also requires having the tools to act on what is needed, in 

her case an ability to adapt communication to the person, circumstances, etc. Gu & Schweisfurth (2015) 

and Bowles (2013) have used the term “cosmopolitan competence” to describe this form of transnational 

capital. It refers to as skill or ability that helps gain way or cope effective with different cultures.  

 

Studying returning Chinese exchange students, Gu & Schweisfurth (2015) found that learning to speak 

English was a key capital back in China. This case paints a different picture. Ghana is an Anglophone country 

and English is therefore common. Just speaking English is not unique in Ghanaian social fields. It illustrates 
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how capitals need to be seen in the light of a social field as capital acquires its meaning and value from the 

social field. The social field is Bourdieu’s view of society as multi-layered, overlapping networks of 

structured systems of social relationships (Bourdieu, 1977). However, speaking English with a foreign 

accent is something that is considered valuable in Ghana (embodied cultural capital). As in Ghana people 

speak English with the local accent (Onyeiwu, 2015), it makes them stand out. It signals having been abroad 

and according to Ruby “that is everybody’s dream, going to the US or going to the UK” (symbolic capital).  

Symbolic capital refers to status, prestige or reputation and is determined by the importance others in the 

social field give to it. It represents a capital of its own with its own benefits, but always comes from cultural, 

social or economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986), in this case from the accent, i.e. embodied cultural capital.  

 

The returnees describe how Ghanaians tend to see things from abroad as better; having better quality. All 

around Accra you can see cars with self-made German number plates. A taxi drives explained that you can 

sell your car for more when it looks like it came from outside. The buyer will believe it has better quality 

(social field). A teacher from Asheshi2 mentioned that locals see returnees as the personification of this. 

They return with, according to him, ”some of the greatest things: fresh ideas, opinions, and expanded ideas 

about feminism, gender, religion, spirituality”.  

 

At the same time, their foreign accent also elicits prejudices. It creates all sorts of expectations among local 

Ghanaians, especially that returnees come back with money. Being able to switch to the local Ghanaian 

English accent overcomes the prejudice and helps to relate to locals. It is a disadvantage not to be able to 

speak the local accent. Nana describes that when she was young locals would call her obroni (white person, 

foreigner). Over the years, she worked on her accent. Now she says:  

I do definitely speak Twi with an accent. So there is a lot it, where did you get that weird accent from, but I 

am very much like, that says something about the adaptability. You go somewhere you learn to fit into the 

rhythm, the way you talk to people, it is a game, it is joyful, it is fun. (Nana) 

 

The returnees mention how their ability to switch between accents is an advantage (embodied cultural 

capital). They can strategically adapt to the context they are in (transnational habitus).  

During the periods abroad, they build extensive international networks (social capital). The returnees 

mention how they gravitated to people that were like them. Overseas, this meant that their closest groups 

of friends were often African. Nana Kwadwo’s group of friends in college were mostly Nigerian, Madonna’s 

                                                           

2
 Asheshi is a private liberal arts college in Accra, and described as having a rather progressive and liberal approach to students 

compared to other institutions for higher education in Ghana.  See: http://www.ashesi.edu.gh 
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best friend was Angolan and French, and Ruby remained side by side with her best friend from Wesley 

Girls, who also moved to Georgia. Friends were often international rather than local American or English. 

Madonna explains, “I guess you tend to gravitate towards people that are more like you, people who have 

travelled, who have more diverse experience.” This is similar to what Gu & Schweisfurth (2015) found 

studying returning Chinese exchange students. The mere fact of being aware of being different from others 

stimulates a desire to bond with people with similar experiences. The people the returnees in this case are 

still in touch with in the US and England, are often family members and people they refer to as “from the 

diaspora”. Moreover, as their international friends from college and work moved on and settled in different 

places all around the globe, their network expanded with them. The returnees draw on these international 

networks in all sorts of entrepreneurial practices.  

 

Although literature describes returnees as returning with financial capital, such as savings that often serves 

as start-up capital (Ammassari, 2010; Naudé et al., 2015), the returnees in this case study gave little 

mention of savings (economic capital). Coming back at a relatively young age and having worked only 

several years in England or the US, returnees took home little savings. One returnee even mentioned to be 

“broke as hell” when arriving in Ghana. Savings were invested in the start-up of the enterprise in Ghana, 

which enabled to get a retail space (Ruby), set up a factory (Naa), and invest in materials (Akosua). But 

often their savings did not get them very far. As Akosua explains: 

So, I had my own savings, before returning to Ghana, and that was in pounds, so if you change it to Cedi’s, 

you get quite a lot, (…) but Ghana has become very very expensive, and still it was expensive, but now 

everything is like double the price (…) something you can get for like 5 pounds is like 10 pounds here. 

(Akosua) 

 

They always mentioned savings in combination with help from family members or a partner, underlining 

they did not bring home significant amounts. They do mention an improved ability to access economics 

capital through other forms of capital. Their networks (social capital) have aided in obtaining funding and 

sponsorships (Nana, Akosua, Raffia), sales outlets (all), which in turn directly or indirectly led to the 

purchase of assets and the creation of income (economic capital). Besides, Nana found that with time she 

became better at writing funding applications, perfecting her skills (embodied cultural capital). These skills 

were helpful in ensuring a cash flow in the first years of ANO. Although Hirsch (2016) mentioned how 

Ghanaian returnees benefit from foreign networks as it gives them access to credit at lower interest rates 

(social capital), the returnees in this case relied on families and sponsorships rather than credit. 
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Still living transnational lifestyles 

As a closure to this section, it is important to mention that transnationalism does not stop after return to 

Ghana. The returnees have taken their transnational habits and capitals with them; it is embodied. Nana 

Kwadwo even describes it as “It is just who you are, I can’t separate the fact that I have lived outside the 

country, it becomes part of how you see things”. For some, it self: “third country kid” and “citizen of the 

world”. This new identity comes close to what Gu & Schweisfurth (2015) refer to as, “cosmopolitan 

identity”. Considering the meaning of “having been abroad” to the Ghanaian social fields, where there is a 

collective desire to move to America, it comes close to Bourdieu’s symbolic capital. 

 

All returnee entrepreneurs continue to live transnational lifestyles and ‘practice’ transnationalism every 

day. The Internet and especially social media play a significant role in this respect.  They are almost in daily 

contact with friends, families and others abroad mentioning especially Facebook and Skype throughout 

their narratives. They also travel abroad frequently; Nana even says: “I travel a lot, like I went to 4-5 

different countries, just in December”.  She sees almost no difference between friends abroad and in 

Ghana, she explains: 

I am in regular contact with people through Facebook, because I travel so much, I go to London 2-3 times a 

year, so I see my friends there, I might go without speaking to a friend in Ghana for three months, but I might 

do the same with a friend abroad. Because of the internet, connectivity, now it is pretty much like I am at 

much in touch with my friends abroad as I am here (…). (Nana) 

 

Section 5.2 further explores the role of everyday transnationalism in using capital in their enterprises.  

5.1.2 ROOTS IN GHANA 

Despite transnational lifestyles and feeling citizens of the world, the returnee entrepreneurs all show a 

strong sense of being Ghanaian. Some have a wider conception of what is home. As Jemila mentions “If you 

are talking where is home, if I really need to narrow it down it is West Africa”. Being abroad, the returnees 

were continuously confronted with their “otherness”, mentioning “I always felt other” and “I was the only 

African, to be honest in my entire school”. Others speak of instances and occasions where they felt the odd 

one out. Some even go as far to say, “I never felt completely at home”, referring to multiple social fields 

abroad. They describe how feeling other played a significant role in creating consciousness and awareness 

of their roots. They mention consciousness of being African, Ghanaian and for some, being black. Gu & 

Scheisfurth (2015) describe this as diaspora consciousness, which emerges when migrants enter an alien 

social field where they often receive support and understanding from co-nationals. These scholars do not 

describe this gained consciousness as a capital, but instead, as instrumental to transforming identity, which 
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in turn can lead to becoming affiliated to networks (social capital). Their diaspora consciousness fostered 

an interest, stronger connection and renewed appreciation for Ghana 

 

Studying transnational social field perspectives on society Levitt & Glick Schiller (2004) describe how actors 

combine “ways of being” and “ways of belonging”. Ways of being refers to mere engagement with social 

fields, but ways of belonging, involves identity and conveying that in practice. The returnees in the case 

study all demonstrate ways of belonging to Ghana. Ghana (or West Africa) is home and has always been 

home, all throughout the periods they spent abroad. Being abroad was temporary and returning a matter 

of timing. When asking if they feel they have now returned to Ghana, they all answer with a whole-hearted 

“yes”.  Coming home felt as a relief to some. As Nana puts it, “You know, people here are like me; I don’t 

have to explain myself in every conversation, which is exhausting.” Remarkably, none of the returnees 

convey ways of belonging to any particular foreign social field, as Jemila explains: 

I considered myself to be very Ghanaian and very African, haha, and anyone who knows anything about me, 

probably knows that about me, but I am also, I also consider myself to be a global citizen as well, but I never 

considered myself to be American. (Jemila) 

 

Despite not conveyed ways of belonging to any particular foreign social field, all returnees express clear 

transnational ways of belonging, which is in line with their cosmopolitan identity. According to Levitt & 

Glick Schiller (2004), actors have transnational ways of belonging when they highlight their transnationlity 

in describing themselves.   

Back to Ghana 

The returnees came back considerably younger than Ghanaian returnees a few decades ago, who would 

come to retire in Ghana. Today it is more common to return to Ghana during the economically active years 

of their lives. About half of Ghanaian returnees returns between 30 and 49 years old (Anarfi & Jagare, 

2005) and are motivated to return for employment or business opportunities, often interconnected with 

family reasons (Tiemoko, 2004).  A co-founder of Ahaspora confirms: “There is a different way of returning 

right now that no one has really pieced up (..)”. The returnees in this study returned for a variety of 

reasons. Some mention how they felt pushed by circumstances abroad, like the cold weather in England. 

However, their narratives show that pulls factors from Ghana were stronger and in the end decisive. Their 

narrative shows elements that closely resemble the broader “Africa Rising”-narrative; acting on Ghana’s 

recent economic growth and economic prospects. At the moment they returned they felt that Ghana was 

booming, as Nana Kwadwo says:  



ANALYSIS  

52 

 

What pulled me to Ghana was, I started seeing Ghana as a place I could have as a base, and instead of doing 

that, later on, I just thought (…) If I went back now, I would be ahead of the curve of learning how things work 

here, as opposed to waiting for other people to tell me “this is what you should do”. (Nana Kwadwo, back 

since 2010) 

 

Peers in the diaspora and in Ghana did not always understand their return. It runs counter to the shared 

dream of young Ghanaians to move to the US (social field) and does not correspond to the traditional 

return dynamic of “return to retire” either.   

Reintegrating in Ghana 

The returnees show reflexive awareness of their changed habitus and ways of belonging and being. Settling 

back in Ghana meant finding a lifestyle compatible with their transnational habitus. They held on to rituals 

and habits from abroad, i.e. transnational ways of being. These transnational ways of being served as 

coping strategies in setting up their lives in Ghana, while their habitus adapted.  

 Even after a couple of years back in Ghana, they have not completely reinvented their routines in Ghana, 

as Naa explains: 

I remember the first 2-3 years, I would still buy everything from outside, I was shopping online and having 

everything shipped, from cereals to clothes, to shoes. Even now, (…) I am running out of knickers, and I am 

like “I need to buy new knickers, but I don’t know where to go, it has to be from outside”, so I am here, but 

not entirely, not 100% here, but it is better than when I moved back. (Naa) 

 

The returnees also show reflexive awareness of being different from others in Ghana (cosmopolitan 

identity). As a coping strategy, they “hang out with” people with similar backgrounds and experiences to 

theirs; often returnees, but not necessarily so. They associate with people who have travelled or otherwise 

gained what they call a “global mindsets”. The co-founder of Ahaspora mentions how the challenges of re-

adapting in Ghana are a frequent topic of conversation among returnees. It creates a bond between them, 

but can also drive a wedge between them and local Ghanaians. A teacher at Ashesi explains how returnees 

sometimes return with a certain arrogance, he argues that there needs to be more humility among 

returnees and should realise that it is ok if, at times, things do not work like in the West.  

 

Their transnational habitus can become confrontational in a local Ghanaian context when trying to organise 

things locally, hiring personnel, suppliers, registering a company, and so on. The confrontations are 

manifestations of a misfit between habitus and the local social field. It is what Bourdieu refers to as 
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hysteresis (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Grenfell, 2008). Returnees describe how they do not have the right 

feel they have not figured out completely how to effectively deal with the local social field.  

5.1.3 CREATIVE AMBITIONS 

Not all returnees pursued a creative career from an early age. Some even took on a business or economics 

degree before choosing a creative path later in life. Ruby got her degree at Fashion Institute of Technology 

in jewellery design only after obtaining a business degree and working, among other jobs as a financial 

analyst for Coca-Cola. Nana Kwadwo studied computer engineering and only received his degree in design 

a couple of years ago. And Madonna, despite having a life-long wish to be a fashion designer, considering 

switching to Parsons School of Design while in graduate school, but never took the step. Family pressure 

was a significant obstacle for most returnees. In Ghana, parents, especially with a middle-class background, 

want their children to become lawyers, doctors or engineers; not fashion designers.  Despite trying to 

change life paths at several moments in her life, Madonna only pursued her fashion dream in her thirties 

when settled in Ghana. She explains: 

I launched Raffia at 30, and I’d done everything they [parents] wanted me to do. I was not unemployed, I was 

married, I had a child (…) They trust my decisions and my judgement at 30 versus if I wanted to do it at 20-21, 

you know. (Madonna) 

 

Family pressure has several structural causes. First of all, being a creative in Ghana is not considered a 

respectable job. Although Ghana has a tradition making clothes and the foundations of the fashion industry 

were laid decades back, this discourse persists today (Sutton & Kpentey, 2012). The president of the Ghana 

Association of Visual Arts explained that there is a lack of appreciation for cultural expressions among 

Ghanaians as well as politicians in Ghana. Moreover, people in the creatives are thought to be less 

intelligent. This lack of appreciation goes hand in hand with a limited willingness to pay for creative and 

cultural goods. Nana Kwadwo describes how as a visual designer, he was offered 50 cedis for creating a 

logo (13 US dollars). This shows that apart from a lack of appreciation, people do not know what to expect 

and how much work goes into it.  

 

In Ghana, people speak of a creative arts industry and for the government it a priority industry in the 

shared growth and development strategy (Government of Ghana, 2014). Still, returnees and informants 

mention a lack of political will to develop the industry, leaving it underfunded and underdeveloped. A 

teacher at Radford University explained that there is talk, but not enough being done. Nigeria’s film 

industry shows how creative arts can become a lucrative industry. The Ghanaian government takes this as a 

reference, claiming to do similar things, but he does not see so much proof of that. Still, when looking 
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ahead he sees a bright future for Ghana’s creative arts industry, mentioning that “fashion and generally the 

arts are on a hill now, a tipping point”. The returnees confirm that the industry is improving. About 10 years 

ago there were no fashion schools in Ghana, meaning you had to go abroad to get a degree. Today there 

are colleges, like Radford with a fashion department and even fashion schools. However, they mention that 

the quality of is still not comparable to New York or London fashion schools. 

 

Foreign exposure motivated to choose a creative direction. Being detached from Ghana’s negative 

discourse and exposed to more conducive environments abroad (social field), showed them how they could 

make a career out of it. It opened their eyes to the possibilities and convinced them to pursue something 

counter to expectations. Ruby mentions that she would not be running her own fashion label if she stayed 

in Ghana: 

I know if I’d stayed in Ghana, I would not be doing this, coming from a family that would encourage me to get 

a job, work, retire, end of story. They would have thought this industry was very shaky, too new, not stable. I 

would have been discouraging to go on this journey. (Ruby) 

 

Most returnees started their enterprise after first gaining foreign work experience, like internships with 

designers, and at high street shops, and so on (institutional cultural capital). Some even gained their first 

entrepreneurial experience abroad; Nana, Ruby, and Jemila all started their companies before returning to 

Ghana.  

 

This section introduced the context of the case. It sketched an image of the returnee entrepreneurs, their 

background and situational circumstances; hence, it placed them in situ. It also illustrated how 

engagements with different social fields have shaped different forms of capital and habitus. Having 

established a well-defined context, the analysis now turns to their use of capital in their enterprises.  

 

5.2 THE USE OF CAPITAL IN ENTREPRENEURIAL PRACTICE 

This section zooms in on entrepreneurial practice through three themes that emerged from the analysis: 

(1) concept creation, (2) market orientation and (3) value chain optimisation. The section analyses how 

capital in used in conjunction with habitus to fit the different social fields they engage in.  

5.2.1 CONCEPT CREATION 

Literature describes transnational entrepreneurs as occupying a unique position that allows them to 

identify structural holes and spot opportunities (see Drori et al., 2010).The returnee entrepreneurs in this 
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case fit this description. Being simultaneously involved with different worlds confronts them with 

differences between social fields. These contrasts give them a new perspective of old social fields. As 

entrepreneurs, this is an advantage as it helps them to spot opportunities. Since their enterprises are still in 

a relatively nascent stage, the most prevalent example of opportunity spotting in their narratives is spotting 

the idea for their concept, i.e. brand, product or company. Common in their narratives are two elements: (i) 

they wanted to do something related to Ghana, the culture, history or heritage, and (iii) it needed to 

resonate with a global audience. The ideas were, therefore, born out of a combination of a strong sense of 

belonging in Ghana and inspiration from abroad.  

 

Being abroad created a renewed awareness and appreciation for Ghana and Africa at the same time 

exposed them to foreign mentalities and how things were approached and done differently (social field). 

Seeing Ghana with different eyes enabled the returnee entrepreneurs to opportunities. The concepts were 

born out of Ghana or Africa at large: the clothing of Raffia is made from woven cloth from the North, the 

concept of Bôhten’s wooden sunglasses was born out of the desire to use Ghana’s waste wood, and Nana 

was disturbed by foreign versions of African history and the broader narrative which motivated her to 

recreate the narrative through art. All enterprises in this case have Ghanaian roots and can be classified as 

“heritage” according to UNCTAD’s classification of creative businesses (UNCTAD, 2010). 

 

The idea was triggered during short-term visits in Ghana or after return. Being physically present made 

them realise something was missing in Ghana. They saw that things were not done before, or wondered 

why people were all doing the same (social field). The stories of Akosua and Naa illustrate this: 

I knew I wanted to do something with baskets, because I saw them every time I used to drive around town, 

they were everywhere, (…) then I realised, actually being in Ghana, it [woven handbags] has not been done 

before. (Akosua) 

 

When I moved back to Ghana I realised that the African print was a big thing and everyone was doing 

something with the African print. (…) The only thing you could find on the market was either a bag or a few 

pieces of bangles here and there; everyone was kind of doing the same thing. The majority was clothes. (Naa) 

 

The co-founder of Ahaspora explained that returnees are often the ones bringing new ideas. She mentions 

that Ghanaians are not risk takers: “we are not very good at being the first person to do things, let’s say 

cupcakes” (social field). 
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Having a concept that is firmly rooted in Ghana does, however, not mean that their target audience is 

strictly Ghanaian. In fact, the concept often resonates more with an international audience. As Ruby 

strikingly puts it: 

In the US (…) the story is also so unique, the people are like “oh she is making the stuff in Ghana, and helping 

create employment, they go that is so sweet” but in Ghana, it is like “we are all in Ghana” you know, hahaha. 

But if I was making it in Burundi or Chad or somewhere, like, it is not like “Ok, cool”. (Ruby) 

 

Their global orientation is not remarkable considering that the entrepreneurs were born global themselves. 

Their concepts are created to appeal to an international audience:  

It has a lot of sophistication, it can appeal to a wider market, it is not necessarily focussed on me or on 

Ghana, I think anybody, anywhere in the world can really appreciate my brand, it is not only for Africa, it is 

for the world I would say. (Akosua) 

 

I want Raffia to be a global sensation; (…) I want it to have international and universal appeal. (Madonna) 

 

The returnees are particularly well equipped to create the global appeal they are aiming for. Having studied 

and worked abroad (institutional cultural capital), they have a good sense of consumer preferences and a 

feel for markets around the world (transnational habitus). Moreover, they established networks of friends, 

family and former colleagues abroad whom they engage with on a daily basis. They draw on these 

international connections to creating an international appeal (social capital). Akosua works with Candy 

Black, a branding company in England she started working with just before moving to Ghana. Madonna 

collaborates with an American marketing professional that according to her is a “marketing genius”. She 

got in touch with her through a fellow ‘Ahasporan’. Besides this, at fashion school in London, Naa learned 

how to do concept development.  She learned how to come up with ideas by doing research and how to 

develop ideas into concept (institutional cultural capital). She sees this as an advantage over local 

entrepreneurs in Ghana: 

So then I started looking, researching a little bit about accessories, the different countries that make 

accessories, and how they put it all together. (…) The way we think about it, it is easier to come up with a 

concept and develop it, compared to those who study here. We study from the development stage, creating 

it, so that is an advantage I had when I moved back here. (Naa) 

 

She worked in fashion shops in the high streets of London during her time in London. Through her 

experience working in stores (institutionalised cultural capital) she created a sense of customer needs and 

preferences and a feel for what products would work well (habitus): 



MASTER THESIS – ALIGNING DIFFERENT WORLDS 

57 

 

(…) From talking to lots of clients, from knowing what is out there in fashion now and being able to figure out 

what the people need and what would work, I know I have a good brand. (Naa) 

 

Having a degree in fashion from prominent international fashion schools helps (institutional cultural 

capital), but the narratives reveal that translating this knowledge goes deeper than applying skills. Having 

lived abroad, sharing spaces with people from different cultures, in different contexts has created a feel for 

a variety of foreign consumers and markets (transnational habitus). This goes beyond anything taught at 

schools for art and design. Nana Kwadwo feel that this helped him launch Bôhten as a global brand. He 

would constantly ask himself: “how does this become global”. The brand name is based on Nana Kwadwo’s 

brother’s name, Boateng, but has a more international feel to it. In his words it combines, “the best of both 

worlds”. 

 

In creating their concepts, several elements of Bourdieu’s praxeology were simultaneously at play. Taking 

Naa as an example, the fact that she was confronted with different environments made her see Ghana with 

different eyes, and helped her spot something that was not done before. Developing that opportunity into 

the concept for her brand, she used a combination of different forms of capital. However, capital does not 

work alone. Just having the skills to come up with an idea, and knowing how develop a concept out of it, 

does not make it unique or otherwise relevant to customers (social field). It was Naa’s familiarity with 

different markets gave her an innate sense for what the international market requires (transnational 

habitus). Together, in conjunction with habitus and the social field, capital was used to create the concept 

for Emma Bird.    

5.2.2 MARKET ORIENTATION 

The second theme from the empirical data is market orientation. A study of Gittins, Lang, & Sass (2015) 

shows how it is relatively easy for returnee entrepreneurs to sell across borders given their transnational 

background. Likewise, the entrepreneurs in this case have a particularly strong affiliation and feeling with 

markets outside of Ghana (transnational habitus). It makes made think global from the start, and gives 

them a particularly strong global market orientation.  

 

The returnee entrepreneurs are particularly well appointed to organise the practical side of an 

international market orientation, as they are familiar how things are done internationally. They have what 

Patel & Conklin (2009) refer to as a low “liability of foreignness”. Their transnational habitus resembles an 

instinct; an innate sense that informs the entire process, creating designs and products that appeal to an 
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international audience. To verify their feel for the game, they draw on international connections (social 

capital). Madonna illustrates this interaction between transnational habitus and social capital: 

I think you know a better sense of which direction to go. So when I started designing I was not just designing 

for a Ghanaian audience, having international exposure, meant that when I was designing I could actually see 

like “my American friends could wear this, or my French friends could wear this” and the interesting thing is 

that I could actually talk to them and say “what do you think about this and how does it appeal to you, would 

you wear it, what don’t you like about it”. It helps the design process. (Madonna) 

 

Connections abroad are also pivotal in creating sales. The returnees draw on their family, friends, and 

former classmates and colleagues to sell for them abroad (social capital). Naa has sisters living in London 

and Barcelona and a cousin in the US that sell her jewellery. Nana Kwadwo’s brother and co-founder lives 

in Canada and works on their network and sales over there. For the moment, Bôhten is therefore sold more 

in Canada than anywhere else (economic capital).  

 

Having a foreign network also helps create international exposure (social capital) which support the 

international brand appeal (symbolic capital). The returnees all draw heavily on social media to attract 

attention to their brands. Because of their wide foreign network, their messages travel fast and far. 

Moreover, since their networks are diverse and particularly international, it spills over on their brands, 

creating global brand appeal. Since A A K S is entirely built around social media Akosua mentions how she 

has become more skilled at using Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, etc. (embodied cultural capital). Being 

social media savvy, she receives orders through Facebook (economic capital) and her social media presence 

caught the attention from international press. In just three years after she started A A K S was featured in 

respected international media as The Guardian, Elle magazine, Harpers Bazaar, CNN, Le Monde and more 

(symbolic capital).  

 

Their global market orientation is, however, not entirely opportunity driven. The returnees describe how it 

can become a necessity to focus abroad, due to unfavourable market conditions in Ghana (social field). 

There are several local factors that prevent them from selling more in Ghanaian. First of all, as in many 

developing countries, internal markets are too small to create the volumes necessary for a profitable 

business (Beukelaer, 2012). Although Ghana has progressed economically and is now a lower middle-

income country (World Bank, 2016), the share of Ghanaians with a significant disposable income is still 

limited. In Ghana the average household income is $3,000 - $5,000 per year (Ghana Statistical Service, 

2014) and only 29 percent of households have an income of more than $5,000 a year. In Accra averages are 

higher; 55 percent of households have an income over $5,000 a year (Koltai, Mallet, & Muspratt, 2013). As 
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the study of Gittins et al. (2015) points out, a small domestic market can push entrepreneurs to expand 

across borders. Ruby, who among the seven entrepreneurs has the strongest local focus, is worried that 

she eventually will needs to shift focus overseas:  

In Ghana, we are probably seen towards the higher end of the price point for what I do. (…) So it cuts out, it 

gives me a smaller percentage of those that can afford it, but those that can afford it, they love it. (…) I think 

maybe a time will come where the number of people who have a disposable income to afford this will come 

to a cap. If it makes sense, in the US you have millions of people, you have online, you know. (Ruby) 

 

When Ruby refers to the “smaller percentage that can afford it”, she refers to Ghanaian returnees, people 

from the diaspora, from other African countries and some tourists looking for a special gift. The most other 

returnees also sell mainly to these groups. With prices starting at about 100 dollars, Nana Kwadwo also 

mentions to sell mainly to the diaspora or to Ghanaians that are “not limited by their circumstances”. Prior 

studies, however, argue that regarding the creative industry, it is not just the ability to buy that constrains. 

When there is a lack of appreciation for cultural arts, there is also a lack of willingness to pay. Beukelaer 

(2012, p. 88) illustrates, “there is after all always money for beer and the church” (social field).  

 

A second factor that makes it necessary to think globally is their heavy reliance on social media. They 

mention that “Ghana online does not work” and “social media is still very new here in Ghana”. Although 

most of the entrepreneurs are not at a stage where they sell directly from their website, due to practical 

issues with internet payment and shipping, social media plays a big role in creating sales. Having her brand 

build around social media Akosua sells by far most in Europe or the US. She was surprised how much she 

sold to the African diaspora living in the US, like Nigerians wanting to buy an African product. She realises 

that to increase sales in Ghana she needs a physical store in Accra. However, as a starting entrepreneur (A 

A K S was launched in 2014), she is not in a position to open a store. She did manage to have pop-up store 

in Osu, Accra this past spring, which she could open with help of a sponsorship (economic capital) from 

Design Network Africa (social capital).   

 

The third and final factor is that Ghana’s retail landscape is relatively underdeveloped. Ruby explains that 

there are limited local outlets where “handmade stuff” is sold. She thinks that it would be a great to sell 

alongside other Ghanaian designers as Emma Morrison, Christie Brown and Pokua Puku. The returnees only 

mention one store in Accra, which is Elle Lokko3, which stocks both A A K S and Raffia. Accra does have 

                                                           

3
 Elle Lokko in located in the heart of Accra in the neighbourhood of Osu, just off what is colloquially called Oxford Street 

(http://ellelokko.com/) 
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shopping malls; in fact, several were opened in recent years. However, only a small proportion of the 

population can buy there, which is the urban middle class and cosmopolitan elite (Grant, 2009, p. 83). 

Consequently, many stores at for instance Marina Mall in the Airport district are empty. Madonna further 

complains that there are no large buyers on the continent that can help spread sales across Ghana and 

Africa (social field): 

(…) Now we have fashion week in October or November, but there are no real buyers on the continent (..) for 

a huge department store who comes to your show and orders like, what, 10.000 pieces (…) Maybe in South 

Africa, but in Ghana it is tricky, so you need to get your things where the buyers are. (Madonna) 

 

Getting things where the buyers consequently push the entrepreneurs overseas. Akosua tries her luck in 

France; where as part of the sponsorship from Design Network Africa, she is invited to a large trade show in 

Paris (social capital) and Madonna sent out her look book to “to whoever might read it” as a way to reach 

buyers.  

 

Their market orientation again reveals how capital, habitus and the social field are simultaneously at play. 

The global brand appeal with ditto pricing of their products does not match the conditions of the local 

Ghanaian market (social field), which shifts their market orientation across borders. This is paired with a 

strong feel for the global market (transnational habitus) and having the structures in place to practically 

organise international activities through their connections (social capital). This in turn helps them create 

international exposure and appeal (symbolic capital) as well as sales (economic capital). Still, also in their 

international orientation, abroad they combine qualities of here and there.  

5.2.3 VALUE CHAIN OPTIMISATION 

A third theme that emerged from analysis is deciding on where to locate operations, i.e. optimising the 

value chain4. Their strong sense of belonging in Ghana creates a desire to operate locally. The narratives 

show elements that they want to contribute to Ghana mentioning how they feel privileged and therefore 

motivated “to give back”. Both Madonna and Akosua employ a weaving community in the North of Ghana, 

providing an income to local women. And Naa plans to involve local women in the production and sales of 

Emma Bird, providing them a second job they can do from their homes. Decisions are therefore not always 

                                                           

4
 The value chain or global value chain (GVC) is a concept from international strategic management used to describe how 

globalisation and market liberalisation has motivated multinational enterprises to offshore activities. Development studies also 

focus on global value chains and studies the impact on development countries. For more on GVC I refer to Altenburg’s work on pro-

poor value chains.  
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purely economic. Rather, these returnees operate with a heart for Ghana. Akosua explains that she pays 

her weaving community more than average to provide them an income. She would never push them to 

produce for the cheapest price, as those are “values of producing in China!” For these returnees, locating 

more activities in Ghana, means contributing more to Ghana.  

 

There are some practical reasons they want to locate activities in Ghana. Sometimes it is imperative to be 

physically close, especially for the production. Akosua mentioned that at first, she thought she could 

operate A A K S from her base in London. But, soon she found out that in her absence, the weavers in the 

North would not do the work she envisioned. She needed to spend time with them to gain trusts and train 

them in order to bring production up to the current standards. Ruby also experienced that managing from a 

distance is impossible in Ghana. She explained that the average Ghanaian worker “just works better when 

their boss is around”. She calls it a “work ethic thing” (social field).   

 

In practice, however, they locate quite some activities abroad. Ghana has some serious structural obstacles 

that make it difficult to operate locally. The underdeveloped state of the industry makes it hard to find the 

right machinery, materials, well-trained people and affordable services (social field): 

When it comes to manufacturing (…) we don’t have the machines in Ghana and then you think “ok, I can save 

so much money if buy the machine and if it breaks, who is going to fix it, no one is used to doing that here”. 

(Ruby)  

 

When it comes to clothes we are definitely way better, but when it comes to something like handbags and 

jewellery, it is a tougher call, because you can’t, there is no proper school that will give you a degree in 

handbag design in Ghana or for most parts of West Africa. (Ruby) 

 

The prices are out of proportion, like everything, the quality of work does not translate into the price they are 

quoting at the start, so I am very sceptical. (Akosua) 

 

To overcome these obstacles, the returnee entrepreneurs tend to resort to their international resources.  

They draw on their global networks to assist them in offshoring or outsourcing parts of the value chain to 

environments where conditions are more favourable (social capital). They source materials and produce 

where family and friends are located. Bôhten’s production is located in Canada, where Nana Kwawo’s 

brother and co-founder is based and Naa sources from India and Thailand, where her former classmates 

from London School of Fashion lives. However, Naa does not feel restricted to where her network is. 

Knowing how to manoeuvre in unfamiliar social spaces (transnational habitus) combined with practical 
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work experience in different foreign environments (institutional cultural capital) she explains how she 

easily found her way on the large jewellery markets.  

Staying true to their roots, the returnees express hope that locating activities abroad is only temporary and 

that structural conditions in Ghana will improve. Akosua mentions: 

So I am hoping that one day I will find a photographer in Ghana that can shoot my product making it look 

very international, (…), I really love to work with people here in Ghana, but all the prices they come up with I 

just cannot afford it. (Akosua) 

 

However, it is not just structural obstacles that motivate them to offshore. It is also the consequence of a 

limited feel for business in Ghana (habitus). As a consequence, they all struggle with their operations in 

Ghana in one way or another. They are used to how things are done abroad (transnational habitus), which 

does not necessarily apply to Ghana. 

Things are straightforward when you have lived outside if you want to get something done, the process is 

usually explained, Ghana is the opposite (…) it is translucent at best. (Nana Kwadwo) 

 

If you could just pick up the yellow pages go online and say, ‘Ghanaian tiler’, and then you find a number, go 

to yelp, read the reviews and say “oh yes, great, can you come do this, what is your quote, fine let me shop 

around”. If it was all set up like that it would be easier. (Ruby) 

 

Exposure to how things work abroad complicates things for them when operating a business in Ghana. Li, 

Zhang, Li, Zhou, & Zhang (2012) describe how returnee entrepreneurs face a liability of foreignness on local 

ground that parallels that of foreign firms. In Bourdieu’s terms, this is the situation when habitus does not 

match the conditions of the social field and hysteresis arises. A transnational identity is an advantage in 

terms of their international operations, but operating locally, it can work against them. Nana explains:  

Some people are very much into the local, speaking the language, eating the local food and if you can’t do 

that, it is a little bit like “what are you playing at, who are you”, so it is much more about being able to adapt 

to the local. (Nana) 

 

This mismatching habitus creates frustration, especially in the interaction with local employees and 

suppliers: 

Just in terms of trying to get anything done. People would be like, “yeah yeah yeah, I did it, I am sending it to 

you today”. (..) And you’d be like, “please just tell me the truth, tell me you have not done it” (…) it would 

drive me mad. (Nana) 
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I’ll give you one little example; I have an employee who forever is borrowing money. Like every time you give 

him his pay check right now and he turns around and says “oh Madame, you know it is my son’s school fees” 

and you know I am like, why can’t you find your money, it should not be like that. (Ruby) 

 

Nana Kwadwo did not even start hiring personnel because he is “dreading it” after watching others do it. As 

a coping strategy, the returnee entrepreneurs tend to work with people with backgrounds and experiences 

to theirs. Nana Kwadwo describes them as “people that understand Ghana, but at the same time too they 

have experiences outside”. To create a team around her, Madonna relied on friend who owns a 

recruitment agency and is also a returnee. Ruby also feels that, as a returnee she deals with the local 

challenges in different ways than her Ghanaian friends. She realised that her Ghanaian friends, that are not 

returnees “bark at them” while she tries to understand the mentality behind it, feeling she is calmer and 

ties to laugh it off. 

 

Although habitus is durable and lasts over time (Maton, 2008), actors slowly become at ease with a new 

context as their habitus adapts to the social field (Mayer et al., 2015). This applies to the returnee 

entrepreneurs in this case too. The narratives are full of trust that they will be able to deal with local 

challenges in a better way in the future. Having to offshore or outsource is seen as temporary and with 

time they expect to organise more and more in Ghana.  

5.3 KEY FINDINGS 

Having explored how capital is used in entrepreneurial practices by considering the interaction with habitus 

and social, this final section outlines the overarching key findings and answers the research question: How 

do highly skilled Ghanaian returnee entrepreneurs use capital in operating a firm in the creative arts 

industry?  

 

The case study showed that the use of capital by returnee entrepreneurs is defined by the alignment 

between capital, habitus and the social field. It is a process of constant reflection, adjustment and making 

compromises. Seeking alignment is not unique to returnee entrepreneurs or creative entrepreneurs for 

that matter. Any entrepreneur, in any industry, local or foreign, needs to shape operations aligned with the 

conditions of the field. De Clercq & Voronov ( 2009) showed how any entrepreneur needs to enact capital 

in conjunction with habitus to legitimately access markets. What is unique about these returnee 

entrepreneurs is that they are better equipped to achieve this alignment because of their transnational 

affiliation.  
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The combination of a transnational toolkit and access to a transnational playing field provides them with 

enhanced capital, an enriched habitus and more space to apply it. Combined, this creates more possibilities 

to align capital, habitus and social fields. Previous studies pointed out that capital is not universally 

applicable and automatically and smoothly transferrable to the country of origin (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 

2015; De Haas, 2010, 2012; Richey & Ponte, 2014; Wong, 2013). These studies ascribed obstacles to the 

fact that capital was not needed in the local context, or has a different meaning. The analysis shows how, in 

line with Åkesson (2016), capital does not just need to be relevant, but it needs to be converted into 

something relevant. Conversion happens by creating alignment with habitus and the social field.  

 

This mechanism is similar to what Patel & Conklin (2009) referred to as the “balancing act” of transnational 

entrepreneurs. Because Patel & Conklin refers to balancing “between two worlds” and operationalizes this 

as two countries, this author prefers to use the expressions “constant configuration”. This concept captures 

a multi-dimensional aligned better and does not restrict to two countries. To capture the embodied, innate 

nature of this ability to configure, this author introduces the term “chameleoning”. Returnees in this case 

showed the ability to adapt to the environment by changing colour. They either match colour with the 

social field to fit in, e.g. when changing accents to relate to locals. Or they stand out with a contrasting 

colour, e.g. enacting their cosmopolitan identity through transnational ways of being and beloning. This is 

what De Clercq & Voronov (2009) have referred to with the concept, “enacting habitus” and what this 

author refers to with a more visual metaphor “chameleoning”. 

 

Returnee entrepreneurs can, however, not configure in endless ways and manage to create alignment in all 

social fields. The case study showed how a transnational habitus is limited and can even work counter-

productive in local Ghanaian social fields. Although Nedelcu’s definition of transnational habitus “a mixture 

of local, national and cosmopolitan cultural references” (2012, p. 1346) suggests this includes a local feel 

for the game, the returnees in this case clearly fall short in this respect. Literature speaks of “lost local 

social capital” when migrants have been abroad ‘too long’ and lost touch with their country of origin 

(Åkesson, 2016; Naudé et al., 2015). In this case, it seems more appropriate to speak of “lost local habitus” 

or a “strayed habitus”. It resembles what previous studies have described when locals criticise returnees 

for having lost their culture (Åkesson & Eriksson Baaz, 2015).  

 

The next chapter reflects on these findings by considering the usefulness of the theoretical framework and 

methodology that was applied to the empirical study. 
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6 DISCUSSION 

To paint a more realistic picture of the abilities of returnee entrepreneurs, this thesis aimed to shed light on 

their use of capital in a well-defined context. This chapter reflects on the theories and methodologies that 

were employed to this end. Section 6.1 considers the usefulness of the theoretical framework in guiding 

the analysis. Section 6.2 reflects on the case study approach and reliability and validity of the data. The 

chapter ends with Section 6.3 describing some limitations and directions for further research.  

6.1 REFLECTION ON THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

To study the use of capital by returnee entrepreneurs in situ, a theoretical framework was adopted that 

combines Bourdieu’s praxeology (1977) and capital theory (1986) with a transnational perspective. This 

section assesses the usefulness of this theoretical framework and relates the findings to theory and prior 

empirical studies. 

  

As intended, the framework was useful to explore detailed realities of the use of capital. By situating 

returnee entrepreneurs in their past and present contexts, it became impossible to see the use of capital 

unconnected from this context. The transnational perspective was also useful for exploring detailed 

realities. The returnees in the case study were transnational actors pur sang; ignoring that about them 

would have been unrealistic. Also in line with expectations, the framework also exposed that using of 

capital is more than the mere application of resources. Praxeology helped identity how the use of capital is 

determined by the alignment of capitals and habitus with the social field.  

Combining transnationalism with praxeology produced some more unexpected insights.  It showed how 

when returnees are exposed to new social fields it creates new perspectives of old fields. To reflect on this 

finding the “fish in water” metaphor is useful (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Grenfell, 2008; Maton, 2008; 

Wainwright, 2000). Having experiences different waters, the returnees could see the waters of Ghana 

clearer. This allowed them to spot opportunities to use their capital from different worlds. Taking on a local 

perspective1 would not have uncovered this. Finally, praxeology put the creative arts industry as the meso 

setting in a different light. The industry was chosen to understand capital dynamics, as in Pret et al. (2015). 

Instead, praxeology zoomed out on capital to also expose social field dynamics. This allowed studying 

                                                           

1
 A similar study with a local perspective would mean that the interviews only cover local acquisition and use of capital and habitus. 

It might bring out transnational elements, but is less likely when the study is not explicit set-up to cover transnationalism.   
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interesting dynamics between local and social fields. It showed how foreign exposure created the ability 

and confidence to overcome some of the structural constraints of operating a creative enterprise in Ghana.  

6.2 REFLECTION ON METHODOLOGY 

After reviewing the usefulness of the theoretic framework, this section reflects on the chosen 

methodology. Taking a pragmatic approach to the exploratory study, created depth to the analysis, while at 

the same time kept the study manageable and focussed on the research question. An exploratory study is 

useful to gain an understanding of relatively understudied phenomena, but if unfocussed and unbounded it 

risks staying on the surface level, creating breadth rather than depth. The case study design was a 

pragmatic way to stay within boundaries and gave way to creating depth. Abduction was useful to connect 

dots where they did not connect based on the returnee’s stories. It allowed bringing in extra-discursive 

elements by drawing on observations from the field and interviews with informants. Using induction would 

have resulted in a thinner contextual account, as the narrative accounts only provided cues to the context, 

not the full extent of it. The pragmatic approach also helped to keep the research question central 

throughout interviews and the analysis. Using unstructured interviews and open coding might have created 

thicker narrative accounts, but also more noise that distracts from the central aim of the study.  

6.2.1 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY 

Reliability and validity in research refers to “ensuring rigor”. It is argued that without rigor research 

becomes fiction and loses its function (Morse, Olson, & Spiers, 2002, p. 14). The meaning of rigor depends 

on the research strategy.  For qualitative research it implies that a researcher takes into account reliability 

and validity throughout the research process, not just assessing the output (Saunders et al., 2008).  

Reliability 

In qualitative research, reliability refers to the ability of a study to produce consistent findings if executed 

by another researcher. There are two main threats to reliability. The first is a participant bias. This happens 

when participants choose not to discuss topics, overemphasise aspects or give socially desirable answers, 

resulting in a partial or skewed picture. The second threat is a researcher bias. This is caused by how the 

researcher asks questions, tone of voice and non-verbal behaviour. It threatens reliability as it can impose 

the beliefs and frame of reference of the researcher on the results (Saunders et al., 2008).  

 

During data collection, several measures were taken to increase reliability. Prior knowledge about the 

subject helps assess the accuracy and completeness of participant responses, already during the interview 

(Saunders et al., 2008). Interviews were therefore prepared by consulting literature and include relevant 
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topics in the interview guide. When issues were left untouched or underexplored, the author asked 

question as “Other returnees have told me…. How is that for you?” The intention was to encourage them 

to share their story, without confronting them that they left parts out. Often towards the end of the 

interview, returnees then entered more sensitive areas, like family pressure, racism and confrontations 

with employees. Moreover, preparing participants by explaining the aim and topic, further increases 

reliability (Saunders et al., 2008). When making the appointment with participants it was therefore 

explained what the interview was about without sharing the complete interview guideline to prevent 

priming.  

 

As the interview location can also create a bias (Saunders et al., 2008), participants were asked to choose 

the location. It increased their willing to participate and provided extra data as they could be observed at 

their workplace, their regular café or in their homes. To further reduce participant bias, researchers are 

advised to adopt a similar style of clothing to participants (Saunders et al., 2008). In Ghana, both men and 

women pay particular attention to their looks. Interviewing creatives placed an extra emphasis on dress 

style. Despite adopting a formal dress-style, the dress style of the author did remind participants of 

Western clothing styles. This has inevitably put emphasis on the author being a researcher from Denmark. 

Moreover, having lived in the US and England, the participants could easily relate to life in the West. This 

reflective ability was useful for the research and created a mutual understanding, but has inevitably 

‘coloured’ their responses. Although it is impossible to point out where this occurred, it can be expected 

that the returnees placed more emphasis on their cosmopolitan identity than they would have done 

speaking to an African researcher.  

Validity 

Validity refers to whether the empirical findings are a correct representation of what is actually going on 

(Saunders et al., 2008) As a qualitative researcher this means staying open to new issues, being reflexive, 

staying critical towards the data, keeping clear what is evidence and what is interpretation and 

communicating findings in a transparent way (Leitch, Hill, & Harrison, 2010). Since the goal of this research 

is not to generalise, but to explore the topic with the aim to illustrate, the external validity depends on the 

extent of contextualization. The measures taken to ensure contextualisation have been described 

extensively before. To further increase validity, triangulation was used. The idea behind triangulation is that 

shedding different lights on the research phenomenon creates a more complete view and thereby a more 

accurate representation. This can be done by using multiple theories, multiple research methods or 

different types of participants (Van de Ven, 2007). In this study, the findings of returnees were 

crosschecked through interviews with informants. It was done during the fieldwork, as interviews with 
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informants alternated returnee interviews. Later, in the analysis the informant interviews were used to 

verify and complement returnee accounts. To further ensure a correct representation, after the analysis, 

participants checked the summary of their narrative to make sure the story was presented correctly. 

6.3 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

This section outlines some limitations to the study and suggests future research directions that follow from 

this. A critique of Bourdieu’s praxeology is that, by focussing on the interaction, it risks that the individual 

becomes under-theorised (De Clercq & Voronov, 2009). Reflecting on the findings of this study, this risk is 

not unrealistic. Although the analysis aimed to bring the individuals to life, the shared narrative failed to 

convey personal characteristics. Thinking about personal characteristics, makes this author think about 

nature and nurture. Bourdieu’s notion of habitus is embodied, which gives suggestion of nature. However, 

since praxeology puts emphasis on evolvement and structuration, habitus has more suggestion of nurture. 

In this respect I can be stated that the nature-aspect of returnees was understudied. Nana Kwadwo does 

however speak of character and personality: 

I definitely feel now that character and personality are far more important than uhm…. Those things guide 

you through stuff. It is not necessarily a technical knowhow, because you can have all the technical knowhow 

and still not be able to execute or function in a particular environment. But character will allow you to at 

least get a sense of what is going on and then decide for yourself what you want to do.  (Nana Kwadwo) 

 

He hints towards habitus when he says “character will allow you to at least get a sense of what is going”. 

However he implies that character allows to get a sense of what is going on, not that character is a sense of 

what is going on. Asking Nana Kwadwo at that moment to clarify this would have been helpful. As a 

suggestion for further research it would be interesting to explore nature vs. nurture in returnee 

entrepreneurship as well as to assess the applicability of praxeology in gaining an understanding of the role 

of personal characteristics and character.  

 

Similar to earlier studies, this research does not include viewpoints of stakeholders like families, 

employees, suppliers, and so on (see for instance Ghimire & Maharjan, 2014), Due to practical resource 

constraints, the study had to be limited to the entrepreneur’s perspectives. Relying solely on emic accounts 

runs the risk of overestimating the abilities of returnee entrepreneurs. But returnees might as well have 

underestimated them. Hearing the voices of the main characters from their stories, like parents, peers and 

employees could have assessed this. Future research is therefore encouraged to take a 360⁰ perspective 

and involve the voices of stakeholder to enhance our understanding of the abilities of returnee 

entrepreneurship.
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7 CONCLUSION  

This thesis analysed and clarified the research question, how highly skilled Ghanaian returnee 

entrepreneurs use capital in operating a firm in the creative arts industry? The thesis aimed to contribute to 

the empirical work on return migration, development and entrepreneurship in an African context by 

exploring practices and not impact. Analysing the use of capital in a case study enabled exploring detailed 

dimensions, shedding light on both virtues and struggles. This has created a more realistic image of the 

abilities of returnee entrepreneurs.  

 

The analysis identified three main findings. First of all, the analysis showed that the use of capital by the 

returnee entrepreneurs in this case is defined by the alignment between capital, habitus and the social 

field. It is a process of constant reflection, adjustment and making compromises.  Secondly, the 

transnational perspective uncovered that these returnee entrepreneurs occupy a unique position from 

where they can combine the best of different worlds. By straddling local and foreign social fields they have 

created a transnational toolkit, a transnational sense of doing business and gained access to a transnational 

playing field. This expands their means with a transnational dimension that increases their ability to create 

alignment between capital, habitus and the social field. Finally, combining praxeology and transnationalism 

showed that in using capital, these returnee entrepreneurs bring in qualities of localness and 

transnationality through an act of what this author calls “constant configuration” and “chameleoning”.  

7.1 CONTRIBUTIONS TO RESEARCH 

Answering this research question contributes to the literature in several ways. First of all, it adds to 

empirical work on returnee entrepreneurship from a relatively underexplored geographical area, Africa. 

Moreover, it increases our understanding of the role of returnees in the creative arts industry, which is 

considered a key industry for development of Africa and Ghana, but remains underexplored (Beukelaer, 

2012; Government of Ghana, 2010; UNCTAD, 2010; UNESCO, 2013) Secondly, by taking a practice 

approach, the case study gave a peek inside the black box of entrepreneurial practice, which is often 

stepped over in empirical research. Last but not least, this study showed how returnee entrepreneurs 

complement their transnational habitus with an ability to change colours, so that others see them 

differently too. They either match colour with the social field to fit in, or stand out with a contrasting 

colour.  
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In sum, the thesis is a step towards creating a more realistic representation of returnees as entrepreneurs; 

nuancing the super-entrepreneur stereotype. A next challenge is to more beyond emic accounts to 

understand returnee entrepreneurship from a spectator perspective and explore the role of personal 

characteristics. This will contribute to an even more realistic representation. The ultimate aim is to inform 

policymakers, professionals and other stakeholders on ways they can engage with highly skilled returnee 

entrepreneurship as actors for development. The final part of this thesis takes a head start on this with two 

policy recommendations based on this study.  

7.2 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY AND SUPPORT 

The findings can impact local government leaders and international development practitioners involved in 

the brain gain discussion. This section highlights two policy areas and provides concrete recommendations.  

Policy area 1: Increasing entrepreneurial capabilities bottom-up  

Development assistance could benefit from engaging with the type of highly skilled returnees described in 

this thesis as development actors, rather than development subjects. The returnees in this thesis were not 

constrained in their entrepreneurial abilities due to lack of skills. Rather, their transnational background 

provided them with substantial abilities1. Based on the findings of this thesis, development agencies are 

encouraged to team-up with local highly skilled returnee entrepreneurs. Engaging returnees as trainers or 

mentors can facilitate the transfer of capital to local entrepreneurs. This creates a win-win situation as 

facilitating the interaction between returnees and local entrepreneurs also enhances their mutual 

understanding; taking away prejudice from both sides. It not only spreads the benefits of brain gain, but 

more fundamentally, also encourages bottom-up development. Skills training of entrepreneurs are often 

criticized for being ineffective as in the past they have targeted migrants with no prior entrepreneurial 

experience or even no interest in doing so (Black & Castaldo, 2009; Naudé et al., 2015). In the 

temperament of aid efficiency and calls for increased ownership of development, such bottom-up 

programs can benefit from involving return migrants2.   

                                                           

1
 This is not to say that a migration experience can fully substitute skills training. Some of the returnees in this thesis did receive 

sponsorship from development networks, which helped the start-up their business.  Moreover, results apply specifically to 

returnee entrepreneurs in Accra’s creative arts industry. The exploratory nature and case study approach do not allow 

extrapolation to a wider group of returnees. 

2
 For more on bottom-up efforts towards linking migration and development please refer to this handbook by Sinatti & Alvarez 

Tinajero (2011).  
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Policy area 2: Promoting inclusive value chains 

This thesis showed how the returnee entrepreneurs capitalise on their global footprint. Their transnational 

capabilities and networks enable them to optimise the value chain across a transnational social space. The 

difference is that, due to a strong sense of belonging in Ghana, their business decisions are not always 

purely economic but made from the heart. They feel an urge to locate business activities in Ghana, creating 

a tendency to place higher value-added activities in Ghana. This creates a flatter “smile curve”3.  Local 

government leaders are encouraged to collaborate with returnee entrepreneurs in a number of areas with 

the aim to promote inclusive value chains. The returnee entrepreneurs can for instance assist local 

government leaders to identify structural barriers in Ghana’s creative arts industry and the economy at 

large, e.g. through a task force. Based on this, government leaders can promote the inclusion of local 

suppliers into the value chain by taking away structural barriers through e.g. networking events, granting 

tax breaks and other forms of affirmative action. The aim is to increase the share of activities that returnee 

entrepreneurs locate in Ghana to create spillovers effects on development, such as capacity building. 

                                                           

3
 Multinational enterprises locate activities from the value chain where they are optimal. The iconic “smile curve” describes how 

this results in placing high value-added activities in the West and low value-added activities in developing countries. Scholars 

provide several explanations for this dynamic: apart from low local abortive capacity, foreign investments are not socially 

motivated, and placing high value activities outside, could risk losing their competitive position (Blomström & Kokko, 1998; Cypher 

& Dietz, 2009). 
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APPENDIX I: FIELDWORK 

Table 3 Definition creative industry Source: (UNCTAD, 2010) 

HERITAGE Traditional cultural expressions: art 

crafts, festivals and celebrations; etc. 

Cultural sites: archaeological sites, 

museums, libraries, exhibitions, etc. 

ARTS Visual arts: painting, sculpture, 

photography, antiques; etc. 

Performing arts: live music, theatre, 

dance, opera, circus, puppetry, etc.  

MEDIA Publishing and printed media: books, 

press and other publications; etc. 

Audio-visuals: film, television, radio and 

other broadcasting 

FICTIONAL CREATIONS Design: interior, graphic, fashion, 

jewellery, toys, etc. 

New media: architectural, advertising, 

cultural and recreational, creative 

research and development (R&D), digital 

and other related creative services. 

 

Figure 7 Sample tree visualising sampling procedure  
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INTERVIEW GUIDELINE – RETURNEE ENTREPRENEUR 

 

Introduction – 2 min 

 About the research 

 Recording, confidentiality (if wanted…, use of research for academic purposes only 

 

Company profile – 5 min 

Current stage: 

 First of all I would like to talk about the company right now. 

 What does the company do? What products/services? Who are your clients? Suppliers?  

 How many people work here? How is the business organized? (functional managers….) 

 How are you related to the business? What systems are used to manage? (software, meetings) 

 How is the business doing? What is going well? Challenges? How do you solve that? 

 

Overseas experience – 15 min 

Host period: 

 When migrated? To where? (multiple places…) What did you do there? (study, work…) 

 How was it to <work, study, live> there? How did it compare to Ghana? 

 Social capital: Who did you spend time with? Networks, associations, clubs? Why? Could you have 

connected with these from Ghana?  

 Local social capital: How did you keep contact with Ghana while abroad? Easy or hard? Why? 

 Cultural capital: What did you learn, experience and gain? How do you know or realize this? (self 

assessment, from others…) Could you have achieved this in Ghana? Why (not)? 

 Economic capital: Did you get to save up while abroad? Send back during or take back to Ghana? Could 

you have saved this in Ghana? Why (not)? 

 What do you feel is the main gain, achievement from overseas period? What do you feel is the negative 

side to it? What would have been better if you had stayed in Ghana? 

 

Return period: 

 When returned? Permanent or first temporary? Why returned? (if several: the breakthrough) 

 Permanent residence? How long planning to stay in Ghana?  

 Link with host country: do you still have contacts abroad? Do you make visits abroad? 
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 Why did you create your own enterprise in Ghana? What were the considerations? When decided to? 

(abroad or when back…) 

 

Enterprise development – 15 min 

Previous stages:  

 Taking you back to when you started this company. 

 When started? Why? How did you get the idea? Who else was involved? 

 How did the start-up go? 

o What did the company look like at first? Who was involved? 

o What were your challenges at the time? What did you need? What was missing? 

o What could have made it easier?  

 How did it evolve from there? What happened to the company after that? 

o Repeat above questions 

 

Future: 

 What is the company’s future ambition? How do you plan to achieve that? What do you need to get 

there? (resources…) What are the challenges? How to overcome? 

 Where do you see yourself in the future? What do you need to get there? What are the challenges? 

What is missing? (resources….) How do you want to overcome these? 
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INTERVIEWS, RECORDINGS & TRANSCRIPTS  

In total 12 interviews were held and 7 narrative accounts are included in the analysis.  

 

Three interviews were discarded because they did not fit the target group of the study. One interview was cut short 

after the participant mentioned that he had not returned to Ghana (yet). Contrary to what was mentioned by the 

informant, he turned out to be based in Milan, Italy. Another returnee was not the founder or owner of the 

enterprise, but the manager. However, this returnee was very helpful in identifying other participants. A third 

interview had to be discarded because the returnee owned a creative enterprise (fashion store), but was not actively 

designing for the business (anymore). I decided to utilise full transcribed narrative accounts as the basis for analysis 

only after data collection was completed. As a consequence I had to discard two more interviews; one because the 

recording device crashed and the other one because the participant could not give a full interview at that time. For 

this reason I was not able to create full transcripts in spite of detailed field notes.  

 

Interview recordings are an average of 1:03 minutes (net interview time, min. 0:46 - max.1:27). The actual interview 

was often longer, but only the net interview time is recorded. Recording was in mp4 format and later converted to 

Mp3 to be compatible with the transcription software. Quality of recording varied between interviews due to 

background sounds, which interfered with the clarity of speech at times.  

 

Transcripts are on average 14 pages (A4 and 1.5 line space, min. 8 - max. 23). Transcriptions were created manually 

using SpeechExec pro software and a foot paddle. Full transcripts of the 7 interviews are included in Appendix !!!. 

Incomplete interviews and interviews with informants are not transcribed.  
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Figure 8 Workspaces of returnee entrepreneurs  
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APPENDIX II: ANALYSIS  

Example qualitative content analysis 
Code frame 

Capital Possession of resources, access to resources  

Cultural capital Keywords: education, experience, language, etc. 

Social capital Keywords: network, connected, friends, partnerships, etc. 

Economic capital Keywords: funding, savings, grant 

Symbolic capital Keywords: degree, award, reputation, honour, high social class 

 

Social field ”Rules of the game”  

Social field Keywords: in Ghana, here, etc. and in the States, in England, abroad, back there, etc 

 

Habitus ”Sense of the game”  

Habitus Key words: sense of, feel for, understanding, etc. 
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Cut-out from transcript 

 

Another challenge I hear a lot is the finance, so to start up a company in Ghana is not cheap, how did you 

go about that? 

No! So, I had my own savings, before returning to Ghana, and that was in pounds, so if you change it to 

Cedi’s, you get quite a lot, haha, so that was good. So yeah, it was good, but Ghana has become very very 

expensive, and still it was expensive, but now everything is like double the price, so, that is something that 

people ouside of Africa don’t understand, that in Africa it is not cheap, I am sure you have noticed, since 

you have been here, things are more expensive, like let’s say a cocktail, it becomes really really expensive, 

something you can get for like 5 pounds is like 10 pounds here. It is the same with production, I am paying 

my weavers very very well, because they are using a different type of material plus I am supporting the 

community, so I double the weaver price because I thought that would benefit more than me trying to 

make they do things for like 1 dollar, so I get a company coming up to me and say “can we make something 

for 1 dollar”, I am like “NO!”, I would never do that, that is like values of producing in China, that is what I 

don’t want. So, haha, I am really surprised if a company asks me to make a bag for that price. So, haha.  

How are you in contact with your international network? 

I use social media and emails, and skype and I have never met, almost everybody that I have been chatting 

to I have never met them, because I am here or in the North, but in September I may be in Paris so I am 

looking to go to the UK as well, and kind of meet people face to face, because that is my biggest challenge, 

not being able to travel, because tickets from Ghana are so expensive, I went to Kenya, it was above a 

1.000 dollars for a ticket, like a 1.500 dollars, it is just such an expense, so I have not been able to travel as 

much as I wish I could, but I am hoping by the end of this year, I will be able to….. I might be going to Paris, 

to do a trade show with the designer Tradang…? I don’t know if you know, we are going to Maison et Objet, 

I hope I am saying that right, haha, do you know about it? No, I have not heard about it, no. It is a massive 

interior slash home trade show, like fashion accessories, furniture, lighting it is amazing, I am hoping to 

meet a few buyers, I have a big presence in France actually. Ok, how come? Because there is a lot of bags in 

France as well, yeah, uhm, I have 1 actually 2 stockists in France, they have been selling the bags really 

really well, yeah, so very surprised, cause it is a country that I did not really look at, I was more thinking the 

UK, because that is what I knew, and everything has just changed, yeah, it has changed so much, like 

France, the US, then the UK, yeah. So it took you by surprise? It did. 
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Migration history charts 

 

Kua designs - Ruby Buah

Year Age

Accra 

Ghana US

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979 0

1980 1

1981 2

1982 3

1983 4

1984 5

1985 6

1986 7

1987 8

1988 9

1989 10

1990 11

1991 12

1992 13

1993 14

1994 15

1995 16

1996 17

1997 18

1998 19

1999 20

2000 21

2001 22

2002 23

2003 24

2004 25

2005 26

2006 27

2007 28

2008 29

2009 30

2010 31

2011 32

2012 33

2013 34

2014 35

2015 36

2016 37

Moves back to 
Ghana for a 
year

Adds children's line in Nov '15

Definite move back and full time dedicated to Kua designs

Starts in '09 a degree in jewellery design 
and entrepreneurship at New York's
Fashion Institute of Technology

Last year of high school
in California

Undergraduate at Wesleyan 
college in Atlanta, Georgia

Gradual return to Ghana

Works as a financial analyst 
at Coca-Cola in Atlanta, 
Georgia

Takes evening classes in 
beading 

Starts Kua designs
around this time 
(part-time) 

Attended Wesley Girls 
high school
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ANO Nana Oforiatta-Ayim

Year Age

Accra 

Ghana Germany England Russia

US (New 

York) Ehiopia Senegal France

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

Starts exhibition of 
Ghanaian contemporary 
art (around ´03-´06)

Moves back to Ghana

Starts ANO in Ghana at 
current location in '12

Born

Grundshule

Back for a while

Moves back and forth 

Mother moves 
to Ghana 
when she is 12

Final schooling and university in England:
schools in Oxford and Cheltenham, 
university in Bristol and London.

Boarding school

Attempts to move back in '06

Undergrad: political science 
with Russian language and 
literature, University of 

Masters in African Art History, 
University of  London
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Emma Bird - Naa Amanua Williams

Year Age

Accra, 

Ghana England Thailand Nigeria

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979

1980

1981 0

1982 1

1983 2

1984 3

1985 4

1986 5

1987 6

1988 7

1989 8

1990 9

1991 10

1992 11

1993 12

1994 13

1995 14

1996 15

1997 16

1998 17

1999 18

2000 19

2001 20

2002 21

2003 22

2004 23

2005 24

2006 25

2007 26

2008 27

2009 28

2010 29

2011 30

2012 31

2013 32

2014 33

2015 34

2016 35

Moves back 
in Dec '07

Opens factory in '10 and 
launches a clothing line 
during her time at Da-viva

Starts working for Da-viva June '08 for 5 years

based in Nigeria for 2 
years (around this time)

Studies Surface Design for 
over 6 years at London 
College of Fashion

Graduates '06

Internship in Thailand (around this time)

Starts Emma Bird in '13

St. Mary's Senior High 
school (around this time)

Primary school in Ghana

Works for  

Comes back 
to Ghana to 
visit at least 

twice a year

Father and sisters live in 
England. Naa Amanua 
lives with her mother
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AAKS - Akosua Afriyie-Kumi

Year Age

Kumasi, 

Ghana UK

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986 0

1987 1

1988 2

1989 3

1990 4

1991 5

1992 6

1993 7

1994 8

1995 9

1996 10

1997 11

1998 12

1999 13

2000 14

2001 15

2002 16

2003 17

2004 18

2005 19

2006 20

2007 21

2008 22

2009 23

2010 24

2011 25

2012 26

2013 27

2014 28

2015 29

2016 30

Moves back to 
Ghana Dec '12

Launch of first collection '14

Setting up the weavers '13

Several interships: a.o. Peter Pilotto, 
Mathew Williamson, William Tempest

Fashion school at Kingston 
University, London '06-'09

Oxford Brookes university '05-'06

Saint Louis 
Secondary school in 
Kumasi '02-'05

Ridge school 
primary education
in Kumasi

Sales assistant at beach/swimwear store

Visiting England 
regularly since the 
age of two; sister 

lived there

Comes to Ghana 
for holidays
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RAFFIA Madonna Kendona-Sowah

Year Age

Accra 

Ghana

Copenhage

nDenmark

Sofia

Bulgaria

Paris 

France

Cote 

d'Ivoire

New York 

United States

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979

1980

1981

1982 0

1983 1

1984 2

1985 3

1986 4

1987 5

1988 6

1989 7

1990 8

1991 9

1992 10

1993 11

1994 12

1995 13

1996 14

1997 15

1998 16

1999 17

2000 18

2001 19

2002 20

2003 21

2004 22

2005 23

2006 24

2007 25

2008 26

2009 27

2010 28

2011 29

2012 30

2013 31

2014 32

2015 33

2016 34

Moves to copenhagen when 1 year old, 
father in foreign service

Back in Ghana for 4 years

Family moves to Sofia, 
going to American 

Moves to Paris 
around this time

Family moves to 
Côte d'Ivoire

Goes to Wesley Girls' High 
School (boarding school)

Parents here while she is in 
boarding school, comes for 
holidays

University of Ghana, 
undergraduate studies

Columbia University, 
graduate studies

Starts Raffia in December '13

First collection comes out April '14

National Service 
at ministry

Moves back to Ghana
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Circumspecte Jemila Abdulai

Year Age Ghana Norway US France Senegal Italy Tunisia Côte d'Ivoire

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

1988 0

1989 1

1990 2

1991 3

1992 4

1993 5

1994 6

1995 7

1996 8

1997 9

1998 10

1999 11

2000 12

2001 13

2002 14

2003 15

2004 16

2005 17

2006 18

2007 19

2008 20

2009 21

2010 22

2011 23

2012 24

2013 25

2014 26

2015 27

2016 28

Family lives in Norway 
because of father's master's 
degree (around this time)

Moves back to Ghana

Starts the blog in '07 in France (travel blog) 

Devoted full time  to 
Circumspecte from '15

Exchange in Montpellier

BA Economics and French at
Mount Holyoke College

Starts Wesley Girls' High School in ´01

1st year at 
Johns Hopkings

Correspondent
at Devex in DC

African Development Bank 
moved to Côte d'Ivoire

Starts working for the African Development Bank

NGO in 
Senegal

Alsyd Academy

Moves back (around this time

2nd year at 
Johns Hopkings
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Bôhten - Nana Kwadwo Osei

Year Age

Accra 

Ghana

former 

Yugoslavia UK

South 

Africa US

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979

1980

1981 0

1982 1

1983 2

1984 3

1985 4

1986 5

1987 6

1988 7

1989 8

1990 9

1991 10

1992 11

1993 12

1994 13

1995 14

1996 15

1997 16

1998 17

1999 18

2000 19

2001 20

2002 21

2003 22

2004 23

2005 24

2006 25

2007 26

2008 27

2009 28

2010 29

2011 30

2012 31

2013 32

2014 33

2015 34

2016 35

Moves back to Ghana

BA degree 
at Radcliff
'10-14

Brothers Start Bôhten '12 (registered
in Canada)

Moves to Yogoslavia when he 
was 3 months old, because of 
father's job (diplomat)

Back in 
Ghana for 
a year

Back in Ghana for 
high school

Family 
moves to UK

2nd year of high school in 
South Africa 

Final year of high school in US 

College at Binghamton University 
'99-'04
BS Computer Science,New York state

Works as a creative / art 
director in New York on several 
projects 

Opening of zero-waste production 
facility in Canada '15
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APPENDIX III: OVERVIEW OF PARTICIPANTS 

Table 4 Demographic overview of participants in chronological order of fieldwork 

Name: Firm name and type: UNCTAD definition: Established in: Education: Lived in: Return: Interview: 

Ruby Buah Kua Designs Jewellery, 

handbags, 

children's clothing 

Fictional creations, 

heritage 

5 years 

ago 

US BA Business and 

Fashion School  

US 2015 08-feb 

Nana Oforiatta 

Ayim 

ANO Cultural research 

center 

 Arts, Hertitage, 

Fictional creations 

10-13 

years ago 

London BA Russian literature 

and politics MA 

History of Art  

Germany, UK, more 2012 11-feb 

Naa Amanua 

Williams 

Emma Bird Accessories 

(jewellery, hair) 

Fictional creations, 

Heritage 

2013  Ghana BA Fashion school  England, Thailand, 

Nigeria  

2008 12-feb 

Akosua Afriyie-

Kumi 

AAKS Handbags Fictional creations, 

Heritage 

2013/2014 Ghana BA Fashion school UK 2012 13-feb 

Madonna 

Kendona-Sowah 

Raffia Women's clothing Fictional creations, 

Heritage 

2013 Ghana MA Development 

economics 

Denmark, Bulgaria, 

France, Cote d'Ivoire, 

United States 

2011 14-feb 

Jumila Abdulai Circumspecte Online platform 

on development, 

policy 

Media, Fictional 

creations 

2007 blog, 

2015 full 

time 

France BA Economics and 

French, MA 

Economics and IR 

Norway, US, France, 

Senegal, Italy, 

Tunisia, Côte d'Ivoire 

2015 17-feb 

Nana Kwadwo Osei Bhôten Eco-luxury 

eyewear 

Fictional creations, 

heritage 

2012 Canada BS Computer science 

and BA Design  

former Yugoslavia, 

South Africa, UK, US 

2010 22-feb 
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Table 5 Overview of informants in chronological order of fieldwork 

 Informants Interview date: 

Director research at Ministry of Tourism, Culture, Creative Arts 10-feb 

Deputy director at Ghana Investment Promotion Center 11-feb 

Senior policy officer at Association of Ghana Industries 3-feb 

Teacher at Ashesi University College  24-feb 

Teacher at Radford University  22-feb 

Co-founder of Ahaspora (returnee network) 17-feb 

President of Ghana Association of Visual Arts  10-feb 

CEO Ghana4All  19-feb 
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Box 0-I Biographies of participants in chronological order of fieldwork 

KUA DESIGNS - RUBY BUAH 

   

Ruby Buah is the founder and creative director of Kua designs. Ruby designs jewellery, handbag and 

children’s clothing all inspired by ethnic culture. After moving to the US to finish high school, she got a 

degree in finance at Wesleyan, Georgia, after which she worked for as a financial for Coca Cola and a 

couple more companies for several years. It was only after then taking a local beading class in her spare 

time that she became fascinated by jewellery and decided to make a career out of it. Relying on her 

business background she took it as an opportunity to be able to transition out of corporate America. After 

selling jewellery for a while alongside her job, she quit Coca Cola to attend Fashion institute of Technology 

in New York and pursue a degree in jewellery design and entrepreneurship. It was during this period that 

she established Kua designs and also started to design bags. After completing her degree, she started 

moving back and forth to Ghana, to finally establish herself in 2015. She now operates Kua designs on a full 

time basis from her shop in Labone, Accra, where mainly returns shop, as well as expatriates, and some 

tourists who are looking for nice gifts to take back with them. Among her online clientele are a lot of 

African Americans and diasporans.  

 

ANO – NANA OFORIATTA-AYIM 

      

Nana is an art historian, writer, filmmaker and the founder of ANO, a cultural research platform that is 

about creating and uncovering new narratives about Africans and Africa. Nana tries to create trajectories 

from past realities to present ones though publications, films, exhibitions and research projects. She spent 

her childhood and early adulthood between Ghana and Europe, mostly in Germany and England, where she 

received a BA in Russian and politics and MA in African Art History. After trying to resettle in Ghana since 

2006, she finally returned in 2011. ANO started as an online platform back in London, where Nana was 
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already writing, doing films and organising exhibitions 10-13 years ago. ANO now has a physical home in 

Accra, north the ring, just off Achimota road. Some the recent projects are “Kiosk Culture”, an exhibition 

and book aiming to provide new perspectives on urban structures in urban areas through the ubiquitous 

kiosk, and the “Cultural Encylopaedia”, a documentation project that aims to present alternative narratives 

about Africa through generating and sharing knowledge. After doing everything by herself since the 

inception of ANO, Nana is now slowly building up her team and works hard on creating the right business 

structures to, in her words, “turn it from an intellectual project much more into a sustainable one”.  

 

EMMA BIRD - NAA AMANUA WILLIAMS 

    

Naa Amanua is the designer and owner of Emma Bird, an accessories brand of hand-made custom jewellery 

using African print fabrics. After returning to Ghana in 2008 and working for textile company Da-Viva, 

managing their West African expansion, she started the brand in 2013. By that time she had already 

launched a clothing line and opened her factory, producing standard garments for Da-Viva. Bored with just 

doing production and eager to explore her “design bit”, she wanted to try something new. The African print 

inspired her, but she finds it a bit overwhelming and everyone was using it in the same way in Ghana. Using 

concept development techniques learned at London College of Fashion, she thought “accessories, African 

print, let’s do something different”, and Emma Bird was born. Starting capital was a combination savings 

and help from family and friends. Emma Bird has been international from the start. Fabrics are sourced 

from Ghana and Togo and other materials come from Thailand, India, China, India, Lebanon, Barcelona and 

London, where she has family or connections from fashion school and Da-Viva. Products are sold in Ghana, 

the UK, the US, France, Barcelona, where her network helps promote the brand. Having lived and worked in 

different parts of the world she knows how to adapt her designs to for instance West Africans who “love 

the whole African thing” and the UK and US, where they like “shiny stuff”. For the future of Emma Bird she 

aims in two directions. Become a social enterprise, creating a second job for women while at the same time 

expand by pitching to European brands, like H&M or Top Shop. If she succeeds, production probably has to 

be relocated to India or Thailand.   

 

A A K S - AKOSUA AFRIYIE-KUMI 
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Akosua is the founder of the brand AAKS, a brand of woven bags using traditional techniques done by a 

weaving community of about 40 women in the North of Ghana. After spending eight years in the UK, 

between Oxfordshire and London, where she studied art, design and fashion, she returned to Ghana in 

December 2012. First planning to operate from London, she soon realized that presence in Ghana was 

indispensable to oversee the weaving process. After a challenging period setting up production in the North 

of Ghana, overcoming language barriers and dealing with mutual prejudice between North and South, she 

launched the brand in Sept 2014. A A K S  is almost entirely built around social media, which enables her to 

operate it from her home town Kumasi. Social media has played a vital role from inception; creating 

exposure, sales, and attracting international press, as The Guardian, Elle magazine, Harper’s Bazaar, CNN 

and Le Monde. The brand caters for an international audience, selling to clients in the UK, Germany, Italy 

US, South Africa and France. As “social media is still very new in Ghana” she sells less in Ghana, doing a 

pop-up store in Osu in June 2016 and being stocked at El Lokko soon should change that. For branding, 

photography and web-hosting she relies on her contacts abroad, as, according to Akosua, prices in Ghana 

are out of proportion and do not translate into quality. Future plans include the extension to home interior; 

woven furniture, lamps, everything woven, so still keeping to the weaving community.  

 

RAFFIA - MADONNA KENDONA-SOWAH 

       

Madonna started Raffia in 2013 and launched her first collection in April 2014. She designs modern, elegant 

versatile clothing for women made from handwoven fabric from the Northern part of Ghana and then we 

use it to make. Garment is woven by indigenous artisans using a centuries old weaving technique. Designs 

are particularly statement pieces to go with something a bit more basic. The brand has international and 

universal appeal, but according to Madonna, “Raffia is completely African, no matter what the finished 

product looks like”. Although she always had a love for fashion, it was not until after her graduate degree in 

development economics at Columbia University in New York that she pursued a career in Fashion. She 
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found that, coming from Ghana and a middle class background, wanting to become a fashion designer, was 

not considered a viable career. Having done all that her parents expected of her, she started her own brand 

in her 30s with their full consent. She now combines a background in economic development, particularly 

her passion for women’s empowerment, with fashion. Raffia was never supposed to be just a fashion 

brand, but fashion with a purpose. Still holding on to her day job, she is growing the team around her, 

currently employing two tailors, a production manager and a financial partner/advisor. In the future 

Madonna dreams that Raffia will become “a global sensation” with shops in Asia, Europe and the US, and a 

huge online presence.  

 

CIRCUMSPECTE - JEMILA ABDULAI 

      

Jemila is a digital media entrepreneur and the creative director, editor and founder of Circumspecte. 

Circumspecte started as a travel blog when Jemila was on exchange in France during her BA degree at 

Mount Holyoke, Massachusetts, US. Over the next couple of years it slowly transitioned into a website. 

After working for Devex in Washington DC, an NGO in Senegal, pursuing a graduate degree partly in Italy 

and the US and working for the African Development Bank in Tunisia and Côte d’Ivoire, she moved to 

Ghana in 2015. She now dedicates herself full time to Circumspecte. The platform has a front and back-end. 

The back-end is for services and consultancies; helping start-ups and entrepreneurs companies come up 

with campaigns, strategy, communication, and events. The front-end is what most people see. The focus is 

on generating original content on, for, and by Africa and Africans. It aims to create interaction and tries to 

get Africans to share their perspective. This sets Circumspecte apart from other development platforms, 

where perspectives tend to be non-African. Jemila would like the platform to be “a cross between the 

Economist and the New York Times”. Topics cover: development and policy, entrepreneurship, career 

advice, and culture and society. Readers are in 18-34s and there is another group in their 45-50s. Most are 

educated, in jobs and have a global perspective, many are entrepreneurs, people who are in the 

development sphere , returnees, diplomats or expats, either in Ghana, on the continent, or elsewhere. 
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BÔHTEN – NANA KWADWO 

    

Bôhten is trendy eco-luxury eyewear brand founded by brothers Nana Kwadwo and Nana Boateng, who 

after studying Environmental Science in Canada was inspired to create eco-friendly products. The 

sunglasses are made from reclaimed wood from Ghana and other parts of Africa and are manufactured in 

their own zero-waste production facility in Canada that was established in 2015. Based in Ghana ever since 

his return in 2010, Nana Kwadwo oversees the African expansion; using Ghana as the springboard for the 

rest of the continent. Beyond sourcing, the aim is to move production to Ghana and build distribution 

across the continent. Drawing on his background in graphic design, he is also responsible for how people 

perceive the brand as the chief marketing officer (CMO). Having spent his childhood between Ghana and 

Europe (UK, former Yugoslavia) and his early adulthood in the US, attending college in up-state New York 

and doing his first graphic design projects, Nana Kwadwo can draw on a large and diverse international 

network. Between Nana Kwadwo in Ghana, his brother Boateng in Canada, and the sunglasses being sold in 

over 40 stores around the world, Bôhten is a truly global company. 
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APPENDIX IV: TRANSCRIPTS 

KUA DESIGNS 

Ruby Buah 

Jewelry & Handbag Designer 

http://kuadesigns.com/ 

   

 

The business you can tell, there is the handbags. I started off with the jewellery and then the handbags. 

And I started it when I was in Atlanta, Georgia. And funny enough I wasn’t even thinking that I would 

transition back to Ghana, it was uhmmm. So my background I have a business degree and I have. So the 

business degree came first then I was working as a financial analyst, started working for Coca Cola as a 

financial analyst and then I just took a random beading class in my spare time, and I was fascinated, I was 

blown away. I want to say part of my culture influenced me, simply because the beads are so colourful, so I 

decided that OK, “Maybe I need to look, of course my business background, let me look and see if this can 

be a business and I can actually transition out of corporate America. So, I did work selling jewellery for a 

while and then actually I quit and went to fashion school in New York. And then after fashion school I came 

to Ghana and I have worked for myself since. Which fashion institute? Fashion institute of technology, FIT, 

yes, so, uhhhm so that’s pretty much how it happened while I was in fashion school I had the handbags, 

and when I came just last year, as in November I added the kids line. So everything for me has been based I 

guess in a way on my own story my own inspiration, because I have a daughter who is now 4 years old so I 

am thinking oh what this will be good if I have it for her, so based on that I would make it so that is how we 

expanded into the kids collection. So it is mainly women’s and kids and for the women it is handbags. I like 

the idea of accessories so I am actually surprised that I am doing this cause accessories is one size fits all it 

is easier to sell, you don’t have to worry about sizing and you know if they like it they love it, they  are 

getting it but with clothing you kind of have to play with that a bit, but with kid clothing you can always buy 

a size up, so it still makes it a bit easier, people will say “oh she’ll grow into it”, so that is pretty much what I 

do.  
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What is the business like? You have this store, how many people work for you, clients….. 

For the front office here, we have two people for the workshop believe me I have 3 employees there and 

they are the ones who make all these things that we sell. Now when I started, the kids clothing I outsourced 

cause I needed about 500 or 200-500 clothes as a time, so I sources a bit of it, did not like it at all, so I have 

it in house now and so as people buy we make it. I am also very hands on, the jewellery I make about 80%, 

so yes I am very hands-on. And it is very passion driven, so there will be about 2-3 nights that I actually get 

no sleep , back to back, I am here the light is on throughout the night, go home shower and come back. So, 

yes that is how the production is.  

Where do you source your materials? 

For the handbags, most of the things I source right here, the leather, everything is sources right here except 

like some of the little accessories if I can’t find it in Ghana I source is from the US, uhhhmm. For the 

jewellery, I actually source from South America. Ok, and why is that? The stones, mainly. Ok, let me not say 

all the jewellery: the gold from Ghana, the stones from yes South America, because we have the stones in 

Ghana, we have our own unique kind of beads, but these ones are so colourful, so unique, so authentic, I 

love them, so I source it from there.  

Could you describe your clients to me? 

I would say my clients are uhhhmmm middle income Ghanaian returnees, but I’ll say people who, I always 

say have, uhhm disposable income that they see it they like it they buy it, you know. In Ghana were are 

probably seen towards the higher end of the price point for what I do, because people come even though 

an average price is about what 400 Ghana, for a clutch, yes, so uhm, excuse me why second (…..phone 

call…) So for that, for 400 Ghana cedi’s people say it is quite expensive, so it cuts out, it gives me a smaller 

percentage of those that can afford it, but those that can afford it, they love it. So I’ll say, a lot of returnees, 

also shop here, expatriates, and some tourists who are looking for really nice gifts to take back with them.  

You sell from the shop and also online? Who buys online? 

Yes, also online. I would say I get a lot of African American buying online, yes. 

How is the business doing? 

In general it is doing good, when I was coming there is always the fear, or shall I say in general or 

historically, people go outside of Ghana to look for a better life, a better education, all that good stuff, so 

historically you have a better life when you are not in Ghana. But things have turned around and changed 

so now we actually come back, so that has been very impressive. So (…. talking to clients ….). It has been a 

very pleasant surprise to come back and actually sell more than I thought I would, I think part of it too, like I 

said is, those that have disposable income I think the reason is maybe two or threefold, because there is 

not a lot of options in Ghana, there is not like one simple place where you can find things, and Labone is 
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pretty central, so once you find it, it is like, we love it, we are going to keep it. Secondly, I think they love 

our customer service, when they come in before we used to have a little section for drinks, wine, so people 

actually like the ambiance when they come in and uhm, so that has also helped out. So it has been a 

pleasant surprise to sell more.  

What are some of the challenges you are facing? 

Challenges, there is a lot of challenges, haha. For most of my challenges are before it gets to the shop, the 

manufacturing. It is THE biggest headache, if you talk to anyone in the creatives, and the handbag making, 

or any of these departments and they don’t talk about manufacturing, I don’t know what voodoo applied to 

their working, but that is like THE hardest part for a bag when you have a pattern, when you are there with 

them it comes out the same way, you more you turn around.  

What changes then? 

Uhmmmm, I have also been trying to figure it out, I think part of it is, we are not a manufacturing culture, 

for example, I would not say we are good at this like China, they are known for manufacturing they have 

their work ethic, they have their work ethic, they have their discipline with time, it’s part of their culture. 

Somebody would say something about the US, they are known for their customer service, they are you 

know, some would say they are even overly friendly, sometimes we think it can be a fake. But that is what 

they do and they are known for that.  “How are you doing, what can I do for you?” Uhmmm, when it comes 

to manufacturing, cause even if there is some bag designs if you notice I do mostly clutch bags, because 

some of the mac? Designers we don’t have the machines in Ghana and then you think “ok, I can save so 

much money, if buy the machine and it breaks, who is going to fix it, no one is used to doing that here”. 

And I can’t be the one using the machine too, what if an employee breaks it, what if there is a part we 

need, so it makes it so difficult, that that is one. If you look at it too, they have so called fashion schools 

here, but it is nothing like what you find here, so truly, I would say they have training grounds, that help 

with maybe sawing, when it comes to clothes we are definitely way better, but when it comes to something 

like hand bags and jewellery, it is a tougher call, because you can’t there is no proper school that will give 

you a degree in handbag design in Ghana or for most parts of West Africa.  

How are they doing and who are they? 

One of them is a head tailor, he is trained in Ghana and I think in one of the French speaking countries, and 

he goes through our apprenticeship and my direction, the stitch will be off and you almost want to say, I 

want to make it look like you see in a mall, but they have never seen a mall, you know what am saying. So 

you don’t know what to, like I’d say, you go to Macy’s and see this in there; they don’t know what that is.  

Are you training them? 
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Oh yes, I definitely train them, yes, and they have gotten better. People are always saying that their fear is 

to lose them and then you have to start all over again, but it is OK, it is part of the business, I feel like, if you 

compensate them well and feel respected and treated well and understand the vision of the company, they 

stay, so my head tailor was my first employee and he is still with me. We have our issues, trust me! But I 

know that is the terrain I am dealing with, so…  

You are not afraid you are creating potential competitors? 

Yes, yes yes yes, we do get that, I actually had a sense that when I see a bag outside without my logo, and I 

know we probably made it somewhere, but I feel it is one of those things, that is going to happen, even 

Gucci and all those people they experience this, so I know, the advantage I have is my kind of clientele is 

not going to find him in whatever little place he is selling it.  

So you are not on the same market? 

No, we are not on the same market, and even like, you know, Osu, those who sell on the side of the road, 

they don’t the quality is nowhere close to this, they would definitely never use real leather, they would not 

add the little accessories that I add, and their fabric actually is just from scraps. But they also have their 

clientele, you know and sometime you just want to buy something for somebody for less than twenty 

bucks. It is a different market and then if you want to buy something you can give to your mother in law 

that is special, they you come to me. In the beginning it was up to customers who would see some back 

that looked like mine, they would take a picture and said to me, “you need to go talk to this person” and 

then I just let it go, you can’t chase after the little fish, it is not worth it.  

And who are your competitors? 

In Ghana, or should I say, out clientele uses some of the other handbags designers, but they all, for 

handbags there is Ian Morrisson, but she does other things, she does footwear, and she does a little bit of 

handbags, and then for jewellery I can confidently say, with my style of jewellery, where I get my stones 

and all that, I want to say that I am truly unique here, so hahahaha, but they you know, Ghanaians love 

jewellery, they love beads and stuff and gold, so they, now they have really a lot to pick from.  

I am going to take you back to the period you were in Atlanta, when did you move down there? 

I left Ghana when I was…. So I am 37 now, I left when I was 17, yes, 20 years ago, oh my gosh. In high 

school I was an exchange student, so I was in California as an exchange student and while there I took the 

SAT exams and I went for college there, to Georgia and I did a degree in Business, I was the typical kid that 

is going to go to school, work for a big company get married have kids, retire. Did not even think I was going 

to work for myself, truly it wasn’t one of those things I was raised thinking, I am going to work for myself, I 

did not, I felt like it came to me, you know. I felt that the calling was so strong that I could not resist, and it 

was almost like I was playing with the idea, I would just go to class for 2 hours and I said “this is fascinating, 
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I can make my own jewellery” I started researching here, went to a beads store, took more classes, more 

beads, just kept going deeper and deeper into it until I was convinced that this truly can be a way of life, 

then I said, now I want to make it very official. I want to get the professional part of it, so I decided to get a 

degree in jewellery design.  

 

So you went from high school, to college….and what after college? 

During the jewellery classes I was working as a financial analyst, I still had my degree in business admin, so I 

worked in accounting and finance. I thought that was I was going to do for life, really, I thought I was going 

to work my way to like a CFO position. And then while at Coca Cola as a financial analyst, I took this class 

and then things turned and I said, how am I going to do that. Around that time, there was this new I guess 

price in Ghana and Africa, you know it is almost like you move from your culture for a while and then you 

look at back at it and you are like, “wow, there are so many unique things about my culture that I took for 

granted” Because growing  up everybody wants to travel out of the country, I bet if you ask Naa (shop 

assistant present during the interview) right now “if someone would get you place in America right now, 

would you go?”. Reply “I will!”, You see, and that is everybody’s dream, going to the US or going to the UK, 

you know, so I never thought this is what I was going to do, and with each visit, I was like “oh my go, our 

fabrics are so beautiful, or I love this, our culture, why don’t we do it this way, why don’t we mix something 

this cool that you can wear, not just like for a traditional wedding but you can wear every day, and I just 

started looking more and more into that and then I realized that “no, I am not the only one who feel this 

way, there are a lot of people that feel this way” and I started a business along these lines and truly feel it 

would work. 

Who are the people you were hanging out with; you networks back there, what kinds of people? 

I still have, because a lot of Ghanaians travel, I still had a good circle of friend that were Ghanaian, it is 

funny, my best friend from high school, we know each other from age 10, she is the one owning the 

restaurant I was talking to you about, she moved to Atlanta too, so she was also one of my friends, and 

then my regular American friends from work and that, so yeah same touch with people, see what the 

trends are, see what people are enjoying, and I remember when I made my first African print back, I went 

out and everyone was like “oh my gosh I want one I want one” and I was like: “oh, OK, this could be 

something”.  

You started your business there; do you think if you stayed in Ghana you would have started your own 

business? 

I think, what could have happened, and I may be wrong, I think that the exposure I got from the US, made 

me truly think outside the box and made me feel uninhibited, I felt like I could do it all and I also had the 
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background if it all fails I go back to finance, you know, but I think had I been in Ghana, like for example you 

talk about people copying your styles, I think part of the reason is that they don’t have a lot of exposure, so 

truly, I am the exposure, or another shop like this is the exposure they see and they want to ascribe to. But 

can you image like the US, you are exposed to like millions of different designs and different styles, so you 

are not even trying to copy hat one person who is down the street from you, seriously no, and then you are 

in that culture that encourages you to think outside the box, like you go to school, you have competitions, 

who’s design is going to win, who can do this, so you are just in an environment that encourages you to 

create your own path, they don’t have that luxury here. I think if I stayed here, that would have been 

limited, I know if I’d stayed in Ghana, I would not be doing this, while I come from a family that would 

encourage me to get a job, work, retire, end of story. They would have thought this industry was very 

shaky, too new, not stable, that I would have been discourages to go in this journey.  

How did you keep contact with Ghana while in California and Georgia? 

Uhm, I would visit, so California was just the year, then I went to Georgia, and pretty much stayed there, so 

the last two years, when I was in Fashion school in New York. So, when I finished I came to Ghana, so after 

Undergrad I came for  a year and I did not come for another 2-3 years, then I started you know, visiting, 

yeah.  

What about phoning…? 

Oh, all the time! We would stay in touch all the time with my family and my friends all the time yeah, so 

when I came back, I did not feel like I started a network here, I did not feel disconnected, no.  

What do you feel you have learned or experiences there….? 

I want to say, if it is some of the soft things, like even customer service, punctuality, knowing that I was 

going to run late, even calling you, people here would not see it as a big deal, oh if she gets here, she will be 

the one calling, just those little things that you take for granted in Ghana, that is such a big deal, I notice 

that I have that, you know and it works in my favour here, because then they say “Oh she is so polite, or 

she is so nice when you go to the shop” and sometimes people even buy just based on how they feel  how 

you treated them, not just based on the products. I always say “nobody needs a handbag, it is not a need, 

nobody needs jewellery, and you don’t need stuff on the wall” but it is an emotional purchase, so if you are 

treated even extra well, when you are there, it just gives the whole experience something special. So I will 

say some of those things and I learned by how I was treated while I was there.  

When did you realize this, when you were in the US or when you came back? 

When I was in the US, little things like if I was supposed to go out with a friend and we were just going out 

and then she would tell me, “I am so sorry, I am going to be 5 minutes late”, and I thought “you don’t have 

to say that”, but then I started taking notes and I realized that I do appreciate that, you know so it was very 
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gradual, it wasn’t like “oh let me pick on this to help run my business in Ghana, no”, it was just very gradual 

and I said, that when I come back I don’t have to be where I used to be before, I can also improve it and 

who knows the people I train might also pick that up and we just go for it and keep getting better. Another 

thing that I will say is exactly the education part, I mean, FIT, come on, that is one the best in the world, so, 

I would not have had that if I was in Ghana, and you get good training a good support network from the 

people you went to school with, the professors, and the vendors, the people that sell the different things, 

so helpful, when you are looking for a particular chain or looking for diamond chips, who can I go to and 

they reply and say this you know, there is no school like that here. So, those are some of the things truly, if I 

were in Ghana I wouldn’t have that. Even my business degree from the school is still something, I am still in 

touch some of my professors, I am still in touch with the network I built there. All that definitely helped, 

but the most important thing, like I said, because of family pressure and everything I probably would not 

have done this, because they would have thought it was too unstable, or to new of an environment for me 

to go into.  

And you felt more confident having seen that it can work? 

Exactly, I was very confident. I did not tell them for a while actually, I just you know, I was confident enough 

that I was not seeking approval, so I did not need to tell them, because I knew their reaction would be “are 

you sure that is what you want to do ”so, I just went ahead and went with it and I figured, once it starts 

getting really successful, then they will say “wow, you did it”, so. 

When exactly did you return? 

My return has been staggered, I would say, the last 3 years, I say 3 years but out of that 3 years I probably 

spent 1,5 year away, so it has not been a pack up my things and don’t look back, you know, and I actually 

think that is a healthy way to return, well based on personality, because then it makes you, it cushions the 

shock a but, haha, it cushions the shock a but, you know. 

Do you feel you have returned now? 

Oh I have returned that I know, we don’t have a house anymore, we don’t have yeah so, so when we go we 

stay with family and friends, so for sure we have returned.  

What is the main reason you came back? 

My husband started working here, and even with him, actually I encouraged him, I said “go, you know 

Ghana is now booming, go and see if you can find something” and then it worked out really well. I said that 

to him and do that for you and then come back. That was what I was thinking, you know. And then it all 

worked out right, and I said “let me give it a try”, so I got a space, quickly before I even thought about it, I 

figured that if I would go back without having paid for space, I could change my mind again. So I got the 

space, paid for the space and opened it and I did and then I realized how quickly I was selling and I said 
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“wow, I need to take this seriously”. Because in the US, even though I was selling, it was online, and can still 

do the online from here. So it is almost like I have opened another avenue, so why not, yeah.  

How are you now in contact with the US? 

Yes, I just got back end of December, I was there for 2 months, so, I still go often.  

How often? 

I’ll say maybe, twice in a year and sometimes I stay for longer periods, but now it won’t be long stretches, 

but I will still want to go, because sometimes I do trunk shows at different boutiques there, so, I still, yeah. 

And what about phone, internet, how much contact do you have? 

Oh, constantly, daily, all the time, like WhatsApp, you know WhatsApp? With my friends in the US, 

constantly.  

Mainly with family and friends or also work related? 

The work related part I am still ironing out, like if someone emails me something about my website, and 

says can you make this for me, I do it. This year, every year I say this year, but I want to get the point that I 

can ship from Ghana. Right now, like the things online that you see the products get shipped from the US. 

When I am going, yes, I take it. So, if you notice the online usually has limited, you see a lot of sold out 

because I cannot take a lot at a time, and so I want to get to the point where I can just ship from here, and I 

have the shipping not too expensive. 

Why is it very challenging to ship from here, is it only expensive? 

Yes, it is the expensive part, BUT, I found out that some people, I know that some of the designers for 

clothing, they ship, one person had only a website, and reached 10 dollars ship worldwide. But then I 

realized for a dress, you can fold it into a smaller package, with my bags, the ship is what it is. But, I also 

thought shipping would not be reliable, because I would first ship things to Ghana, it would get lost, but 

now very reliable, you get your tracking number, all that, when shipping out, it is great, because you can 

even go to the post office at the airport, so it just leaves, gets on the place, that’s it. And that is completely 

trustworthy? Completely trustworthy, they give you your tracking number and all that, just like you were 

there, shipping. So the cost side, either I am going to put the cost on top of the bag, and then do free 

shipping, or just a flat rate, or because you don’t want to buy something for 70 bucks and then shipping is 

like 45 or 30, “I was getting a bag for 70 backs and now it is over a 100 bucks” you are going to be a bit off. 

So that is the part I need to iron out and that is the point I am going to work on for sure this year I will get 

that together.  

What do you feel you brought back, you mentioned before work ethics, punctuality, what else, that you use 

in your work here? 
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Uhmmmm (long pause), I think it goes back to the soft skills, I would say tenacity, the idea of feeling that it 

will work out, like however tough it is, it would work. For me because the environment I was in in the US, if 

there is a problem, there is a solution, so I have that mind-set and people I knew started something in the 

creative and they have just let it go, because it’s truly not easy, that I try not to sound negative, but I could 

write a book about how though it is to run a business like this in Ghana it is crazy and for me it is amazing, 

sometimes I even put on Facebook, I write jokes about it. I’ll give you one little example, I have an 

employee who for ever is borrowing money. Like every time you give him his pay check right now and he 

turns around and says “oh Madame, you know it is my son’s school fees” and you know I am like, why can’t 

you find your money, it should not be like that. Ghana is very big on, like Christmas gifts, you know so, we 

give them different things for Christmas, practical gifts, like food items and I give them a box of chicken, 

frozen chicken and he said “Can I help him buy a freezer, because my gift has not convenience him, 

because his freezer is not working” and now I have inconvenienced him with my gift. It could be the pair of 

scissors they use to cut, the blade is not sharp anymore, they still insist on using it, so things come up, 

name it, I mean….. Sometimes you are like “no , this is unbelievable”.  

Do you feel that you have more of this kind of challenges, than someone that has not returned, that is a 

local person? 

No! I think it’s, getting something done from A-Z is truly like pulling it out, I don’t know if it is a work ethic 

thing in Ghana or I haven’t been able to really figure it out, or it is just the mentality of people just work 

better when their boss is around, because when you are around it is really excellent, but when you pull 

away, I don’t know what it is, if they just love to be micro managed, or if micromanaging has been the 

culture for so long, that people don’t know how to act when they are not being micromanaged. It could be 

something along those lines.  

How do you deal with these challenges in a different way? 

I think I do, I’ve realized that my Ghanaian friends that are not returnees, are actually harsher. They are 

used to bark at them and all that. I try to sit back and laugh about it so that is does not kill me, but also to 

try and understand why would somebody do that, what is the mentality behind for example, every time 

you get paid, you still need to borrow money, then there is a mentality, thinking that I came from the US 

and I own the company, I must have money hanging around everywhere and why can’t I spare some. 

Maybe there is a mentality, you know I try to truly understand, because deep down I believe there is good 

in everyone and so it is just how these things have to be ironed out, but I think everyone yeah, they go 

through their share of this craziness.  

I am going to take you back to when you started, back in the US, how long did you have the company 

before you moved back, or before you bought this place actually? 
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Yeah, I would say, uhm, 5 years and I say that loosely, because I still had my full time job, so that was 

something I would do on the side, getting myself prepared, but that let me know that this could work, but 

since I came to Ghana  I am doing this full time.  

Was the online shop there from the beginning? 

Yes, it was there from the beginning. In the US it was the bags and jewellery, I did not have a lot of 

jewellery on the website, because it would move faster and I was not making a lot, and the bags, I was not 

pushing the numbers, but now that I have employees and all that, I feel like, and this is full time too, now I 

push them out a lot more. 

How did you get the idea? 

The jewellery I told you how, it was just some publication came through the mail, they had different 

classes, I took Spanish class, they had golfing class, they had bead making classes and I said oh, I am just at 

home and watching TV, why don’t I take one of these classes. So that is how it happened. And then the 

fabric was as I would visit and I would think I want a way where we could still appreciate our fabric but 

without it being so in your face, you know and I felt like, a nice little clutch bag still with your top and jeans 

an heels it would still work, it would not look like “what is she wearing”.  

Can you tell me a little more about the start up here? 

I came and then we set a plan to move to Ghana for real, my husband is not just going to come work a little 

bit and go back, and then I said “ I wonder how much a space would be” because Ghana online does not 

work, so I know that I have to have a retail section, so then I started shopping around for space and looking 

and there was also another call for a shop, because you find a place and they charge so much and you are 

like, “uhm, but across the street they are dumping trash, why is it costing so much”, because it is still in this 

kind of neighbourhood, it is going to cost so much. So, that is how the decision making happened, for me to 

really stay I needed to have a place, because I won’t abandon this, so I said “let me get a place” and take it 

from there and see.  

And how did it go, was it smooth and easy? 

NO, not at all, like the space came, I had to lay the tiles, actually whoever rented the place before they took 

their tiles out, when they were leaving, yes, that’s how crazy it is, yes. It was not smooth, uhm, I don’t know 

if you can tell from my shelving, that is K-U-A, it took 3 carpenters to do it, the first one took me for a ride, 

then I had to ask somebody else, and then, yes, not that easy, no. it was not smooth, and some of the 

things, you can’t just go to a mall and get anything that you want. I show you that, there was a flood next 

door and it flooded this whole place I don’t know if you can see the cracks on that, and so, I just wanted to 

go buy another one, they don’t have any more, change it all around so, not easy.  

What could have made it easier? 
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Uhm, I think it is the….. if for example, if you could just pick up the yellow pages go online and say, 

Ghanaian tiler, and then you find a number, go to yelp, read the reviews and say “oh yes, great, can you 

come do this, what is your quote, fine let me shop around”, if it was all set up like that it would be easier, 

but no you have to call your friend and say “oh Amanda, I know you just built your house, was your tiler 

good” Then Amanda would say “Oh, the first was not, but the second one was OK, let me find that number 

for you, bla bla bla” then you call, they take advance payment, they don’t show up, or they take all the 

money and go, like you go through all that, then finally you get this. 

This way of doing business and working your way through it, do you feel that making a returnee makes it 

easier or harder? 

I think, uhmmmm, some returnees can’t handle it, at all, because you have been in a system, like I said, I 

lived in the US since I was 17 and come back 37, and you have been used to things running smoothly and 

then you come back and you have to be like “wow, what just happened”, but in a crazy way I find it 

exciting, because solving problems as you go, and it makes for a good story. I write some of these stories 

and put them and people are just laughing, and saying, “oh you are crazy, how do you do it”. 

Who is laughing, Ghanaians or people outside? 

Both, but mostly Ghanaians who are still there, they are like “I don’t know how you can move like, with the 

light off, today there is light, tomorrow there is no light” and so they are like “how do you do that, I don’t 

know how you and do that”, but I find it interesting. Like, when I was interviewing for my first shop 

attendant, some of them would actually come, when having an appointment Monday at 10am, they will 

show up Tuesday and say I was supposed to come yesterday for an interview, this and this happened, but I 

am here today. Hahahaha, I would go and say “guys guess what today” and I would just laugh it off and 

keep moving. Once someone showed up and said “oh madam, my cousin was supposed to come for an 

interview, but she already found a job, so I decided that I’ll come”. Ok, you did not give me a chance to 

review your resume, I don’t know if you are right, did you bring your resume, but I need a job. Ok, you 

know, so those kinds of things, you just have to look and laugh it off and keep going.  

You described some of the challenges you had when you just started off, later on, now, when you are 

moving the business, selling things, it is running, what are your main challenges now? 

Now, advertising, like, we still have, even though we have been here for 3 years, we still have people who 

come in and they are like “ we never knew about this place” and I do still get that, people are like “this is 

my first time coming in here, I never knew this place was here! So last year, we had these stickers on the 

windows, I like a clean outside, I did not want to put those stickers, but then, I realized I have to do 

something, the sign is out there, but people will still say we didn’t know about you, so we collect email 

addresses, that is another hard thing. Where do you advertise, I know the typical clientele I have, they are 
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either returnees, expatriates, people with disposable income, I don’t listen to the radio much really, I just 

listen to my music, so if I put money towards radio adds, if I am my target market I am throwing money 

away, TV? I hardly watch Ghanaian TV, so if you advertise there, even if I watch Ghanaian TV, it is more the 

water companies, so you know, OK, what do you do? Of course the good thing is, of those that walk in, 80% 

buys, but as a business you would still want to get more people, so how to get new customers, I still 

haven’t figured out the best way. So that is one of the ongoing challenges and I keep trying different things.  

Is that something specific for you, or others….? 

I think other returnees, you know like I was saying, it would be nice to have a mall, that has all the 

handmade stuff so that if you know you go and see some of the other designers, you see Emma Morrison, 

you see Christie Brown, you see me, you see Pokua Puku. You know, it would be nice to have something 

like that. So because there is nothing like that, if someone does not tell you, you would not know that there 

is something like that there.  

And apart from advertising, what else? 

I think, eventually, if I look at my business plan, my projections, and how much financially our goal is to 

reach, I think maybe a time will come where the number of people who have a disposable income to afford 

this, I’ll come to a cap. If it makes sense, in the US you have millions of people, you have online, you know, 

the story is also so unique, the people are like “oh she is making the stuff in Ghana, and helping create 

employment, they go that is so sweet” but in Ghana it is like “we are all in Ghana” you know, hahaha. But if 

I was making it in Burundi or Chad or somewhere, like, it is not like “Ok, cool but yeah, I also work and I am 

also creating employment, so it is not that big of a deal. Let me see what else, I do have a fear that, how 

many of this dress will you buy for your daughter, so, because Ghana is a small country, the number of 

people that can afford this, is also reduced, so after a while I probably will have to do everything that I can 

and still feel like, you know, so… 

Are you handling these challenges in a different way than when you first came back? 

Uhmmmm, I think so, I think the longer you are here, you understand the challenges better, so you come 

up with better solutions. As I was saying if I had my shop in the US, I would not have stickers on the 

windows, but I realised that people need to drive by and see, because look at me, my next door neighbour 

sells sandwiches, and there is a bank. I am not in a shopping centre, so I have to do more to drive business 

here, whereas if I’d been in the US, I would be a in a mall or shopping centre with similar things, so people 

will know that if they go there and look for a unique gift,  they know they can find something there, so I 

realized that, but then in the beginning, I was fighting it, I was like “I don’t want to do this, this is not the 

image I have, I don’t want this” and then as I stayed longer, I am realizing that this is what is needed here. 

What else do you feel you are handling in a different way since you have been around longer? 
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Yes, I don’t know if it is just because I am a returnee, or I am just a business person, or a new  business 

person, but I have realized that because I have a financial background, I was trying to do the accounting 

myself, this myself, that myself, and so now we have an accountant that does our accounting, so I’ve done 

a better job outsourcing, people always tell you when you come, because things work better when you are 

hands-on yourself, people will tell you, do it yourself, or make sure you are there, but luckily for me, when I 

am gone, the shop still runs, I don’t know how well it runs, when I am done, it is still there. Of course you 

come up with different checks and balances, we are always on the WhatsApp, we are always 

communicating, I know how much they make daily, we have camera here, so you still also find ways around 

it, but I think I was trying to do a lot by myself, you know, I was the one that went to the market all the 

time, I used to do all that and then I realized that you still have to designate and let people do stuff. 

What is your relationship to the business right now, how would you describe yourself, are you the owner, 

manager, designer…? 

A little bit of everything, I am definitely still the creative director, the owner, and because I have a two 

month old baby I am not back full time, but, I still make jewellery and come in so I am still thee. The 

workshop with the handbags side I am not there often, but I still like, for photos, if we have to put photos 

in Instagram and all that, I am still the one that does those things. So, I am still very hands on, and I love it I 

enjoy doing that, so it is not. 

You are in the creative industry and your friend is in the restaurant business, and you are both returnees? 

Do you feel you have the same or different challenges to her? 

Some, when we talk about the employee issues, we can talk about some of the same things. Some of her 

challenges may be a little different, for example, the restaurant is more seasoned than mine, so she has 

heavy hitters and more seasoned people who find creative ways to kind of push her out or not make things 

as easy, whereas I don’t really have a big powerhouse that would make it hard for me to open my shop, but 

she has that. She would get her restaurant and then two doors down there comes a major restaurant and 

they open their doors there, it is like, you are indirectly being pushed out, so she has those challenges and I 

don’t have those challenges.  
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Writer, art historian, and filmmaker. 

http://anoghana.org/ 

      

It is an organisation, I call it, so uhhm it’s like basically about creating new narratives and uncovering new 

narratives that haven been told so much, and about creating uhm in a way new sense of self for us, I feel 

like I mean now I feel like we are kind of moving out of the post-colonial phase, uhm and what I am trying 

to do is create trajectories like from past realities to present ones in a way that is, that really looks at things 

whether it is local architecture, historical architecture or uhm you know things, anything that has to do with 

cultural knowledge, uhm and the way I do that is though publications, through films as well, so there is a 

film production element and exhibitions and research projects.  

Who is your audience, your target? 

Well, I mean first and foremost, the audience is us, those of us who are in the kind of creative sphere and 

who are that is kind of my primary audience, is people who are trying to make a change, it is a discussion 

between us, how are we doing this, how are we creating ourselves for the future and for the present and 

then secondly it people in Ghana, who may be not taking part in this conversation but who might you know 

be interested in these conversations. And then thirdly it is like the wider kind of international audience. 

And when I say wider international audience, I mean that is really broad, but I guess everyone who is 

interested in discourse, anyone who is interested in the arts, or you know, academia, or any kind of the 

elements that we are looking at from architecture, design, fashion, science, philosophy like all these 

different things you know. 

Who works here with you? 

That is a good question, up till now, like a lot of other entrepreneurs, you do everything by yourself, like so 

far it is pretty much been that for quite a long time, and it is slowly now that I am building my team. I have 

Kweku who is like an assistant who helps we with everything and then I am just actually as of this month 

employing more people, so I have got someone who is in charge of the education and research lab, who is a 

research coordinator, I have got someone who is in charge of the publishing imprint. With the films I just 

work with a team, like with the photographer, producer who work voluntary, and then a business manager, 
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as well. I can really see now and say that I know it is turning from maybe an intellectual project much more 

into sustainable one.  

How do you notice that? 

Because funny enough, I am doing this very large cultural encyclopaedia with 54 volumes, I have got a lot of 

editors involved in that and I have got funding from institutions and stuff and it was just that I suddenly 

realized that I could not go on in the same way as I had been which is basically, using ANO as a person, 

navigating ANO as I would navigate myself, you know in terms of how I live my bank account was ANO’s 

bank account if all my money would go into ANO I would be like “oh god how do I raise more”, you know, 

like there was no differentiation between me and ANO and I think the way that I realize that is becoming 

bigger than that is the need for structures, the need for it to become bigger.  

What kind of structures? 

The need for staff, for things like business structures and sustainability. I get grants, I am quite good at the 

fundraising thing, but up till now I gave been, I get it and then I run out and think “ Oh shit, how do I get 

more”. And if I am really going to do this and do the cultural encyclopaedia and make a difference, I need 

to be sustainable and make sure that it is now just me doing everything, because I will die or I will burn out, 

but that I have a team that I can rely on and how is just as invested as I am, yes, and all of those things. And 

also because there is a demand for the things that I am doing to make sure that I can meet that demand in 

a way that I can’t when I am doing everything by myself.  

How do you notice/realize the demand for your work? 

Because for example, when I did my first little publication and I got so many requests for the book, so many 

people wanted to buy the book, it is called “kiosk culture”, I will show you. It was so expensive to print it 

and I am not, I am just going into book publishing right now but it is new for me and that is when I was 

thinking “I am doing the exhibitions, I am doing the firms, I am doing the books, I am also doing some 

writing, it is all a bit too much”, like I need someone that can actually look and take these kind of aspect of 

things to meet that demand and do it in a way that kind of follows through, rather than creating a great 

product and then not let it meet its audience.  

How would you describe your relationship to the organisation now vs. in the beginning? 

In the beginning, I would not say it is a static thing, I would not say ”me now, me then”, it is a process, the 

process is one of me like this, I mean I have to describe it in physical terms like before it was like this and 

now it is going like this.  

So, you’re letting go of some processes? 

Yes, yes.  

Can you tell me more about your overseas period? 
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Actually I was born in Germany and then I came back to Ghana when I was about 1 and I was here for a 

while and then I went back to Germany and I had my Grundshule in Germany and then I went to England 

when I was about 8, then back and forth and then the final schooling and university I had in England. 

Schools were in Oxford and Cheltenham, University was in Bristol and London. Why moving back and 

forth? Parents, haha. They are medical actually. So, how was it to study in UK? Uhm, that is a big question. 

How was it in what sense? How did you experience it? My mum moved here (Ghana) when I was 12, and I 

was in boarding school in England, right, so home was Ghana. So, I had a lot of friends who were at school 

here. Home is where your mother is in the end of the day, I would come home to Ghana, even though my 

life was in England. How would you say schooling was different? Depends what kind of school, I come 

from a certain, my parents are kind of like educated, middle class, parents who went to Germany to study 

they were sent on scholarships and with the kind of parent that my parents are, education is the most 

important thing, they would mortgage their houses, they would sell off their clothes, you know, they would 

literally rob banks to make sure their children have the best education they possibly can, Even if it means 

they are in debt the rest of their lives, so, that kind of parent would send their children to the best schools, 

that they even couldn’t afford, and my contemporaries here also went to the like GIS (Ghana International 

School) I think it is probably comparable to what I experiences in England, obviously there is the more 

traditional boarding schools here as well, like Wesley girls, they are also based on the English boarding 

schools system, there are some, it is not like I look at my peers that grew up here and we are worlds apart, 

we have the same concerns, we were in the same way.  

Did you feel you were living in the UK? 

I never felt completely at home in either Germany or the UK, no. Have you always played with the thought 

of coming back? Yes, absolutely I was always thinking of coming back. Why was that, because of your 

mother? It was our parents, they never went to Europe to stay, and so the thing of going home was always 

the narrative, it was always the discourse, “when we go home”. And so,  like yeah, it is actually funny 

because I have just written a book as well, a novel, and it is like kind of about this whole thing, the going 

home you know, uhm, and also I felt this great sense of, I have been given a lot since I, in term of my 

education and traveling and things, and a lot of people are not given these things and I felt definitely a 

sense of obligation of I have gotta go back and give all of this that I have gotten back to my country, 

definitely, that was in way my biggest driving force.  

Now you are working in a type of industry, is not a very traditional industry, it is not developed, and you 

have chosen a career patch that might not be the obvious choice for a girl growing up in boarding schools in 

the UK, how was it for you to make this career choice? 
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God, these are very interesting questions, I don’t know, I feel I have always been quite singular, my first 

degree was in Russian, and everyone was like “what the hell”, including my parents, luckily at the time it 

was still free to study, it was not like they had to pay for my fees, otherwise I think I don’t think I would 

have ever gotten away with studying Russian, I studied Russian and politics, uhm, so my choices have 

always been quite like, in German we say “Eigen”, like I have always felt a very strong sense of myself and 

what I am meant to do in the world, rather than following someone else’s path, and I always knew that 

there were four things that were important to me: Ghana, arts, politics and Russia. And by Russia I mean 

literature basically, because my connection to Russia was always through writers. I guess it is like a magnet, 

the things that draw you and the things you are passionate about, I have been obsessed with reading since 

I was 5 or 6, like obsessive reader, and as soon as I discovered Tolstoy from the Russians I was like, this is 

heaven, this is where I want to live and die.  

What did your parents say when you were to build this organisation, or family? 

At this stage they are quite proud of me, because I managed to make a success of it, I have always 

completely supported myself, nobody helps me, I get a lot of press and there is a lot of kind of… Actually 

my mum past away a couple of years ago. But, I think they are proud, at this stage. My dad, has spent my 

entire life, literally every single telephone conversation I have had, he said “maybe you should take a job in 

banking, orrrr you know like “with your qualifications you could be doing so well,´” or I met this girl, my 

friends daughter and she is working here, maybe she should think about, up until quite recently, because I 

am kind of fine now. But there was always “what are you doing, you are so smart, you are so educated, you 

are so capable, why are you always broke”. Who’s voice is that? My father, just my father. My peers…? Yes 

I went to an English boarding school and it was very conservative but I grew out of that quite quickly, even 

at university I was much more attracted to the arts crowd, in terms of my peers, I have always been 

attracted to people who are into arts, and film and all my friends are pretty artsy I would say. My mum was 

very much, supporting me in becoming who I needed to become in this world, wanting me to be well and 

happy. So, not really understanding what I did at all, but knowing that I had a strong sense of my own 

comfort.  

So your choice to get into the creative sector was entirely yours? Yes 

And this is a very difficult question, because obviously you cannot live your life again. But, if you would 

have been schooled in Ghana, do you think you would have made the same choice? I mean, I feel like 

don’t know, I feel I got such a strong sense of myself, in a way that it is a little bit irrelevant in way. I have 

people in my family who, my cousin is a writer and a journalist and she went to Achimota, so it is not like 

every person of my family took the traditional route. I can’t say, because it did not happen. If you have a 
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very strong sense of your purpose in this life, I feel I have a strong sense of what I am here for, and I can’t 

see that any circumstances would have changed that. 

If you think about your period in the UK, do you feel that there is a negative side to it? What comes to 

mind? 

Oh yeah, obviously yeah, I was always the only black girl at my school, always the only black girl in my peer 

group, in the arts, like I was doing pretty well in the arts in London and in the kind of place where I was I 

was always the only other, in a sea full of white English people, and so of course there is a certain, I can’t 

say that I have ever experiences sort of hard core racism in a way that maybe others have, but definitely I 

always felt other. Here I just don’t, of course it is a trauma for a child, but at the same time it allowed me to 

separate, it gives you a sense of separation from yourself, which like I say is a trauma, but one the plus side 

it’s allows to stand outside of things that you might not stand outside of when you felt integrated. And that 

is probably why I became a writer, or what gave me my sight.  

Do you feel that this experience, of being different, and constantly being reminder of that inspired you to 

choose a career path different from the other girls at school? 

I feel like career is too small a word, it should be who I am, to make the choices and have the life, to be who 

I am, career is too small a word in that sense.  

When you came back to Ghana, do you feel that you are permanently in Ghana now? How do you feel 

now? 

Yes, I am here, I mean I travel a lot, like I went to 4-5 different countries, just in December, I travel a lot. Do 

you feel that Ghana is your base? Yes, absolutely. When did you come back? 2012, I think 2011, I left 

London in 2011, I have tried to come back to Ghana a couple of times, I tried to come back in 2006. I felt 

like I had to be sustainable before I came back, I felt like I wasn’t going to earn income here, I felt like I 

needed to have set up avenues so that I could still earn an income abroad and be here. But that is not the 

case, because I am earning money here as well, but I just felt like, in order to thrive and survive I have to 

have my network set up, you know things set out before, and that is what I did basically.  

And in 2012, what was different? 

First of all, my mum had died, and she had always been so determined that I come home, like every 

conversation, she was like, ”So, when are you coming home”, so when she died, in a way it doesn’t make 

sense, she wasn’t here anymore, but in a way maybe to be closer, or to step in her shoes, like ok, no more 

of this, it is not like your mum is at home and you can travel the world and do your thing, so ok NOW you 

have to really get your act together. I thing that was the main trigger, to be honest. 

So what was it like to be back? 
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At the beginning, very challenging, from everything from finding a place to live, the rent in advance, things 

not working, the water, the electricity, finding a car, everything was so expensive, you know not being able 

to just get on a bike or get on a train or a bus, you know, like not being to just live cheaply, like you can as a 

writer anywhere else, it is like “Jesus Christ, I have really high living costs now”, people being so unreliable, 

drove me mad, when I first came back.  Just in terms of trying to get anything done, people would be like, 

yeah yeah yeah, I did it, I am sending it to you today and you’d ask them and they would day “oh, I sent it 

to you, you didn’t get it” and this would go on for days and days and weeks and weeks and you’d be like, 

please just tell me the truth, tell me you have not done it, let me go and see someone else about it, you 

know, and it would just be, it would drive me mad. And that is just about, finding the right people the there 

are people obviously who are reliable and it is about getting the right team around you, and….. 

Those challenges you mention, is that in your personal life or also with your organisation? 

No, the organisation I was working on stuff from the beginning, like film, I did not have the base, but I was 

doing things from the beginning. Not when you were still in London? Yes, yes, I started with an exhibition 

of contemporary Ghanaian art, like 10-13 years ago and so, I continued doing writing doing films, it is all on 

the website. So yeah, I started doing abroad, but more a mobile platform.  

Now, you are here, a good 3 years, or 5 years, all those practical things for the beginning, are you coping 

with these in a different way now? 

Yes, definitely, I changed, I mean, you move to Berlin and everything is working and functioning so you 

quite easily find yourself living, London I can’t say really, London is a difficult city too, there is different 

degrees, I would not say it is more difficult here, because it is Africa, I think there is differences, I have lived 

everywhere not just in London, in Russia, New York, in Ethiopia, in Senegal and France, and like 

everywhere, so I have got a quite a good sense of different places and how easy it is to, because I am quite 

adaptable as well,  I can pretty much land anywhere and set up a life there. London is not an easy place to 

set up a life, however long you are there, it is not easy. I would say Accra, once you have your things in 

place, your car, your house, your income, your team, it is OK, and it is OK.  

Your challenges sound quite practical? Emotionally you seem quite convinced? 

Yes, you know people here are like me, I don’t have to explain myself in every conversation, which is 

exhausting.  

You still have contact with friends abroad? How? 

Facebook! I am a bit of a workaholic so my interaction with people full stop can be quite sporadic, let’s say, 

If I am in a work bubble, it can be like, I cannot talk to someone, anyone for weeks, I can just be like work 

work work, so it is a bit hard, I am not like a person that needs to talk to my best friend every day, but I am 

in regular contact with people through Facebook, because I travel so much, I go to London 2-3 times a year, 
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so I see my friends there, I might go without speaking to a friend in Ghana without speaking for 3 months, 

and I might do the same with a friend abroad. Because of the internet, connectivity now it is pretty much 

like I am as much in touch with my friends abroad as I am here, with skype  and….. 

How useful are all these international contacts you have in running the organisation? 

Vital! Every day in every way. The funding that I have now, comes from the LA council museum of modern 

art, LACMA, everything, because I have a very wide and very good network, if I write something, for 

publication, I get asked to do a lot of things, for international institutions, partnerships I am setting up, with 

for example a Norwegian institutions, for setting up a residency program between Accra and Oslo, ANO is a 

partner of the Sao Paolo Biennale in Brazil, and they are coming here in April and I am going there in 

August, it is very vital, also because the African arts community is like a family, there are certain events that 

everyone is at, everyone pretty much knows each other, so, we stay very connected, whether it is Lagos, 

Accra, Luanda, Addis Ababa, there is this thread that runs through all of them as well.  

What makes you so internationally engaged?  

I don’t know, it has to do with languages, first of all, the fact that I grew up speaking 3 languages, and I 

realized very early on that every time that I spoke a different language, I would become a different person 

in a way, if I spoke German I would be a different person to when I spoke English, or French or Russian. And 

it made me curious about the different cultures, these different ways of being, and wanting to draw a 

thread through. Also the fact that, the way people saw Africa and Ghana disturbed me, which is why I went 

into arts and representation and narratives. We are just like you, we have the same narrative, why is our 

narrative down here, and yours is up there, there is this relatively of being, why can’t you see that, I think 

that was my biggest. Drive? Just puzzlement, why it is like this and what can I do to solve that.  

Having this international network, outlook and perspective on the world is vital. If you compare yourself to 

your peers here in this business, do you feel you have an advantage over them? 

Yes and no. Yes in that, some people travel a lot, they do it with difficulty and find it destabilising, lack of 

security, for me it has given me an ease of slipping in and out of different things, talking to lots of different 

kinds of people and I never feel inferior or like I am… I can walk into any room and pretty much make my 

case and I think that is what gives me my advantage, that I am comfortable in any situation. Whereas if you 

really only grow up in one contact, you might go to another one and think “wow! Who are these people, 

who am I in this thing” and you might not be able to make your voice heard. So that I think is my 

advantage.  

In Ghana as well? 

It is an advantage in terms of the international platform, in Ghana….? I am not sure it is actually, some 

people are very much into the local, speaking the language, eating the local food and if you can’t do that, it 
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is a little bit like “what are you playing at, who are you”, so it is much more about being able to adapt to the 

local. 

How do people see someone that is not really able to adapt? 

They call them “obroni white person”. Do they call you like that? At points in my life, definitely, when I 

used to come back, when I was younger, not now. I do definitely speak Twi with an accent, so there is a lot 

it, where did you get that weird accent from, but I am very much like, that says something about the 

adaptability, you go somewhere you learn to fit into the rhythm, the way you talk to people, it is a game, it 

is joyful it is fun.  

Do you switch between your ways of talking? 

Yeah yeah. I have always been like that, whenever I came, even before… (pauses for about 5 min. to take 

care of some business) 

When you look at ANO now, what are your challenges now? 

I see ANO as an institutions that will outlive me, for it to be somewhere that people from over Africa and all 

over the world come to think and create and there will be incredible books coming out of it, incredible 

films, that it will be a place where you know, that it will kind of bring who we are as Africans, that it will, 

create some depth, (takes phone call, pauses for another 5 minutes….). I am going to be, I am publishing a 

series of books this year, like (takes another phone call…..)  How expensive it is to, I would love to do them 

here, but I don’t think I can, I mean produce them here. I would produce them in China, India, Korea, 

somewhere where it is cheaper. You have contacts there? No, that is the challenge, so doing all of that. So I 

am publishing 3 more books this year, 3 films as well, 30 min films, doing an exhibition at the end of the 

year in LA, and I am also a the creative direction of the Kempinski Hotel, so I am doing some exhibitions 

there, that are tied into what I do here, and then writing as well, more books, more firms, setting up the 

education as well, I have someone coming from Uganda to take that over, setting up the education and 

outreach for children and young people, that is something that was really important for me from the 

beginning, but I wanted to set up the structures first. 

For all of these plans, do you feel you have all the resources, skills, to do that? 

I think that, I spent the last 10 or so years, building all the skills, it is about finding partners now, that have 

equitable skills, in terms of funding and resources I am much better than I have ever been, I think, getting 

the funding and understanding how all of that works as well, the challenge now is to be sustainable, that I 

am not so reliable on grants.  

Becoming better equipped of the years, how much of that would you ascribe to having been abroad, if at 

all? 
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It is so funny you make this differentiation between being abroad and being here. For you it does not feel 

like that? No, I think that being abroad, I think flexibility, being able to navigate different world, and being 

able to land on your feet and learn, being able to learn and grow, I don’t know if that is necessarily because 

I was in England, I think that is life throwing challenges at you, you know. I might have had just as many 

challenges if I’d been here. It is like saying “how am I going to breathe, I’ll make it somehow” it not going to 

be walk in the park, there are challenges, I am not a natural business person, even putting the business 

structures in place, learning how to be sustainable, everyday there are challenges, but that does not mean 

that it is not going to work out.  

I am working with the Kempinski now, because I am the creative manager and I was asking him to help me 

with some things that I don’t know how to do, and he was like “I would have to come in and take control of 

ANO”, and I was like “that is you saying you want to take total control of me, as a person” how could he say 

that, it was so abstract to me, and then I understood he was talking from a business sense, you know, but is 

was so like you want to control who I am ? It was so strange to me? The ethos of what ANO is, is my ethos, 

is my life, the structures I am letting go of. I see it more from an artist point of view, my creative, my 

impulse.  
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EMMA BIRD 

Naa Amanua Williams 

Jewelry designer 

http://www.emmabirdaccessories.com/ 

     

 

It is an accessories brand and the brand name is Emma Bird, and what we focus on right now is custom 

jewellery and everything is hand made. The concept is, making jewellery using fabrics. How I started the 

concept was, when I moved back to Ghana I realized that the African print was a big thing and everyone 

was doing something with the African print. But I find the African print overwhelming, I prefer things a lot 

more subtle, but then how do I introduce the African print in my everyday dressing without having to word, 

so that would be in accessories. The only thing you could find on the market was either a bag, or a few 

pieces of bangles here and there, everyone was kind of doing the same thing. The majority was clothes. So 

my background is actually surface textiles, I design surfaces, it can be a carpet, it can be tiles, it can be 

wallpaper, it can be fabric, and my first job, when I moved back was with the textile companies called Da-

viva, which is one of the big textile companies here, so Da-viva was a fairly new brand, I joined it and 

worked with them for close to 5 years and I was managing West Africa. So I did a lot more of fabric 

designing coordinating the whole, the different products, the different countries, but every country we 

moved to the colours change. 

What kind of fabrics were they selling? 

African prints, for clothing, majority for clothing. I mean people use for other things, but it is more of a 

made for especially clothing. It is a competitor of Woodin, Woodin is the direct competitor but then it is a 

competitor of Vlisco. I worked in Ghana, I worked across the coast, so I have been in Togo, Benin, Senegal, 

Niger all of that and I was based on Nigeria for 2 years as well. But I was moving around, because we 

opened shops all around. So I did that for close to 5 years and then I got bored and thought let’s see what I 

can do myself. Then I had already opened up this factory, I opened this factory just before I moved out of 

Da-viva. What year was that? I opened this factory in 2010. I moved back in 2008, I started Da-viva around 

2008 in June, I was then, well I was born in ‘81. I launched a clothing line when I was in Da-viva, once it was 

launched, things were not moving too quickly, I got bored and I thought, time for change. Then, this factory 

was only producing garment, for other brands, and for Da-viva as well. What kind of garments? Garments 
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from African prints, we were producing a lot of men’s shirts, dresses, skirts, women’s wear clothing, and we 

were also doing bathrobes and stuff like that. So when I quit Da-viva, production was not, I thought I was 

losing my design bit, just doing producing, you know, the same thing over and over again, so I wanted to 

come up with something new. I started working with, I thought accessories, African print, let’s do 

something different. Now, every piece of nice jewellery you pick when you want to go for a wedding, or 

somewhere special, everything is made from a stone, or some kind of rock, a ruby or whatever it is. Why 

can’t is be something else, why does it have to be a stone. So then I started looking, researching, how you 

know, a little bit about accessories, the different countries that make accessories, and how they put it all 

together, and I thought “why is it that when I want to wear a blue piece of earring, it has to be a blue stone, 

why can’t it be a fabric, why can’t it be a shade that I want, my shade, not whatever shade they have given 

to it, let’s explore fabrics”. So that is how I came about Emma Bird, which is the accessories line. 

I can image that jewellery design required a very different skill than what you were educated in, making 

fabrics? 

I was educated in making fabrics, but the kind if course that I did, I studied over 6 years in London, and 

every time we got to do something different, there was a time that I was doing footwear, there was a time 

that I was doing accessories, there was a time that I was doing illustration, I did a bit of everything and that 

was just 3 months and very little. But not this kind of jewellery, when I did jewellery class, it was more 

bending wires and beading, but this I had to , you know, think about analysis it. The way we think about, it 

is easier to come up with a concept and develop it, compared to those who study here. We study from 

development stage, creating it, so that is an advantage I had when I moved back here. So, that is what I 

have used and that is how I came up with these accessories.   

Who works with you? 

At the moment we have, it is just myself doing the designing, and the rest of the team is just production. 

On a daily basis we are 8.  

Where do you source your materials? 

I source, the fabrics at the moment are all coming from here, a little bit coming from Togo, but that is the 

same African print. Having said that, I do make accessories for weddings and stuff like that, so those fabrics 

you are looking at silks, finer European cloth. I even have concepts that I put together for European 

markets, you know, it does not have to be African print all the time, it can be any time of fabric, so you are 

not limited. And then I source the other materials from Asia, I do a bit of China, Thailand, India and then I 

do Lebanon as well.  

Why these countries? 
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China, you can find everything, in China you can source what is going to be coming soon, so you find the 

chains that will be in the next fashion, things that are going to be on the high streets in Europe, the next 

season. That is why I like China. India, you find some very different pieces that are not easy to find 

anywhere else. I have a few pieces that have an Indian fusion to it, so it makes it completely different and 

these pieces when sent them to India they sell out like on the same day. You know, so I try fusing in 

different things. Lebanon as well, when I go there, the kind of pieces, they also source from Asia, but the 

kinds of pieces they select are completely different from when you go elsewhere. So everywhere I find 

myself and do a little bit of research and then I buy from there, so I buy a lot from Barcelona, from England 

and then I fuse them.  

And how do you get in contact with these suppliers? 

China, I took a trip and explored the market myself. I did some research before going, online, and I knew 

exactly which market to go to, so I went straight to Guangzhou, which plaza to go to and then I literarily 

found everything there, it was amazing, thousands, millions of choices, you get so confused, but it was 

exciting at the same time. Thailand, because I lived there, I studied in England and I was an international 

student and my very good friend was Thai, so I did my internship in Thailand, my first job was in Thailand, it 

was with my very good friend in Thailand, so Thailand is a place I go to every year. And then I got to know 

the market, and I thought sourcing from, you also find different things in Thailand than you find in other 

places. India I went there by chance, but luckily I have friends, two very good friends from London, who live 

there, so I go, stay in their houses and then I source from the market. So that’s how. 

Who are your clients? 

Who buys from me? Uhmm, most, I would say 60% of my end users are probably expats in Ghana and even 

in Togo, but I do a lot of buzzers, and most people who buy are people who come from France, UK, Spanish 

people, Americans, yeah, but then having said that, that is a very small part of the stuff that I sell, most of 

the things that I sell, I do a lot of distributions, so I sell through the malls, and what not. So depending on 

which shop, the end user is different. So let’s say, there is a shop in East Legon called Chic by Ciba that I 

stock, most of her clients are Ghanaians or Nigerians, or Africans you know who like their whole African 

thing, fashion, so they buy through her. Now, if you go to a shop called Wild Gekkos, she has more 

foreigners, the Japanese, Chinese, everybody French all of them, and they buy from her as well, and less 

Africans in that shop. The way I make the collection as well, there is something for everybody, so what you 

would find in Chic by Ciba in East Lego is not the same thing as you would find in Wild Gekko. And then, 

sometimes, what you would find in Chic by Ciba, you’d find the same thing in Wild Gekko, but with a 

different, a little twist to it, because it would work better for those clients. And then as for the malls, we 
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out everything, in Marina Mall they stock the full collection since last December, so I have a wall and it has 

everything from hair accessories, to… you know everything in there. You and they have all kinds of clients. 

How much do you export? 

Personally, very little. I have people who come here, I have clients from Kenya with shows they come and 

buy from me or otherwise they place an order by WhatsApp and then I send it to them, so it is not me 

exporting myself, they have to place the order, they have to pay for it. I have clients who have shops in 

France, there are two clients at the moment who are in France, and they order and then I send and then a 

lot of people coming from the US, and then the only place I send to myself is Barcelona, because I have a 

sister there so she takes part in my little buzzers here and there and then she sells. And then England, I 

have two friends who have stock in England, so every time my dad is going back or my sister is going back I 

give them a small suitcase of stuff and they sell. Yeah, that is only the export I do, all the other countries 

they come make the first introduction, they buy the first purchase, and then when they are gone I send to 

them. 

Do you know how they find you? 

Uhm, yes, we have a shop that is now closed because of a few issues, few times they walked into the shop, 

sometimes they come, they find me in the malls but what happens is that when they ask for information, 

they are reluctant to tell them, since they don’t want to lose them as a client. And then eventually, I had a 

lady here not too long ago, she had a necklace, she had been going everywhere asking “Look, where can I 

find this necklace”, she had bought it from the mall and the mall had said we can’t show you where to buy, 

you have to buy from us. The prices they give to her, is not something she can buy huge quantities of. Later 

she finds herself in the market and then she was just asking, the women sawing the fabrics and said “Look, I 

have this necklace and want to know who is making it”, luckily she bumped into one of my clients, I do 

fabrics as well, I do wholesale the market, she bumped into one of my clients, and then client looked at it, 

and my client said, oh I know who does this, it is from one of the ladies giving us fabrics, so she called me 

and that is how she came into my office. So she was sent here and she actually bought quite a lot of things 

that day as well. The moment I spoke to her, in about half an hour she was in my office and she was very 

excited and got a lot of things. Sometimes it is through the internet, social media. So I got a few clients who 

are ordering from Instagram, I have got clients who have seen us on Facebook, sent us messages, been in 

the country and looked for us, over Christmas we had a lot of clients who were coming from outside and 

coming straight to the shop, but the shop was closed, so then I send them elsewhere and a lot of word of 

mouth.  

I just want to ask you some questions about the period when you were in the UK, so that where you spend 

most of your time abroad? 
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That is where I spend most of my university life. I did my primary school here, and then high school and 

then I went to UK, I did a degree, two degrees.  

Why did you go to UK? 

Well, it is amazing, my dad lives in England, he wanted always his kids to go to the best. So, I have a sister 

who is doing law and she had to go to the best school, so it had to either Warwick or Sheffield and she 

ended up in Warwick and I have an older one who is a doctor, and she had to had to go to the best school 

as well, so he just picks the best. He looks through the books and follows all the school and the grading and 

everything and out of these three schools you just apply and then we’ll see, so that is how we pick the 

schools. Which school did you go to? I went to London College of Fashion, which at the time was one of 

the best, probably the second. Yeah, so that is how the choice was made really.  

How was the conversion for you from spending your high school period here to London? 

Uhm, for me, well, it was a completely different change, coming from here, it was a very positive change, 

actually I discovered myself when I moved to England, I discovered my weaknesses my strengths cause I 

grew up here and I am a middle child, there is three of us, three girls and then the middle one and for most 

of the period that I was studying here, I used to be very slow and here the way the teacher is, they just 

cane you and cane you and cane you hoping that get better, which is wrong for me, because I am also a 

very emotional, very sensitive, it was really hard, but when I moved there, from the very first year, you 

have tutorials almost every week, they pay attention to little details, and because I was international as 

well they spend a lot more time trying to see where your weaknesses are, then I discovered that when I 

read on white paper, my eyes drift away, my concentration was not as great, so they moved me to reading 

on coloured paper and then slowly moved to white paper, and then I was so, the way of teaching, they 

speak to you, they try and understand and then they realize that, when I read I could read a newspaper and 

understand the story, enjoy it and then you could ask me what was in the newspaper and I was completely 

blank, but I could watch a movie, I could narrate everything, even the colour, all the little details, I 

discovered this about myself as well, because we did not have this option in school, it was always the book, 

the book, the book. You know, and I moved from being in school here, in the bottom, but in England I was 

in distinction at a certain point, so for me it was like wow, it build my confidence, because here I find myself 

every time, even now if you put me in a certain, it reminds me of school back then, I chicken out, and think 

this is not for me, you know. So, uhm, actually maybe it changed me completely and I become a very 

competitive person, I am always ready to compete, I never used to be like that. If I have an idea, it can be 

done, nothing is impossible, you can do it. This was never me, you know, I used to shy away from a lot of 

things, just chicken out.  

Who were you spending time with when you were there? 
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I lived in house for the first couple of years, so it was usually students; my university was made up out of 4 

different universities that made the institute, so we had everyone in the same halls. Those were my 

contacts, even my friends still today are all people I met in the halls. Or in school. And there was always 

something, we had a student union, they always had something, so you would find something that you’d 

like and through that you meet people, so most of my good contacts I have now is all been from the College 

of Fashion.  

You mentioned your friend from Thailand…. 

She schooled in Thailand, she came to England to study a little bit more, but now she is actually a jewellery 

designer, but she is born into a family that is into diamonds. She is doing that now, she is actually a very big 

designer in Thailand, she is in all the big markets, and she is actually moved to Milan. So she is doing really 

well. I have a few friends, one who is in India. (…..phone rings…..) There is one who is in India, and……he 

works in a family business, they produce a lot of furniture and what not for John Lewis and all the big 

brands you can find in the US, and Europe and then I have got friends into graphics, so every time I have an 

issue with a website or a design, I shoot it so one of them, “could you…” you know, yeah.  

When you were there, how did you stay in contact with people back in Ghana? 

Mostly by email, then we had Facebook as well, and as the family was always phoning and I was always 

coming back at least twice year. How frequent was the contact? Not that frequent, on a weekly basis on 

Facebook, everyone is doing it and keeps in touch, but speaking to people and actually meeting people was 

twice a year. So if I was here at Christmas, when most people do come back, you get to meet them and 

sometimes in the summer as well, when you have the longer holiday, people come back as well. But your 

father and two sisters….? My dad has always lived in England, even when I was growing up here, he was 

never here, so…uhm, it was just my mum who was here, my sisters were all in England. Yeah. So I did have 

family.  

You mentioned that being England thought you that there is different ways of learning and understanding 

things and different ways of teaching as well that can get the best out of you, you also mentioned that you 

understood better what are your weaknesses and strengths, what else did you discover and learn when 

you were there? 

I mean, uhm, apart from discovering myself, I learned to be creative. When I actually moved to England I 

thought I would end up being a clothing designer, you know, because growing up here, I was always playing 

with dolls and making clothes for dolls and then when I got to high school, I did clothing and textiles but it 

was no, when you do a subject like that you end up being a seamstress or someone who just makes 

clothes, but moving there I realized there is a whole, it is a broad thing. And I ended being a surface 

designer rather than a clothing designer, which, if I had schooled here, I could have been a textile designer, 
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but not a good textile designer like I am now, because there they teach you how to develop stuff, picking 

something up from the ground and turn it into something completely different. Yeah, so, the textiles 

fashion.  

Could you have become a jewellery designer and have this if you were schooled in Ghana you think? 

No. If I had schooled in Ghana, I probably would not have discovered myself enough and that would have 

been the biggest problem, I would have worked in fashion, probably as a fashion designer, but not knowing 

my weaknesses and my strengths would have been you know a big issue, in which direction to go? Because 

I was very timid, very shy, I was always very quiet, and I hated to compete with people. Every time I found 

myself in a classroom, it was just like “you are going to be graded again, you are going to be judged again, 

you are going to be not good enough”, so I used to shy away from that. And, I don’t think would have made 

it here, I don’t think so.  

So let’s go to the time that you decided to go back, do you feel that you are back now in Ghana, that you 

are living here? 

I feel that I am living here, and that took a while, because when I moved back, I remember the first 2-3 

years, I would still buy everything from outside, I was shopping online and having everything shipped, from 

cereals, to clothes, to shoes, even now, I am back, but probably not a 100%, let’s see now I am running out 

of nickers, and I am like “I need to buy new nickers, but I don’t know where to go, it has to be from 

outside”. You know, or I am running out of a certain kind of cream, my body cream and everything coming 

from outside, so I am here, but not entirely, not 100% here, but it is better than when I moved back. When 

was that? I think December 2007.  

What did you do then, you started working for…? 

I moved out of England earlier on that year, I had had enough of England, enough of the cold, I did not see 

myself going through another winter, I woke up one morning, and thought “Ok, this is it, done, it is 

finished” so I quit my job, packed all my things into boxes.  

What was your job? 

So I finished school, and started working for a clothing brand, I worked with shoe brands, clothing brands 

and even working in England I try to be the best in every setting. I did designing on the side, I worked 

freelance in Thailand as well for a few years, so before I left London I was working for a shop brand called 

Desree and I was managing two different shops and yeah that is when I quit, so I moved from shop 

assistant to supervisor and then up to, yeah. I used to do amazing things for the brand, I was in a shop 

outside of London that was really quiet, that was in a mall, we were not making enough sales,  because did 

not know who we were, it was a new brand and very new to that part of London, so what I did was, 

sometimes, I would bring out flyers, would design the flyers, I would send them to head office, they would 
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approve it, then I would spend nights in my bedroom with my little printer, printing out he flyers, cutting 

them all up into size, then I would pick dates, go to all the offices and give all the flyers out, offering 10% off 

and on Saturday I would have some drinks, they would come, they would buy. I treated it as if it was mine, 

and needed to because I had targets, there is no point having a target and coming to work and just, at the 

end of the month I get paid anyway, but that is not exciting. So I had to do something, so then it got me 

managing two shops because they were pleased with everything. Then I did not have to be there another 

winter.  

Did you see yourself making a career in England? 

It would have been more difficult, because you have more competition, but I knew I would definitely end 

up in fashion somewhere, because I had experience from Thailand and everything I did in Thailand whilst I 

was there they found it amazing and completely different, so I knew there was something I could do if 

there was a market for it. But that definitely was not England. It could have been England, but probably the 

things that were preventing me from living in England, was the cold, I did not like the cold at all and also 

the fact that your life goes around in a cycle. You are chasing the same train, you get into work at the same 

time, you are going home , it is the same cycle every day and you don’t have time for friends, even when 

you get home you are tired or it is too cold to go out. 

What do you feel you have learned from working and running these shops? 

A lot, from customer service, to trying to find what the people need, and you know. When you are 

designing, you need to design for someone, it needs to be sellable, and working in the shop taught me the 

process of picking what they want and why finding out why, especially with colours, what would work for 

you know European pepe, what would work for African people, you know, it teaches you a lot, creating 

something in my field, it has to be sellable, I learnt a lot of that, who the customer is and who I am 

designing for.  

I also learned a lot of customer service, when I came, customer service here, now it is somewhat OK, it was 

really bad, so I spent a year doing customer service for a lot of restaurants and hotels, I would go and I had 

training sessions, and I was doing customer service for them and realized it was a mind-set and it was the 

people that had to change, you cannot teach them customer service. But then having my own brand now 

and being able to manage my own shops I am able to give better customer service, meet the client 

understand what they want and give them what they want without missing out on anything and this had 

been a big plus. It also teaches you to be patient, because you have all kinds of customers coming in, some 

people can be very rude, but you don’t know where they have come from, you don’t know what kind of 

issues they have back home, it really test me a lot, and made me know myself better, and I also built my 

people skills and confidence and stuff like that, yeah. Working in a shop, I used to give myself targets, 
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although the shop was quiet most of the time, I was going with an agenda, yesterday the day went, today, 

what am I going to do different, I might go on different floors and try to drag customer to my floor. I did not 

want to repeat the same thing over and over again; otherwise what is the point, so I would set different 

challenges for myself.  

Why did you choose to make a company for yourself? 

I thought I had gained one the skills, I had the contacts, I had gotten to know myself better, I had gotten to 

the point where I knew I could create something that people are hungry for and are ready to buy. I 

launched a clothing line for this brand and I was producing and the clothes were flying out, there was never 

a design that made that people would not buy, so that built my confidence that I had something that 

people wanted, so when I was leaving, there was no doubt that I was making a mistake, the only things that 

would have probably held me back was money. Because at the end of month I was getting a very good 

salary that I could not image bank or someone else paying, then again I had given so much of me to the 

company, I felt that I was walking away from something that I had built, because I was there from scratch, I 

opened 33 shops across West Africa for this brand. I did everything from finding the location, looking at the 

space, drawing out the furniture, hiring the carpenter and different languages, from French, I never spoke 

French, but I had to learn French, so designing the floor, filling the space, organising fashion shows in all 

these different places, I had given so much of me, I had sleepless nights, in a day I could be flying to 3-4 

different locations and not stopping, so walking away from it, it felt like, once I did, it probably would 

crumble, but then again I was at a position, where I had to pick, it was the best time.  

I am taking you back now when you started this company, let’s day Emma Bird? 

Before actually I launched a brand, I have lots of sketchbooks when I wake up I sketch something in, and I 

remember just before I left Da-viva I had met a lady who has a fashion brand and she came to me and says I 

want to have an accessories line and I want to use cloth, she had two idea, I said look, I have lots of ideas in 

a sketchbook, I would put what you have set and come up with something and then we can meet again. So 

I met her 2 weeks later on and I showed her sketches and she was very excited about what she saw and 

said “these would sell very well, I’d like us to produce 100 of this, 50 of this” you know, very big quantities. 

Who was this lady? That is confidential, I’ll tell you after, so you don’t have it there. That gave me a lot of 

confidence, I spoke to Eli, I said “I think this is going to work”, he is Lebanese, I got a Lebanese visa, went to 

Lebanon, he has a very good friend who taught me a few things, got me my first tools, glue and quite a lot 

of bits from her, 4000 dollars’ worth of material, came back, started producing and went back to this lady, I 

will take, only 2 of this, 5 of this. I just spent 4000 dollars and she did not take it. Initially I said to her, I 

make them for you, you can sell it under your brand but you have to mention the designer. That was the 

deal. When she was asking for less quantity, I said no, I’ll see what I will do with my stock. I went to funkies, 
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they had a small empty shop, I opened the shop and people started coming in, we started stocking the 

malls.  

What were your main challenges when you started? 

I did not know how to make accessories, I was just testing and trying and even now when I pick the very 

first pieces and look at them. But when people see it, they think wow! So I have gotten better over time. I 

had the ideas, it was on paper, but are you going to make this happen, make a charm that is in a stone and 

it is fabric. I am a perfectionist and things have to be done well, it might get dirty, with sweat, I was giving 

myself a lot of reasons why it would not work and try to challenge myself how it is going to get better. I did 

a lot of research as well, and saw people were making shoes in fabric, it gets dirty and people still buy, so 

why am I stopping myself from making this.  

And what about practice challenges? A place, the right people…. 

When I started this, I started in my bedroom and then I introduced my house help to it, initially I was living 

on my and then I moved back to my mum who had a house help and then I had my own house help. When I 

started exploring this, I started teaching her what to do, we did little things for people here and there. I got 

better, and then my bedroom was full of boxes, and then we started to move here. I did not have big 

challenges like most people starting from scratch, because I had a very good job before this, I knew a lot of 

people, I knew the clients and I knew how to call people and say “hey, come and buy this”, it was not as 

difficult for people who come out of school. Did you have some starting capital as well? I had some 

starting capital. I put in some money, he (Elie, Lebanese) put in some money as well, and then we took it 

from there.  

What are your challenges now? 

Workers and money. The two mayor ones. It is difficult to find workers here….. uhhhhhmmm why…. I think 

it is the people, I have tried to move production to India before, I tried to create a product that has 

excellent quality, I would not settle for anything less, and I like to work with people who want to give me 

perfect and it is difficult to find people that give you perfect in this country. One, you can give theme 

everything, but perfect does not happen, as it is now I put a lot of my time, I don’t just sit here and create 

designs, every single piece that leaves the factory I check. If I employ someone to do the quality check, they 

would not do it as good as I would do it. So, that is a big challenge. How do you solve that? I haven’t, I just 

been trying to succeed with the little I have and having a lot of sleepless nights, but we are hoping we 

should be able to solve that this year. I tried to move production to India, we set up the place, and did 

some samples and the samples we made were amazing, what I call perfect. And that is the standard I want 

to get to, the finishing was on point, everything was looking the same. I set the factory up, bought the 

machinery, recruited the people, training the people. But I have not found these people here in Ghana. Are 
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you producing in India? No it was someone who tried to rip me off, it was very expensive, initially he said it 

was cheaper to produce there, and he was producing gold and silver there, so there was a lot of dirt and 

this is fabric you know, then he patent the brand in America in his name, so I left.  

After that experience would you again consider to relocate your factory? 

I have two options, either I push employ more Ghanaians, one of the reasons I came up with this brand was 

to create a second job for women, so women who are home and have babies they can sell from home, 

have a little tea party with their friends, that was the whole idea and that is still the idea. If I can employ 

more Ghanaians and get them to give me the quality it needs a lot of hard work and get to the point that I 

can step away from production, and see the bigger picture of the brand, which is creating jobs for women, 

that would be perfect. My other option would be, later this year we are going to start pitching to European 

brands, like H&M and what not and see what happens, if that goes very well and the quantities come , we 

probably have to relocate the production, because we need more capacity, better quality.  

Where would you consider? 

Depends, if we find a brand like H&M or Top Shop, we would consider China, if we find smaller outlets, we 

would consider Thailand, India, because in China, when you go, you sample, once you have sampled and 

they can see it is a good product they are going to run with it themselves, but in the other countries, you 

can guarantee that you can at least enjoy it for at least 6 months to a year before they start copying and 

putting it in the market. In China, from the moment you make the sample, they run with it, especially if it is 

a new idea. They would copy it instantly themselves.  

What is the role of your international contacts in making these business decisions? 

It depends on the need, let’s say I had to deal with a decisions in India, I would consult the few friends I 

have there to consult ask they what they think and get them to find the right people to speak to. Because I 

have a lot of experience with buying in Thailand, in India, Lebanon, I wasn’t that worried to go to China. I 

got these, there was 10-20 times bigger than what I was expecting, you would spend a whole weekend and 

still would not be able to cover everything. This I was not expecting, otherwise I did have experience from 

other countries. 

What are your ambitions with the company? 

To grow it, to become a brand of choice, to become a high street brand, not just fashion jewellery, we want 

to go into home accessories, expand the range, but ideally we would want to be on the European market, 

on the American market, African market, that is the big picture, that is not impossible to do. 

What do you need to get there? 

Uhmmm, two things. I could say capital, to open shops. If I also wanted to grow and pitch to other brands, 

then it would just be workforce in trying to make the pieces a lot more to the standards to be on that 
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markets. I think we have the started where it would do well in the European market. How do you know 

they are good enough? From experience, in selling fashion, I worked a lot on the high street in England, 

from talking to lots of clients, from knowing what is out there in fashion now and being able to figure out 

what the people need and what would work, I know I have a good brand. What else? I think if we had 

exposure, I am sure if I had to be on CNN, BBC here and a couple of you know, that would be it, we would 

not even need capital.  

Why are you not doing this right now? 

I am a creative mind, so it is difficult for me to step away and look at figures, look at how we can make x 

amount of money in 6 months, this is my weakness, but we have a consultant who is helping. Putting a 

proper business plan together, something that is not creative. I had banks to call me, “speak to these 

people, they can help you”, I have been in a meeting with them and everything they say makes sense and 

sounds perfect, but it is not my language, it is not the language I want to speak, I don’t want to speak 

figures. I want to get back to doing stuff, my fingers want to work, I have ideas all the time, I want to be 

separated from that. I met a few people who have a business, this one person that is creative and one 

person that has studied business, that brand is solid because they have the two. A lot of people have a 

background in business, and they finally discovered fashion so they are able to build it.  

What is your relationship with the business now, the manager, the owner? 

I see myself as everything, but I would like to see myself as just the creative director and nothing else. I 

want to get to a point where there is a manager to everything else, and I am just creative. That would be 

the time that I would enjoy this really well, I would probably product the best pieces then, but then I have 

that piece of mind and my mind is settled.  

Some of the friends from London come from a family in jewellery; do you have a family as well that is 

involved in creative business? 

No, I just had a grandmother that was creative and just to make clothes and she was very particular about 

the kinds of clothes that she made and actually whore, particularly which part of your body you should 

expose. If you have a nice back, you should expose the back, if you have nice legs, you should wear short 

skirts. She was high fashion. So, I think I took up from her. But I did not grow up in a setting where…. Then 

my nanny used to make clothes, so there was always fabrics and tape measure, but it was not on a large 

scale. 

When you decided to go to fashion school and your father is the type of man that likes to send his 

daughters to the best schools, was it considered a good choice in his eyes? 

Yes, my dad did not like to dictate what we should do, he did not say to us you have to be a pharmacist, a 

lawyer, one thing he used to say to us, if you want to be a sweeper, you should be the best sweeper, you 
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want people to walk by and see the difference, “wow, who is the sweeper”, that should please us, when 

people notice your work, so that is what he always put in our brains. Do you feel approved of in the career 

choice you made? Yes. What about your peers, how did they find your choice? My friends, growing up in 

secondary school, the kind of course I did, most people would think that it is for people that are not strong 

in science and not strong in economics or what not, it is more for people…. So most people who did those 

courses, were probably not good at the sciences and what people generally say is good enough, you settled 

for something easier, rather than taking the bold step to do law or science. That was seen differently in the 

UK? Not seen the same as here, the school I went to was an art school, so I found myself in a place where 

even those who produced a piece that here they would think “what the hell is that, is she crazy”, there they 

read into it, they see the bigger picture.  

Because of this mentality in Ghana, does that make it harder for you to do business? 

Now it is not the case, it used to be some years back, before I moved away, they would say “she is a 

seamstress”, people making clothes was not such an important job.  

Do you feel you have different challenges than people with a restaurant? 

Yes and no, I am sure there are some challenges that cut across the board, when it comes to starting up, 

but when you move up, and then it is different. Someone with a shop would be worrying about getting 

people to the shop, I am not putting my boots in a shop, I am going out there to find stockers.  

Would you first go to Europe or the US? 

It depends on who calls me quicker. Sometimes I am looking at the US, Europe is more of a market that I 

am comfortable with. I know a lot of people in the US, but nothing has pushed me to go to the US before, 

but if they send me to the US first why not. I have more confidence with Europe. When I was in school we 

had little projects and I pitched brands, so I had my work seen by Top Shop, accessorize, so I am used to 

this kind of market, but having said that I don’t think there is a big difference between that market and the 

American market, most of the shops on the high street in England is the same as in the US.  

Are you thinking of selling online? 

Yes, we have a website, we haven’t gotten to the point where we can sell, but you can select your items it 

goes to a basket and it comes to me as an email, then I call you and follow up. Sometimes I ship from here, I 

have got a little stock in the US, in the UK as well, depending on we ship, but sometimes it is from here, I 

have somebody come back. I give people an option, for this product this is how much it will cost from DHL, 

and this how long it will take, if you have 14 days, you can have it cheaper, because I have someone going. 

Who takes care of shipping in the US and UK? In the US my cousin, in the UK my sister, my dad or my 

cousin. Where would you expand the online shop, from the UK or US? UK that is easier. Because I have 

family there, I can easily take one of the rooms and put all the products there and not having to worry 
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about getting a warehouse. Barcelona as well, because my sister is there, but that market is very small, 

they don’t like very shiny stuff, they like more earthy stuff, more subtle stuff and that is probably 40% of 

what we have, in the UK and US they would take everything and the people like it. When I send stuff to 

Barcelona, it is things with less gilts.  

Who buys from you in the US? 

My cousin is an international student, so in her school it is a mix and then I also have a charity that sells my 

product as well, but that is more whites, compared to Africans, but that collection was also different. And 

then there is a lady who has a shop, she is Ghanaian, she has an African shop and she sources her stuff, it is 

more Ghanaians, Nigerians, West Africans. So luckily in the range I have something for everybody.  
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AAKS 

Akosua Afriyie-Kumi 

Handbag designer 

    

 

My brand is AAKS, I came to Ghana in 2012, December 2012, I came holidays and then never left, prior to 

living in Ghana I was in the UK and worked with many designers, but I never had any joy, I just wanted to 

come back to Ghana and start my own brand, but I did not have the direction of what exactly I wanted to 

do, and I used to come to Ghana for holidays, so that particular 2012, when I came, I decided not to go back 

and to stay here and kind of explore what I could find and that is where it started. And I knew I wanted to 

do something with baskets, because I saw them every time I used to drive around town, they were 

everywhere, but I realized nobody was doing anything new with it, and I thought I could go back to the UK 

and trying to get it here in Ghana, Then I realized, actually being in Ghana, it has not been done before and 

I have to start form scratch and it was really really really difficult, where people just to, I would use to give 

them the raw material, but finding the raw material was also a challenge, I could give them the raw 

material and after a while they came to me and said “I can’t do it”, where is the money, if you don’t have 

the money, they would give me back the materials, there were like 6 people that did that to me, I was so 

frustrated, haha, and someone said, why don’t you got to the North of Ghana, coming from the South of 

Ghana, it is something that you don’t do, cause they hear some horror stories, and they just say, why would 

I want to go to the North, coming from the South, haha. But that was the best place, so once I got there, so 

my brother and I jumped on a flight and started to look for these weavers, and it was such a vast land and 

really beautiful, I could not believe what everybody here as saying, and even though….., people are very 

friendly and most people speak English, although speak another local language, which I can’t speak, so it 

was quite nice to communicate with a different kind of Ghanaian, and this where it started, so I showed a 

picture what I really wanted and I found a group that was doing it already, but they did not have that skill, 

because the stage where the bags, or what I wanted to create could be sold in a store, so this is where I 

started and was throughout 2013 with the weavers, getting the bags to a certain standard, that I was very 

happy with, and once I did that, I brought the samples back to the South to do the lining and finishing and 

that was when I created my first collection, so I launched it in 2014,…… to get the brand all set up, yet 

someone to help me with sawing, so I was doing everything myself, in 2013 everything myself, until mid-
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2014, I went back to London after I got a couple of pieces, and I got invited to a show at the South Bank at a 

festival called “An African Utopia”, so there I got invited to showcase my work. And this when I still had no 

belief in what I was doing, and when I went on twitter people literally …. The bags, and I was like, “oh my 

god I can’t believe people actually like it, I am so shocked” and hahaha, that is where it started. And three 

months after that…… “we love your products”, they sold it on social media, so I ended up having a budget 

for my … to push my work once I got Facebook orders, is when I really started to believe “this is something I 

can be doing for a very long time” it just rolled from there, got some interviews, lots of everything, even till 

today, after … a magazine to write about me, people get in touch with me all the time, so my interview with 

the Guardian was through Twitter as well, they were looking for someone to do a web…., so I said “I’ll do it” 

and they “yes, definitely” haha, and from there they were….. and I thought “Oh my god, I am going to be in 

The Guardian” I could not believe that was happening and that was just 3 years after I started my brand, so 

yeah everything came together. And no I am sold in many stored around the world and I am doing all 

these…. 

Who works with you now? 

So, I started off with 3 weavers, and now the team has about 30 people, 40 people, and then I work with 2 

now….they help me to do the finishing of the bag.  

Are you the only designer? 

Yes, I am the only designer, I take all the decisions and travel between the North and Kumasi and my family 

lives here that is why. My situation in the South is easier for me, to live here than having the North as a 

natural habitat, and I did not want to bring them here, because it kind of destroys the brand story and what 

it is really about, helping them to… in their natural habitat, and they are very being there, it was hard to get 

their trust, they are very loyal. So at the start, there were lots of people coming there, coming up to 

sample, and then never came back again. So, there were days that I was in the North, I found they had not 

done any work, because they did not believe I was coming back, haha, I was like, what! I flew all the way 

here and you have not done any work, it was that bad.  

How did you gain their trust? 

Maybe just talking to them, make sure they understand what I really wanted, talking to them about my 

business and they feel more closer to me, they have people from different countries come in and nothing 

came out of it. But rather that I was from Ghana but I had lived outside, I had now returned kind of gives 

me a better, a gives a better preposition, or to get them to do work, maybe the combination that I was 

Ghanaian, other staff did not like that, you are one of those just coming here, so it was very hard at the 

start, I would not say it was so tough when they did not know… 

When you say ”oh no, you are one  of those” what were they referring to? 
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People in the north don’t like people from the south, there is a whole thing that people from the south look 

down on people from the North, so, they did not trust me when I came, they were like “oh you are an 

Ashanti” and I was coming in there with different views of work ethic and how they should do things and 

they did not also like it when people from other countries came in and took over what they were doing. So 

when I started working with them I needed to make them understand my vision and where I was really 

coming from and also I was really young, I am not that young, haha, but for them they love working with 

older people, because they feel they can afford to pay them, or are a bit more serious, me I was just a 

young girl that would tell them to do something, so they did not really like that. I would take my mum with 

me, hahaha, yes that’s it, and that is when they really believed that this is it. I told my mum “please you 

have to come with me, this is the only way they will believe what I am doing is actually real”, so I took my 

mum there in, end of, yeah 2015, last year actually, when we had a discussion with the whole weaving 

community and then they were like really understanding and I was like “wow, now I am actually someone 

who, it is like so crazy, it is like, it has been a difficult thing, but I am happy that right now everything is 

salient?.  

Do you feel that you now have fully gained their trust? 

I feel there is still work to be done in terms of the actual weaving, there is always development, always they 

can always do something better, but their attention to detail has really changed what I see, or when 

another designer is down there and works with them, I have given them such a solid foundation, I don’t 

want them to ever leave me.  

Who are your clients? 

Wow, so if you’re talking about retailing to individuals, it is people in America, women in America, 

sometimes men buy them as gifts as well, for wives, girlfriends, women aged above 25, lots of customers of 

mine live in America, because I lived in London I thought I presence will be much larger in the UK, so in 

Europe, but it is just that today the US I am really surprised about. Why do you think that is? I think people 

in the US love colour, haha, and in Europe we have grey, black and white to our clothing and little a little 

hint of colour but not too much, so maybe they are a little scared of the ….., haha, but I have had good sales 

in the UK, I am stocking in Urban Outfitters in the UK as well, which is soon coming out, in April.  

Who buys from you, Ghanaians, Diaspora? 

Yeah, that is what I was very surprised about, there is a lot of diaspora from Nigeria, from other African 

countries who are living in the US who would buy an African product, before looking at the line, I did not 

have so much information on that, but connecting directly with them also showed me, that I realized “Oh 

you are black from another African country living in America or living in the UK or on Europe and uhm yeah, 

wanting to buy an African product”, which is very interesting because I never thought, it did not really click 
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in my head, I went to university, I started fashion, I did not do anything business related, haha, I was so bad 

at the start, trying to know how to write a business plan, how to do my marketing, how to do everything 

together, so, now I am of course more savvy, I would say last year, or prior to that not really, hahaha.  

Who buys from you in Ghana? 

In Ghana, a lot of the Lebanese community in Ghana buy from me, and also other Ghanaians, most of have 

lived outside of the country and come back to the country, start their own business and come here and 

work in Ghana, so the returnees yeah. What about expatriates? Uhmmmm, not necessarily, I feel my 

presence in Accra is very little, but in Ghana actually it is very small, but my presence outside Ghana is very, 

because I feel, I think social media is still very new here in Ghana, because my brand is actually based 

around social media, but if I had a shop in Accra, then people would find me, I am going to get that done, I 

am going to build a pop-up store in May also sponsored by Design Network Africa. It is going to be at 

Dantaman, I don’t know if you know, it is close to the American Embassy, so a place around there. I think 

that will go really really well, I am hoping in May will be the time that I do that. Where do you sell in Accra 

right now? I am going to be actually stocked at Elle Lokko, I am meeting them next month, so we are 

talking about it. Many people want to buy in Accra. 

You are selling through your website, are you planning on opening stores? 

Well, that would be a dream, but I would not be able to afford that, haha. I can’t afford to do that now. For 

me the idea I have, the final, I mean the people in Accra, or people in Ghana or Africa as well having a shop 

and making it as designers, that is not the route I want to take. I am more; I am quite technical I would say, 

I am more into social media…. And there are also … cut down on costs while people still get it, so in the 

next couple of years, I want to be like a prime seller online where people from Ghana can….. but hopefully 

in the future, I would love to have a store in America, maybe in New York.  

Now I want to talk to you about the period you spend abroad, when did you leave Ghana? 

I left Ghana when I was nineteen to go to university, so I studied, I went to secondary school here, in Ghana 

at that time we had to wait one year to get your results, so ……..I can apply to university. Now it has 

changed, I don’t think they do that anymore. So yeah, I had that whole year to wait and I did some art 

classes and then I left of the UK, I studied in Oxford Brooks, so one year to do my…. in Oxfordshire, then I 

moved from there to Kingston University, I worked with a couple of designers Peter Pilotto, Matthew 

Williamson, William Tempest and I kind of learned everything  from working as an intern with them, it was 

a great experience, plus prior to leaving from London to Ghana I worked in a swimwear store, a beach 

store, it was really interesting to kind of interact customers and hear about the product, which I did not 

have that when I worked as a designer and I saw their comments, I never saw the product, it was still very 

in the beginners…..I realized the customers did not want, they wanted this, they wanted that. 
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How was the transition for you from when you were 19 and moved from Ghana to the UK, how wat that for 

you? 

Prior to going to the UK, I visited many times, I have never actually lived there, I visited, cause my sister 

used to lived there, so I have been many times, I started when I was 2 years old and then my sister was uh, 

so we used to go every year, like a trip to visit my sister, so I was very familiar with the surroundings, 

attitudes and with people in general, so going there was, I would say tough at the start, but kind of got into 

it after some time, the thing I needed to get used to was the weather, hahahah, but apart from the weather 

everything was fine. It was hard at the start, of course, I was still really young and going through university, 

ot seeing my family, so it was hard at the start, but at the end it was the best experience ever, I would not 

know everything I do now.  

How did you find to be schooled in Britain? 

Uhm, it was very different to the way of teaching here in Ghana, it was more about pushing us to be 

creative and doing some research, while in Ghana the people they valued art and design, it is not as valued 

of course, I think around the world everybody looks down on creatives, but now the trend is changing, but 

here, it is still the same, every mother wants their kids to be a doctor or a lawyer, they never want their 

child to say “I want to be a fashion designer”, when they find out it is like “what? why would you want to 

get into that” hahaha, so I have to say my parents are supportive and always loved arts, I used to draw I 

was interested in crafts, I could draw really well, with a lot of colour, from there I found what I really 

wanted to do and I wanted to find my own way and which is why I wanted to be and they helped me on 

that part.  

Why did you study in the UK? Was it because Ghana was not supportive to this type of career? 

Yeah, we did not have any fashion schools at that time, uhm, we did not have any proper art and design 

schools that I could graduate and be proud of, and we did not have that. We have two universities, one in 

Kumasi, USC and one in Accra at Legon, and they were all very focussed on engineering and medicine nd 

mechanical engineering at Kumasi, any type of course that you did, people just look down on you, so my 

parents thought it was best for me to go to the UK where London is the fashion central for emerging 

designers and they thought it was the perfect place for me to do. How did your peers see your choice to go 

into this type of education? I guess they did not make any comments, so, not that I remember, everybody 

was, they knew it was  a route that I wanted to take so, me actually doing it kind of came naturally to me 

and to them as well, nobody really questions it.  

What do you feel you have learned from living and being abroad, not necessarily formal education, but 

other parts of your life? 
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Oh well, so much, so many things, I have a …. , I can see straight lines, which is quite rare in Ghana, haha So 

people build their house and it be crooked, hahahaha, but there is a beauty in it of course, I think I am 

more design savvy, London I would say branding in general I know what I want and I know, so many in 

people in Ghana that would appreciate my work, because you see a lot of brands and there is not much 

focus on the actual process of the weaving in the logo or the colours, going to university in the UK, really 

helped me to see that side of design, which I would not have if I lived in Ghana. How would you call that 

side of design? It has a lot of sophistication, it can appeal to a wider market, it is not necessarily focussed 

on me or on Ghana, I think anybody, anywhere in the world can really appreciate my brand, it is not only 

for Africa, it is for the world I would say, while if I did not go to the UK, I would never have been able to 

achieve that. Probably halfway, but not as it is now, of course I need improvement, there is still room for 

me to grow, but at the moment that is the best I can do for now.  

Despite learning so much and eventually finding your ways in the UK you decided to come back to Ghana… 

I could have stayed on and maybe did a master’s, but I felt that, I knew I could tick off all these boxes 

before I move to Ghana, I had worked with designers, I worked at a store, apart from the business side of 

things, which I could have done a bit more, but I felt that if I came to Ghana I could do it at school here. So, 

for the fashion side of things I had learned everything I could tick off, I felt kind of ready to come here but 

starting a business is so different from what I learned at university, especially starting a business in Africa, it 

is completely different. I am dealing with people, where someone would say “oh my daughter is ill, I can’t 

come to work” so you are dealing with other things, which outside would not happen like that……  But it is 

the culture, and I am trying to get used it and appreciate it in a way.  

What were your challenges when you first started? 

So many things. Things were different. Even though I am from Ghana, I never felt, uhm, even though I am 

from here I would not tell an employee, maybe if I’d studied in Ghana, I’d tell an employer “I am sorry, my 

mum is ill, I can’t come to work”, but because I left Ghana I kind of saw another world and saw how hard-

working people were, there is no excuse or anything. While here there is loads of excuses, so, I would say 

that was one of the biggest challenges, and of course with the weaving community, the language barrier 

was very important, the actual weavers cannot speak English and they do not speak my local language 

which is Twi, they spoke Frafra and I had to use an interpreter at the start, but now I am starting to learn 

their language, haha, yeah, so I would not say I am fluent, but I can kind of understand a few of the accents, 

so language barrier, cultural differences, even though we are from the same country, was very hard.  

Your company is very much based on social media and your website, did you encounter anything in that 

area? 
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Did I have any challenges in that area? Oh yes, like when I go to the North, there is no internet service, 

haha, so that is a little tricky, so when I in the community, I don’t have internet service, we don’t have any 

electricity, that is the problem, because it is quite far, into like the villages, so there is no electricity, there is 

no internet connection, you can make a phone call, but you can’t use the internet, so I can’t update my 

social media until I come back, at the end of the day, I can’t check any emails when I am there, haha, so, 

yeah, technologically, it is very terrible, even here in Kumasi, there is days that my internet does not work, 

and I am always so frustrated, I have kind of learned to get around, if I don’t have internet I always end up 

doing lots of writing, writing up my interviews, when I do get internet I sent everything, so I am working 

around it, yeah.  

And what about your website? 

Ow so, I work with a branding company in the UK, called Candy Black, they are also a start-up, when I met 

them in 2012, before I came to Ghana I told them about what I was planning on doing, so we starting 

communicating when I was in Ghana and we created the website.  

And this went quite smoothly? 

Yeah it did, they were really understanding of what I wanted to do and in the UK too, we Skyped, we 

emailed, because I saw them before I came I came to Ghana, they kind of knew who I was and what I 

wanted and what I did not like, so yeah we work together for a few years now and I am very happy, they 

are very supportive, they do so much that they do not have to do, so, haha.  

A lot of entrepreneur in Ghana, when they want to sell internationally they find shipping an obstacle… 

Yeah, so uhm, I cannot use DHL or Fedex because it is so expensive, yeah, so uhm my mum figured 

something out, haha, why don’t I use the local post office, and I told her to shut up and said “No, I am not 

doing that”. Then I started to test it, so sometimes.. but if I need to send a very urgent product, then I use 

DHL.  

So you don’t ship from the UK or US? 

Yes I do, I use BMS As well, which is like….. It allowed me to cut on costs and a lot of other stuff and detail. 

Everyone was saying my bags are expensive, but it is not my fault, because shipping from Africa is double or 

triple of the price if shipping within Europe or in the US. Shipping from let’s say New York to Canada is 4 

dollars or 6 dollars, but here you are paying like a 100 dollars, so yeah. 

But you don’t have stock in the UK or the US? 

A fulfilment centre? I don’t, not at the moment, but that is the next plan, I have been trying a center in the 

US and also one in the UK, then the UK can supply to Europe, and the US can supply to Canada and 

America.  
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Another challenge I hear a lot is the finance, so to start up a company in Ghana is not cheap, how did you 

go about that? 

No! So, I had my own savings, before returning to Ghana, and that was in pounds, so if you change it to 

Cedi’s, you get quite a lot, haha, so that was good. So yeah, it was good, but Ghana has become very very 

expensive, and still it was expensive, but now everything is like double the price, so, that is something that 

people ouside of Africa don’t understand, that in Africa it is not cheap, I am sure you have noticed, since 

you have been here, things are more expensive, like let’s say a cocktail, it becomes really really expensive, 

something you can get for like 5 pounds is like 10 pounds here. It is the same with production, I am paying 

my weavers very very well, because they are using a different type of material plus I am supporting the 

community, so I double the weaver price because I thought that would benefit more than me trying to 

make they do things for like 1 dollar, so I get a company coming up to me and say “can we make something 

for 1 dollar”, I am like “NO!”, I would never do that, that is like values of producing in China, that is what I 

don’t want. So, haha, I am really surprised if a company asks me to make a bag for that price. So, haha.  

How are you in contact with your international network? 

I use social media and emails, and skype and I have never met, almost everybody that I have been chatting 

to I have never met them, because I am here or in the North, but in September I may be in Paris so I am 

looking to go to the UK as well, and kind of meet people face to face, because that is my biggest challenge, 

not being able to travel, because tickets from Ghana are so expensive, I went to Kenya, it was above a 

1.000 dollars for a ticket, like a 1.500 dollars, it is just such an expense, so I have not been able to travel as 

much as I wish I could, but I am hoping by the end of this year, I will be able to….. I might be going to Paris, 

to do a trade show with the designer Tradang…? I don’t know if you know, we are going to Maison et Objet, 

I hope I am saying that right, haha, do you know about it? No, I have not heard about it, no. It is a massive 

massive interior slash home trade show, like fashion accessories, furniture, lighting it is amazing, I am 

hoping to meet a few buyers, I have a big presence in France actually. Ok, how come? Because there is a lot 

of bags in France as well, yeah, uhm, I have 1 actually 2 stockists in France, they have been selling the bags 

really really well, yeah, so very surprised, cause it is a country that I did not really look at, I was more 

thinking the UK, because that is what I knew, and everything has just changed, yeah, it has changed so 

much, like France, the US, then the UK, yeah. So it took you by surprise? It did.  

How did you get in contact with them or did they get in contact with you? 

They got in contact with me, so, they usually get in contact with me, but this year, because I want to double 

my sales, I need to get in contact with people, because I am just making bags and forgetting to promote my 

work, so, I am trying to do more emails now. See how it goes. And how did you get invited to the trade 

show? So the design network Africa, which is the, so that is like the last bit of the sponsorship, where we do 
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a trade show outside Africa, they focus on emerging designer, so the African can actually buy our product, 

that is their goal, so with the pop-up, so it is not only….. There is 11 designers that also do the same also be 

in Paris, we’ll be showcasing our work together.  

This is all through the network? 

Yes, it is all through the network, they have been extremely supportive and I am so happy they got in touch 

with me, like, they sent someone the Ghana to help me, for one week and it was such a great experience, 

that I will never forget, because I would never have that. Who was the mentor? It was Felix She is a 

jewellery designer in South Africa, yeah, and she has 3 stores in South Africa, and opened a new store in 

New York and she has been in the business for less than 4 years, yeah, I am very impressed that she came 

to me.  

So apart from the design network Africa, did you have any other organisation that supports you? 

Uhm, I did actually, which is the ethical fashion institute, and they came to Ghana in 2013, so it was perfect 

to hook up with them, …… we did a show in 2014…… which is fashion university so they did a conjunction 

with them, which is quite nice, so that was the end of the sponsorship, so they came to Ghana, they built a 

production for designers in Ghana in Accra and they are still working Ghana, but I don’t work with them 

directly, I feel their focus has kind of changed. I don’t know if you knew them? They are quote focussed on 

getting press, and that is not really my goal, I wish they helped me more with my actual business. At that 

time I really needed somebody to kind of show me a way like “OK, business wise this is what you need to 

do”, but I did not get that kind of support from them, I did not need someone to showcase my products, 

because if somebody orders, I would still have to make them, I did not have, I was using the money that I 

had and it was really hard at the start and I wish they understood it from that point…. And everybody was 

complaining about the same thing. They have done really well of course, but they had a bit of….I don’t 

know, they are still here in Ghana, but I am not working with them directly anymore. But they did get me in 

touch with the environment, which is an additional attraction, to know about the environment, so they are 

based in Madagascar, and so they want me to go to Madagascar and we are still thinking about it and 

which I think is great, because this is what I want and see other communities around the world, see other 

weavers, how they are doing, how I can develop my brand, but not press, haha, I love press of course, but I 

want my brand to grow and be strong and have more quality, and then the press, I would be very happy 

about that.  

So if we look to the future and you want to dream a little bit, where do you see your brand? 

Wow, I want to be like everywhere, I want to be kind of, I want to do something in the home interior, 

maybe woven chairs and ….furniture, woven lamps, sheets, everything woven, so still keeping to the 

weaving community, but another offset? Right, woven mats for the home, yeah. So I want to get into that, 
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and also make the ….. because I studied fashion design, but that is not something I dream of now, 

something maybe in the next 10 years, but what I might maybe be doing is some products (…connection 

brakes…). So we were in tourism and spending some time in the north with the weaving community. I think 

that would be a really nice experience for people who are interested in doing something new or seeing how 

weavers make my bags, to become another experience, which, you don’t have to have a fashion 

background to be there, if you want to learn how to learn a bit of the craft in Ghana, I thought that would 

be a nice addition to my brand, what do you think about that? 

Where did you get that idea? 

So I had an intern coming from Switzerland in to help me, she stayed for 2 months with me here in Kumasi, 

so I took her to the North were we discussed where my brand would be in the next couple of years, and 

that was one of the discussions that came up, I would say that I really got that ideas, because prior to her 

coming to Ghana, she lived in Burkina Faso for a month, and she paid an agency, the company was called 

hosits? I don’t know if you know them, so they do exhibitions around the world, they get a grip of people 

interested in the brand, you pay for the flight and they pay for everything that you do when you get to 

Burkina Faso, transfer, hotels, then when they create a product they exhibit it in an international trade 

exhibition, so she tells me about this experience and the pros and cons of it, she said she did not really 

enjoy it, because it was not focussed, so we were like discussing this and then like 2 weeks later, then I took 

her to the North to see the production and then she said, “this would really really work, I can see people 

doing this”, so we kind of discussed it and came to the conclusion that was where my brand needed to be 

in the next couple of years, we just discussed it, we haven’t done anything with it.  

In the beginning you mentioned to realize your dreams you need funding, and you said “everybody says 

that”, how would you go about it if you’re looking for funding? 

Uhm, so, it is just, applying to competitions, like going to embassies, like maybe the US embassy in Ghana, 

because if I approach the Ghanaian embassy for money, they basically say “no”, they don’t fund people in 

the creative arts, it is very rare, so, I have to go to the embassies to get sponsorships, and of course I need 

contacts, which I don’t have any, haha, so hoping that my press would make a difference, yeah, so. What 

other sources? I have to just, I am kind of against taking a loan, too much trouble, what if I can’t pay it 

back, so I would rather sell what I have, cut down on costs, I have free social media, free marketing, do 

pop-up stores, and through this I would get enough money to be able to continue, that is the plan, that is 

what I have been doing, so I use my own funding, my own saving from the start, when I was about to run 

out of money, I went to my mum, but yeah, I use the money that I actually made from sales, to continue 

with my brand, because, so I am just putting in double the effort, trying to sell as many bags as I can just 

being hard working.  
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And where is your family right now?  

Oh, so my family all moved back to Ghana, they are all here. How would you describe your family, what 

type of family is it? Oh wow, haha, very friendly. But do they have a creative background as well? No, not 

at all, so my dad, well my dad is an entrepreneur, so I would say my family has a very entrepreneurial 

background, where my mum and dad have a business, and all my family members, my parents, my 

grandparents, they all owned their own businesses, and all my sisters work with my dad, yeah. What kind 

of business does your father have? So my dad has a timber factory, where they export wood to different 

countries, so it is more a production. And your sisters are with him? Yes, and my sisters all work with my 

dad, and I start my brand and my brother had also started his brand, making fresh juices, so I would say we 

all have a bit of an entrepreneurial background, like I could not see myself working for anyone and so 

couldn’t my brother. Even my sisters, they all have businesses on the side as well, my other sister has a 

business company, my other sister bakes, haha, so prior to working with my dad, they all have businesses 

on the side. My sister is an accountant, one has a Ph.D. in banking my other sister studied chemistry at UCL 

in London and my brother studied mechanical engineering.  

So they all followed the path that would be approved of…. 

Yes, definitely and then they came to Ghana and did nothing with that, haha, I am the only one that did 

something with what I studied, so that proves that ….. it is the best, haha.  

Just curiosity I have, your website looks very professional, you use a model that looks Latin or so, but she is 

not African…what is the reason for that? 

Hahahaha, I wanted to cater for a wider market, I did not want to, not that I did not want to use an African 

model, but I had a very limited choice due to budget, so I had two options, an African, a black girl, and I had 

this other girl from the website, and the black girl was not available, she was in a fashion show, haha, cause 

she was my first choice, so I had to go with, I have forgotten her name, so I had to go with her, yeah, but 

she is really beautiful and I am very happy with the result. I did not have any complaints, apart from people 

saying she is skinny. Haha. But she makes the bags look beautiful and that is what I want to portrait, I don’t 

really focus on the model, it is about the creative direction, so that was what I was more concerned about. 

So you did not get any comments from your let’s say African, or the Diaspora? Only one person, why  

have I used such a skinny model.  

What is the reason you are portraying in bathing suits? 

When I started it was meant to be a beach bag and then I realized that focus has changed and I wanted to 

bring it back, into making people realize it is not a beach bag but then it can be used as a shopping bag, so 

when I started it was only a beach bag and then people will buy it out, but not to the beach, they were 
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taking to town, for shopping, doing other things, or going on holidays. They were taking it to galleries, 

museums, so it was more an everyday bag, which I think is great.  

And since the weaving community is such a large story behind the brand are you planning to also integrate 

that more into the branding? 

Yes, so, I would love to, but I can’t fly my photographer to Ghana, and to have that professional feel for the 

bags, I need her to be here, but she is the UK, so I am hoping that one day I will find a photographer in 

Ghana, that can shoot my product making it look very international, but it would be based in Ghana, and 

not charge me like 5.000 dollars for the thing. So that is a plan, I was hoping, I really love to work with 

people here in Ghana, but all the prices they come up with I just cannot afford it, . The prices are out of 

proportion, like everything, the quality of work does not translate into the price they are quoting at the 

start, so I am very sceptical, especially when it comes to my website and my brand, I want it to look very 

professional very international, so, because all my clients are outside Africa, so I need to give them a 

website which can communicate well, because then nobody would buy the product, cause people are very 

worried even about their credit cards online, and for them to know that my brand is based in Ghana I think 

it does not even allow them to put their cards in, to make payments, so it is a thin line if I don’t do it well, if 

my website is not working very well, they will not buy the product, they would think it is fraud, so yeah it 

become a very competitive, I don’t know how to explain it, but, it becomes very difficult, I would love to do 

an African inspired shoot, but will it take on the people who are not in Africa, probably not, and they are 

the people who buy it. I need to focus on world-wide and move it slightly out of Africa which is a shame, 

because I would love to do everything here, but it may not look as good, so… Like my friend she is from 

Germany, she came to Ghana visit me, before that she was thinking she would shoot her product in Ghana 

but then she changed her mind saying, she would shoot it outside. And 5 years ago I would have been mad 

and say “Why would she not shoot it is Ghana”. It needs to be more of a cross discipline, it is tricky. So yeah 

today I would shoot outside, so I hope next year I will do an outdoor shoot, maybe somewhere in Africa, 

who knows, if I can afford it. 
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RAFFIA  

Madonna Kendona-Sowah  

Fashion designer 

http://www.raffiagh.com/our-story/ 

       

 

My brand is called Raffia, we take handwoven fabric from the Northern part of Ghana and then we use it to 

make modern, sort of elegant versatile clothing for women, particularly statement pieces, to go with 

something a bit more basic I started Raffia in 2013 now, so, in December 2013, the first collection came out 

in April 2014, so fashion is something that I have always been interested in , but find that in Ghana and a lot 

of developing countries, when you come from a middle class background, when your parents have known 

poverty before or even if they haven’t, if you want to be fashion designer, it is not considered a viable 

career, and I happen to be good at maths, so I did a degree in economics, haha, anyways, the love of 

fashion was always there, but I have also had a passion for economic development, particularly for 

women’s empowerment, because we are 3 girls in my family and all the women in my family have sort of 

overcome some king of obstacle or the other just because of opportunity they had or by being strong 

minded and I felt that empowered women in a way that they can sort of stand up for themselves and 

provide for themselves and their families was something that I was very interested in, so the various jobs 

that I have done, I worked in a women’s foundation, I have done economic development research, it was all 

sort of geared towards that, so when I started Raffia I did not want it to be just fashion, I wanted it to be 

fashion with a purpose, so that is pretty much how it started. I combined my two loves and Raffia was born.  

The reason I chose this particular business model, is because I realized that the cloth from the North was 

not really used apart from menswear, the traditional smog, I started experimenting with it, I would make 

dresses and everybody was always so surprised, and I realized that no one else was doing it, so I figured 

“hey let me see, let me start with one collection and see what the response is “ and it was overwhelmingly 

positive, and I discovered a love of designing fabrics, not just buying them, so this past collection from last 

year, I designed some of the fabrics myself, I had some of the weavers make what I designed. So that is a 

little bit about Raffia. 

What about how many people work with you right now? 

http://www.raffiagh.com/our-story/
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Right now we are actually a full team, when I started it was just me, I did everything from designing to 

marketing to sales to customer service, but now I have a full time production manager / operations 

manager, I have 2 tailors, I have a silent partner, business partners, who offers me financial, real world sort 

of advice, because I find  4 full time employees, and then the weavers are more or less contractors, the goal 

is to bring, to have like a weaving studio in house in the course of the year. It is easier when we are making 

the fabrics, to have people, on staff doing that.  

How did you find yours staff? 

It is a bit of everything, I looking for a I had an assistant in the past who turned out to be not reliable, and 

every avenue I used was not fruitful, so I to a friend of mine who owns a recruitment agency her name is 

Rita….. She is also a returnee, she understand the market and understands the needs of people, uhm, that 

are looking for that special person, who know what it takes to make a fantastic employee. So she actually 

took 3 months to find 3-4 candidates, and that is how I found my production manager. One of my tailors 

came recommended, through my personal network and the last tailor, that is interesting, because apart 

from empowering women, initially we set up to fund girl education initiatives in the north, it is not 

something we can do on a full time basis, I realized that, it does not make sense if you are not making 

enough profit, you cannot really give it away, but we found a way to sort of, bypass that hurdle, so the 

organization we would fund, occasionally, has a like a street children’s project, where they take children 

who do not have a support, they put them in this program, where they learn to saw, they learn mechanic 

work, so I asked for their best tailor and they sent me someone, so that it is the last tailor on my team, she 

has actually been on my team for about a year now. She started out a bit as a novice, but she is perfected 

her craft.  

Who are your clients, who buys from you? 

It is interesting, you know, when I started I thought it would be mainly expats, because I did not know if 

Ghana, the Ghanaian public was ready for this, it’s been interesting it’s been a lot of Ghanaian returnees, 

it’s been some people from the diaspora, some Africans from other countries, who settled in Ghana, it is a 

nice mix and then some expats as well.  

Where is your collection stocked? 

We stock in 2 places, one in Accra, Elle Lokko, in Osu, Estefania is amazing, I love her concept, she wanted 

to find designers doing very interesting things, with interesting stories to tell, sort of put them in the same 

space. I like that it is very uniquely creative, I feel like Raffia belongs there, haha. Estefania is amazing too, 

she is also a creative, she is sort of, she gets it. So that is in Accra, and then we stock in a store in London 

called Sapelle.com, they sell online and have a store in London, that I have not visited yet, but hope to very 

soon. That was interesting, because I just sent out my lookbook to people I thought carried African 
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designers and they were they only ones that got back to me and they were so amazing, they stalled the 

pieces in ways that I would have never imaged, and yes, it is great marketing and a great platform. And 

then in addition we have a new workspace, a workshop where the tailors are and then my office, my 

atelier, so we are going to stock a few things there, so people can have a more accustomed experience. 

That is the goal.  

What about online sales? 

We actually have an online shop, but we don’t have someone to manage that fully and in terms of 

marketing I am more or less figuring out my vision for proper marketing, I am bringing in a production and 

research intern in who will probably do that sort of stuff and a communications intern as well, so I guess 

once that is underway we can highlight our highlight our online store a bit more.  

Where would you look for the intern? 

I put adds on idealist.org, I’ve put adds on bearfootstudent.com, apparently that is all the rage of 

internships, and then Ashesi University career portal. So you are looking for a Ghanaian person who wants 

to pursue a career similar to yours? Not necessarily a Ghanaian student, I think what I want of Raffia, is for 

it to have universal appeal and I feel that that’s the case, and so, I feel like anyone who sort of understands 

the spirit behinds it, can work for the brand. Yes, it would be nice to have a Ghanaian intern, but I don’t 

have a preference.  

What does “universal appeal” mean to you? 

It means……the same sort of customer, that patronises rocking Ghana, you can have the same sort of 

customer in different countries, not necessarily with the same profile, but someone who would like 

alternative fashion, who likes, fashion with a purpose, and who just want to be a little bit different. 

“Universal appeal across the board” 

What is most African about your work? 

What is most African? The process, you see, you look at it, and it does not necessarily scream African, but I 

like that, I don’t think that you should look at something and it should be one particular thing. Fashion is a 

form of art and it needs to be interpreted by whoever wears it and whoever appreciates it, but you can’t 

take away the fact that Raffia is completely African, the technique that is used to weave is centuries old, it 

is woven by indigenous artisans, you can’t take that away from it, no matter what the finished product 

looks like.  

How many weaver do you have a contracted generally? 

I work with weavers in the upper east and with weavers in the Northern region. So there is 2 companies, 

but I think that there might be about 7, they have an average of 7 members of staff, but it really just takes 

one person to weave a piece of cloth, so it depends on how big the order is. 
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About your period overseas, can you tell me when you left Ghana and from there on…? 

Ok, cool. So, it is interesting, I have been in and out of Ghana since I was 1 year old, my  father was in the 

foreign service, so funny enough the first place we lived was actually in Copenhagen. We lived in 

Copenhagen for 4 years, we came back to Ghana for 4 years, then we lived in Sofia in Bulgaria for a year, 

then we moved to Paris and then we moved to Cote d’Ivoir, I was in boarding school here, my parents lived 

there and I would go on holiday. And then, so, high school and university here in Ghana and then I went to 

the US, to do my master’s and then I stayed for about a year to work and decided that this is where I 

wanted to be, and so I moved home in 2011.  

So you got your secondary education in Ghana, university degree here and then you went to the US, you 

went to Colombia university, how was it to be schooled there? 

Uhm, it was interesting, you know, I went there thinking well I’ve had a very European and African 

upbringing, how different can it be, but the US was, haha, a completely different world, I think the values 

the way people look at things, it was, it was a bit of a learning experience for me. An interesting thing was 

that I was in New York, which is a very cosmopolitan city, very diverse, but still it wasn’t the same. My 

programme was very international as well, so in spite of me feeling like it was a learning curve, I was 

insulated from an authentic American experience; I can’t see that that is what I went through.  

And why do you think that is? 

I guess  because of where I was, and the programme I was in, Columbia is a very diverse student 

population, I was in the international and public affairs programme, so there were students from all over 

the world, so that was my experience, my best friend was Angolan and French, you know, so your group of 

friends tended to be from different countries, not necessarily American, I did make some American friends 

when I worked, after school, but even then, I guess you tend to gravitate towards people that are more like 

you, people who have travelled, who have more diverse experience, yeah.  

What about your European experience? 

For me it was positive, in Sofia, I had a very American experience, because I was in an American school, 

because I was the only African, to be honest in my entire school. How was that? Long pause…….. I……… I did 

feel out of place, sometimes, it was just one year, so it was not long enough to make a huge impact on me, 

but it was enough, for now when I go to places, I sort of scan the room to see “Am I the only one like that, 

haha, you know”, I don’t know, it is sort of in the back of my mind, I don’t think it changed the way I view 

the world, but yes, it definitely made me more conscious, and also Bulgaria was just coming out from 

behind the iron curtain, communism had justified, so seeing black people was not something that was 

common, we were not necessarily accepted, but that was but I think that you learn those lessons early, I 
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don’t think you should go into the world assuming that everyone is going to like you or accept you. What 

age were you there? From 9-10. 

What about your experience in Copenhagen, Paris? 

From Copenhagen I have only happy memories, I remember people to be so friendly, warm, but I guess it is 

also because of the way my parents talk about it, they made lifelong friends, and we ‘ve been gone almost 

30 years now but we still keep in touch with our friends, also some of my family members moved there and 

married Danish people and so I have cousins who are Danish and Ghanaian, and so, I mean I still feel 

connected to Denmark although I haven’t been back there.  

Paris was, good, the first year was difficult, because, my dad decided that no more international schools, 

French is a universal language, it is time that you learn how to speak it fluently, so I was dumped in a 

French school, haha. How was that experience? The first few weeks were difficult, but the people were 

really friendly, I picked up the language very quickly and by the time I was leaving I actually spoke French 

better than I spoke English, and I think that particular stretch has shaped my life, because I am bilingual, all 

my friends at every stage in my life has always been a French speaker and it does open a completely 

different world, the French, the Francophones look at the world in a different way and I think it adds that 

sort of level of richness to your life.  

What about your period in Cote d’Ivoire? 

That was fun, I was a bit older, and the people there are, how do I define them, they are resilient, and fun, 

and they love life, they love good food, it is just, when you are among happy, positive people it kind of sort 

of affects your life in a good way, we were there for the coup unfortunately, then we went, it had the 

potential to be traumatic, but I guess where we were, we were kind of insulated. But yeah, I can’t say that I 

experienced the coup so much, expect there was this one instance, where I guess the militants drove by 

our house shooting in the air, I did not even know it was gunshots, it was my mum who lived through the 

coup here, who was like “get to the floor” you know. I was 16-20. 

So then you went back to Ghana? How was it? 

You know, I……..I……. never felt completely like I belong, it is not specific to Ghana, I think when you have so 

many different experiences, you are more like, the expression “citizen of the world” is so overused, but 

that is how it feels, I think, now that I am in my 30s I’ve realized that you define Ghanaian, each person 

defines Ghanaian in a different way and that’s ok, but going to boarding school for example, the things I 

was interested in were different, the way I looked at the world was different, and then I ended up with a 

group of girls exactly like me, you know, who had done a lot of traveling, and who also felt slightly out of 

step. And they were also Ghanaian? They were all Ghanaian, so one of them was my cousin, who I grew up 

with, and who was actually in Germany when we were in France, same sort of experience. And then my 
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very best friend to date, she was born in raised in the US and then moved to Ghana, for junior high and 

high school and then left afterwards. So yeah, we could always talk about the fact that oh “that is weird”, 

like when we had an experience where it is like, we didn’t quite understand a situation, you could sort of 

talk about it among each other and feel like we were not alone, haha, so, yeah.  

Where do you feel you became inspired to do something with fashion? 

I have always been interested in fashion, I have always been artistic, I have always painted, made little 

things, always drawn clothing, but what inspired me that I was actually good enough, because I had always 

done economics and math and those sort of subjects, I always felt, I can’t really be an artist, because all 

these designers went to school and were screened and, I had a conversation with a friend of mine, when I 

was in university, I had drawn something for her when she was younger and she gave it to her mom and 

her mom was a fashion designer and her mom used it, and put it on the runway, and I though, I was like, 

her mother was kind of big deal, if she thinks my designs, if she is inspired by one of my designs, maybe 

there is something there. How old were you then? Maybe 20-21. And then I talked about starting a fashion 

line, I even interned at a fashion house after school to see how it was done, I was very serious about it, but 

you know it is, pressure, “No, you need a real job, what are you going to do as a fashion designer, how 

would you even go about it”. So, I forgot about it and went to grad school, but when I was in grad school, I 

was designing my own clothes, sent it to my mother and she would have it sawed, so every single piece of 

African clothing I wore in the US was designed by me. And I came back to Ghana, thinking I would start 

something, but again told myself “oh no” you know, I looked at these Ghanaian designer who were 

absolutely amazing for example like Aisha Obur, whom I had the pleasure of meeting and of knowing, and 

said “Aisha has something really special, I don’t know if that is me, if I have what it takes, but, it got to a 

time when I turned 30, I decided that I did not want to be, there was this satisfaction, because I was not 

doing what I loved and I said I did not want to be 50 and feel that I wasted my life not doing what I wanted 

to do.  And that is when I went ahead and started Raffia. When you say “that is when I started”, that 

means…started the company, and that was in 2013? Yes. It was in September, and it took about 2-3 

months to register the company, we had a logo by January/February, I had bought my labels, started 

designing, by April the website was up and the designs were live.  

How was it to start your company? 

It was interesting and really scary, because I was between jobs at that time. I have to admit that I am pretty 

risk averse, which is interesting as an entrepreneur, because they love risk, but I am veeeeryyy risk averse, I 

still took a leap and took 6 months off to concentrate on Raffia. And I don’t know, it was very much a 

learning experience; I thought I was in a back view, because I haven’t developed a network, of likeminded 

people. I met Ruby last year, you know. And I feel like if I had met her earlier, I would be doing it full time, 
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so the plan right now is, I have a day job, and I do raffia after and on weekends, but I have like the one year 

plan to do it full time, but yeah, when I started, it was very scary, realizing the all the money you saved, I 

mean what you budget, is a fraction of what you are actually going to spend,  and having a child also is 

expensive, it was just, a bit traumatic, it was very rewarding, but it was also traumatic, because as much as I 

had a passion to create beautiful things, I did not have that much entrepreneurial experience, and I think if 

I had had more training on how to set up a business, it would have been a smoother transition.  

What were some of the challenges you had at the very beginning? 

Doing everything myself, I did not have the budget to hire anyone, and I hadn’t thought ahead, I probably 

should have had an intern from the beginning, I thought this is fine, it is going to start small, so I can do 

everything on my own, it was very stressful, because I went to the North, I bought the fabrics on my own, I 

came down south, I looked for freelance tailors who would saw them for me, luckily the tailor who had 

always made my things, was willing to chip in and work with me, until I had my team full time. I have to find 

a model, I had to find a photographer, I had to think about the concept, I had to do everything myself, 

which I think in a well-established you have a design team, a production team, a marketing team, you 

know. I think I was overstretched. And I burned out very early.  

What about your weavers in the North.  That can be particularly challenging? What is your experience? 

I am luckily enough very connected to my heritage, my family is from the North, so I speak the language, at 

least when I go to upper East, there is somebody that speaks my language, and because I am from there, I 

have a good network there, at least my family does, so I don’t feel  an outsider there. What about your 

age? Younger people can be quite….. Well, I work with young people, in the Northern region the lady I work 

with is older, but she is very forward looking she did not have WhatsApp, but she now has and I can send 

her pictures, things that I want, I have been lucky with the people I have worked with, but the first person I 

worked with was not a weaver but a vendor working with weavers, so I had access to the weavers through 

him, but now I work directly with weavers, which is more rewarding, and the weavers that I work with in 

the Upper East is a women owned firm, so, I am pretty much moving to my end goal of empowering 

women in the North. 

You have an economic background, you did not go to fashion school, how do find that, being a fashion 

designer? 

Because it is something I love, I don’t find it as challenging to learn, I ask questions, I am lucky that the 

tailoring company that I work with the lady who owns it, is, she was trained in Japan, and she is very open 

and very friendly, who asks all sorts of questions, she will answer, and she gives really good advice, because 

when I draw something, I want something like this, she can tell me whether it is realistic or not, because 

you need to be able to make that transition from paper to practice. Where did you meet her? She is 
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always, I don’t even know where my mother met her, she has always sawn for us, and she has always been 

spectacular, her finishing is amazing, the quality, she understands deadlines, you know, it is just that she 

had her own business, otherwise I would have her work for me full time. She makes my patterns, she gives 

training to my tailors, she is every involved in the process, and I want to figure out a way to make her like a 

consultant for the businesses when it is more established. But yeah, I mean that is what she is now, but 

because she is more of an auntie, she does it pro bono, but I want, I feel like it is a really great skill that 

should be compensated, so yeah, I will continue to work with her for as long as she wants to work with me. 

A lot of entrepreneurs in the creative industry, have not been trained like you, they don’t have background 

in economics, ruby has, but many have a creative background, they lack business ideas, and the way to run 

the business. How do you feel about that? 

I think, you can do a lot of reading, when you do a lot of reading it helps, I have taken all sorts of courses, 

online courses, I don’t think that training necessarily because mine was pure economics and economic 

development, so you understand, that is very macro, perfectly put, but actual business sense, I don’t know I 

feel that even people that go to business school, you understand the concept, but it takes working in it to 

know. But yeah, I took online classes, that I paid for, even in term of fashion, like pricing your product, and 

all of that, I took a class online, so I haven’t found that as challenging, I think it should, if you feel that you 

lacking, search for knowledge, find these classes, but also talking to the right people can also help, they can 

reorient you in the right direction, cause in spite of all these things that I have done, to sort of better myself 

as an entrepreneur, I still find that I am happiest doing colour research, or planning my collection, rather 

than going out and thinking how am I going to make sales. So, having that person that you can talk to and 

give you advice for that, that also, that is great, if you have a board that helps.  

How you find these people? Where would you find an advisor? 

I was lucky, because this person is a friend of mine and she knows herself well, she knows that she is a 

business minded person that loves to work with creatives, so I was lucky to sort of fall on her. But people, 

like Ruby are a great resource, ruby knows everyone, just ask her, talk to this person and they will tell you. 

Having people, like a mentor, strong minded, intelligent, people. And also, last year I was part of the Tony 

Elomenu Entrepreneurship programme, so he is a Nigerian billionaire, who wants, who believes that 

entrepreneurship to combat poverty and underdevelopment in Africa , so what he, he plans 10 million 

dollars, over 10 years, in terms of grants and training, and he is going to empower 10.000 African 

entrepreneurs, give them training, funding to move their businesses forward. I was lucky enough to be part 

of the first cohort. I heard about it, and knew of him, he founded UBA, a famous bank in West Africa, and I 

figured if he is doing something it must be legitimate, so I applied, it was such a long process, and then they 

basically chose me, so it is 4 weeks of online training you have a mentor, you go through all kinds of things, 
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building your business model, to pricing, to marketing, communication, the end product is that you write a 

business plan, and then you submit the business plan to them and you have, then you get a 5.000 grant if 

everything is in order, and then the second tranche is either a loan or equity which is also 5.000. I fulfilled 

all the requirements, and I got my 5.000 dollars funding, which enabled me to get the space.  

Where did you get your starting capital? 

Savings! Savings and investments, from my mother and my husband.  

What are you main challenges now, being 2 years underway? 

Funding to be honest, I think to be able to do think in a big meaningful way, you need capital and as 

someone who has been a bootstrap entrepreneur from the beginning it is difficult to reach all the goals you 

set for yourself within the timeframe if every day you have to be counting pennies. If you have a big 

investment, you know that “let me allocate this” and then you can sort of get the wheels turning, but at 

this stage it is very difficult to do that. But I feel that with the space, it is a huge step forward, because now 

when people call me and ask “where are you located, I want something a bit more tailor made”. I think it is 

a battle to a lot of things, now that I have the space, it was my biggest challenge, staffing as well, but you 

can’t really have staff if you don’t have the space to put them in, especially with this type to work. It needs 

to be a space where you can work together, cohesive, you have the same space, you sort of work together, 

and create a finished product, but yeah, I would definitely say funding is it for me.  

What is challenging about having employees? 

Again, funding, because, you have to pay them, they need to be productive enough, that you sell enough to 

cover the costs, it is an additional costs, if it was just me and I only went to my tailor and contractors when 

someone has an order, I did not have to work, the person giving me the deposit, I make the clothes, I give it 

back, now it is about creating inventory, pushing inventory to be able to get enough cash flow to be able to 

pay people. Like, I think every stage has its own set of challenges, but…… funding is my biggest challenge, 

but I should also mention marketing. Marketing is also a huge challenge for me, because I guess getting the 

message out and getting your brand out in way that is reflective of what your ideas are, what you stand for, 

to a group of people who sort of understand the message, it is tricky, it really is. Right now I pretty much do 

my own marketing, I am on Instagram, I am on Facebook, I am on Twitter, it is now necessarily not the 

most efficient way to be, so I am hiring a communications intern, still interviewing, I haven’t found what I 

am looking for as yet, but I think once I have that person in place, it is going to be easier to get the word 

out. And I am also lucky enough that I have this wonderful friend who is marketing genius, she is engaged 

to a Ghanaian man, but she does not live here, she is located in the States now, I know her through, we are 

part of a network called Ahaspora, it is young returnees, I think you know about it, and so I know her fiancé 

through Ahaspora and that is when I met her. I knew of her, and I knew her, but from a distance, and my 
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first trunk show I invited her to come, “ I was like, oh I am starting a new company, you should come” and 

she came and she loved it and this sort of talking about it, that is how we sort of became close, and she has 

all these fantastic ideas, it is amazing, like, you can be a creative but marketing is who different 

beast/feast?, you know, and because it is something she is so passionate about, she is always thinking 

about these different ways in which Raffia can be portrayed and so I am talking to her and trying to see 

how she can help me with my wider plan, so this is a priority for us, to get our brand out in a spectacular 

way.  

What else is challenging? 

I think the fashion market is, the industry is improving, but it is still too early, it is too early stage. There are 

not lots of established things, like now we have fashion week in October or November, but there is no real 

there are no real buyers on the continent, like a buyer that is going to buy for huge department store who 

comes to your show and orders like, what, 10.000 pieces, there are not necessarily established…. Maybe in 

South Africa, but in Ghana it is tricky, so you need to be able to get your things where the buyers are. How 

do you deal with that? I haven’t yet, haha, I have been doing a lot of, like gorilla sales, that I sent out look 

books to whoever might read it, otherwise we do a lot of direct to customer sales, but for any business to 

be profitable, it needs to be pretty large scale, or else, price margin has to be high. So, I just trying to 

balance it out, so luckily we have Sapelle and Elle Lokko, who is amazing about marketing their products 

and we sort of go along for the ride, but yeah that is another hurdle to overcome this year. Now that we 

have a full team; there no excuse not to.  

What about finding clients? 

We have been lucky, whoever picks up the, I mean the pictured have been circulating on the internet, on 

Instagram and, so people that like African print and fashion will take a picture of it and put it out there, 

“see this new brand called Raffia, look at what they do” and that is how we get a lot of inquiries, I wear the 

clothes, and the people who order wear the clothes and they will ask for referral, so we have been lucky in 

that respect. But still, I mean we could do better.  

What role does ‘social media’ play in your company? 

Huge, huge, as I mentioned the amount of bootstrapping entrepreneurship, I don’t have much of a market 

for marketing, this year that I have made it more of a priority, I actually get to spend money on, so even 

launching raffia I did it one Facebook. I would not have, the success or the business or even the minor thing 

that I have without social media.  

What contact do you have with your international network? 

I have a great network in New York, I even have a really amazing friend who is trying to help me put up a 

pop up shop in New York, so I have these contacts that I can tap into. I think this past, 6 months it is just 
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been a matter of trying to get to a place where, if we have a lot of order, we are able to meet the demand. 

So yes, I am very well connected to them, a lot of them follow me on Instagram, on Facebook, I could 

definitely tap into them more in a more effective way.  

What type of business do they help you with? It is more sales and marketing, how to get it in front of the 

right people.  

What role does your international experience in your business life right now? 

Just the way things are done, like in the US for example, I was talking about this a few days ago, when 

somebody ask you a question, you can’t say “I don’t know”, you have to figure out an answer, or either say 

or get back to you, and come back to the person, I think it here it easier to say “Oh, I don’t know” and that 

is fine, we tend to be very laid back, that I think there is no room for error. Abroad, at least in New York, it 

is so fast-paced and when you want to do something you made it happen, if you made it happen and it did 

not work, then at least you have tried. I think that sort of mentality, is what drives me, that is the way I 

function in my personal life, and there is no reason why I should not apply to my entrepreneurial life, there 

is always an answer to whatever issue you have, you just have to ask the right people or look online, there 

are always answers and I think, that is a mayor take-away from my time abroad. 

What else could you see as a take-away from being abroad? 

That is a tricky question. I think you know a better sense of which direction to go, so when I started 

designing I was not just designing for a Ghanaian audience, having international exposure, meant that 

when I was designing I could actually see like “my American friends could wear this, or my French friends 

could wear this” and the interesting thing is that I could actually talk to them and say “what do you think 

about this and how does it appeal to you, would you wear it, what don’t you like about it”. It helps the 

design process, not necessarily having been to fashion school, I go with research online, I go Pinterest and I 

see what are the dominating colours for spring of this year, what are silhouettes that we should be thinking 

about, so I am inspired by a lot by international fashion, even though the process is very Ghanaian.  

What are your dreams for the future? 

Oh, I have big dreams, very big dreams, I want Raffia to be a global sensation, we more or less have our 

identity, but I think looking at the way it is designed now, I want it to have international and universal 

appeal, it has that, but I need to figure out a way to style it, or to portray it in ways that different people 

can identify with it, I want to have it carried in Asia, in Europe and I want to have a presence in the US, I 

would actually like to have shops, physical shops in the different places if possible, but also a huge online 

presence. The physical shops are important because my customers in particular like that personal touch of 

talking to the designer, to have the clothes fit in a particular way, there are still people that buy things off 
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the rack, but I think our appeal is also the bespoke aspect of it, so having, even if it is a small shop in new 

York, where people can drop in, and have something beautifully handmade, that is fine.  

What segment are you aiming at? 

Looking at young professionals, upper middle, because it is very expensive to make, so it is going to cost a 

little more, and not just clothing, but after a while we want to sort of make it like a life style brand, but I am 

thinking of companies that have the same spirit of being indigenous, inspired by indigenous culture, 

handicrafts, but that you can find in a household in Copenhagen, in Sydney or even in Caracas.  

Why in the US? 

Because that is where I have my network, I have a great network of young amazing people, doing very 

interesting things, in NY, a few have moved to LA, to Atlanta, it is a good network of people who can sort, 

who I can tap into for word of mouth, for you know, to wear the type of clothes that we are making, so I 

think New York is a logical step, obviously, that is in my mind, I need a finance person to talk me through 

the actually process, but yeah New York, maybe London, if you are represented in the major hubs, you 

have more visibility and you have more credibility, as an artist. I think for a lot of people it makes sense to 

carry your things in a lot of stores, that is more cost-effective, but I like the personal touch and that is 

something that I would like to continue with.  

What do you need to get there? 

A solid business plan, I have one but it needs to be one that covers the next 10 years, rather than the next 

3-5 years, as old strategy, huge pumping in of investment, and then the right people. People are everything, 

you can have all the money in the world, but if you don’t have the right people who understand your 

concept and who are willing to do the work to make you get to that point, there is not a lot of progress that 

can be made. Accra is amazing, it is becoming an international hub, but as much as I am Ghanaian, I feel like 

I belong to different places and I think that Raffia sort of reflects that about me as well. 

Where did you see yourself physically in the next 10 years if you make this business plan? Are you going to 

operate from Accra? 

Yes, I think so, but honestly the people I have always envied are those that have home bases in different 

places and are able to travel around, so in an ideal world I would have more or less a base in the mayor 

places my stores are located or the mayor hubs and I would split my time between the different places, as 

much as it could be challenging growing up, moving to different places, I think it is an amazing experience, 

and it is something that I would love my children to experience. I have a very supportive husband and I 

mean there is nothing that says that I could not do.  

As mentioned, in Ghana, fashion is not always found a good career, and parents are not always supportive. 

How was that for you? 
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Because it was at a point where. I launched Raffia at 30 and I’d done everything they wanted me to do I 

was no unemployed, I was married, I had a child, they were more supportive, it is interesting, because half 

way through my master’s I considered quitting and going to fashion school, but I was not brave enough. 

Which is fine, I think you go through the journey you are meant to go through. But I was speaking to my 

dad about it and I told him this is my passion and you know when I was in the states I considered actually 

leaving Columbia and going to Parssons and he said oh that would have been good.  But of course, 

hindsight I don’t know if I would have actually done it, if they would have been that supportive.  

What makes them supportive now? 

They are very supportive, they see it is something that I love, and they see that I am in a place that I formed 

a chore, they trust my decisions and my judgement at 30 versus if I wanted to do it at 20-21, you know.  

Because obviously your father had a very international career and your education has all the signs of it that 

you were following in his footsteps in a way… 

So yeah, you know, I did economic development, the thought was that I was join either the UN or come 

back and do something for the government. But somehow it just never worked out that way. I did my 

national service at the ministry of finance, but there was always a hurdle, when I came back to Ghana they 

were not hiring, when I was in New York, I can tell you I applied to a 50 jobs in the UN and nothing worked 

out, and I got to a stage where I realized, that if something is going to work for you, it is going to work for 

you, because, people would go to receptions, have one conversation with somebody and a place at the UN. 

It just never worked out and then when I started Raffia, everything was just falling in place. I feel that it was 

just not meant to be that way, maybe they realized that too, my parents I mean.  

So, you feel that you are on the right path now? 

Absolutely! Absolutely! This is what I always wanted to do, I love the fact that I am doing it, sometimes it is 

even scarier when you are doing what you love, because you feel like if you feel, your heart is so much in it 

that it could break you, but I don’t feel that way, I feel like at least I would have done something that made 

me happy and that is enough for me.  
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Writer, journalist, consultant, blogger 

http://circumspecte.com/ 

      

 

Can you start off and tell me about… how do you call it, is it a business for you? 

Now it is becoming a business. I describe it as an entity, that is still being formed, it started as a blog in 

2007 and then kind of transitioned it into a website, opened it up to other writers, to write content and 

also to get content from guest contributors, but there are two elements to it. There is the platform 

element, which is what most people see. And the really is focussed on generating original content on for by 

Africa and Africans and the other element is more of the back end which is mainly services and 

consultancies, so we do a little bit of digital marketing. Helping come up with campaigns, also events, 

working on events and then personally doing consultations, like a consultancy, so doing consultations, with 

mainly it has been start-ups, so either entrepreneurs who don’t necessarily have the communication skills 

within their companies or personally and they need that skillset, so it is helping them come up with their 

strategies, advising them on communication, and so on. And then also on the career consultation front I 

have always, I usually call random people, or random people contact me online especially if they are 

interested in or on Africa or on development or communications and we will set up like Skype chat and 

basically talk about what the options are what they need to consider, what kinds of schools they are 

interesting in and so on, so yeah, it is a front end and a back end and for the most part many people see the 

front end, which is the content generation element, which actually is only recently that hat element has 

started making me money, haha, but the back end is always been me being a consultant on different 

initiatives and working with different organizations, some very big like the African Development Bank, and 

then on the other end are the small businesses.  

Where do you spend most time, front-end of back-end? 

Uhm, so, before I would say when I was in grad school, yeah pretty much when I was in grad school until 

recently most of the work was on the, a lot of it was on the front end, but it was easier to manage, because 

of the …., right? The back end always ended up being my official job, like, Your day job? exactly my day job, 

I never actually been an employee, I have always been like a consultant, the few times that I have been 

http://circumspecte.com/
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inducted as an employee I only stayed for a very short time, so the longest I have stayed as an employee is 

like 9 months and most of the other ones are consultancies. So yeah, I don’t know if I can really compare 

the two, but now, now the content generation is taking a lot more time, mainly because I want to be able 

to get the website to a certain level. We have done a lot in the past, but I want to push the edge of it, on 

what kind of content we are producing on the continent, as opposed to just writing articles, I feel like there 

is so much more we could be doing. There are many people doing similar things, who we can work with, so 

as an example…. Competitors? Not necessarily  competitors, I mean some, I guess yes, that is the term that 

technically, the business term, competitors, but I think that because there is such a vacuum of people in 

that area, I don’t see it as competition yet, it is very necessary so and for the most part there is not too 

much overlap yet, because there is so much to be done, so you can easily do what there needs to be done. 

If we are talking about blogs, then yeah, there is competition in the blog sphere, the is a lot of blogs, but I 

don’t consider my platform to be a blog to be a blog anymore actually.  

How do you describe your concept? 

It is a digital company, so that is what it would be. And the front end is the content generation, back end is 

all these other services, digital services for the most part.  

What makes you different from another blog? 

As in Ghana? In Ghana, I thing I have more of a Africa wide perspective, so a lot of my audience is not 

necessarily, I mean a good majority is Ghanaian yes, but also a good majority is in the diaspora or in other 

African countries, even in Francophone African countries, I think that definite sets it apart and the other 

thing is , I have a very development slant to it, so it to our readers actually, a good chunk of them are like 

diplomats or expats, or people who are in the development sphere, either in Ghana on the continent or 

elsewhere, which always comes as a big surprise to me, because “we did not think about that policy that 

way”. So I think those a probably two elements that set is apart. And then the final element is the fact that 

we don’t find our slogan is “inform, interact, inspire”, so it is a three part process, so we don’t just do the 

information, we actually try to get people to get to interact with each other, trying to work with other 

entities, trying to create events, and trying to get African’s to share their perspective, I think for me that is 

the big part, because I mean there are so many platforms out there, but most of the times they are not lead 

by Africans or even if they are, the perspectives tend to be slanted to non-Africans, or it is non-Africans 

who tend to tell the stories. And I am like, I live in this country, I live on this continent, I am experiencing 

different things, and yes what you are saying might be true, but it is not the same when it comes from the 

voice of an African, so for me that is very important. Right. So, I guess, …….you have nice music (music 

passing by, very loud)….. haha, so random man, hahaha. Uhm, so essentially what I would like the platform 

to be is a cross between the economist and the new York times, rights, so topic wise we cover development 



MASTER THESIS – ALIGNING DIFFERENT WORLDS 

lxxxv 

 

and policy, we also cover entrepreneurship, so I do interviews with different entrepreneurs who are doing 

interesting things, we also covers the career element, since I tend to get a lot of people asking me about 

that, and that is personal interest of mine, and then we also do culture and society. And then we have a 

series called “behind the scenes series”, which tends to look more at the life questions, so that might have 

a bit of…. Do you know brain pickings? Oh my goodness. So brain pickings are an amazing platform, and 

essentially what they do is….. it is by, I think she is a New Yorkers. But what she does is, she essentially she 

reads all of these books, goes to the library, reads all of these books and then her goal is to explore and 

answer the questions of life, so, Circumspecte does a lot of that, in the sense that I like to muse about life. 

In a spiritual way? No, not in a spiritual way, in a, Ok, example. We recently did a campaign for 

pizzacousins? Which produce personal care products and their campaign was on luxury, right, so taking a 

Circumspecte slant to that, the question we ask people is, “What is luxury, and what does it mean to you”. 

Those are the life questions, like, “what is courage”, maybe a bit of Opray slant, “how do you deal with 

challenges”, so that is the inspire element, to get people to ask those question, because I feel that here like 

you said we tend to look at it in a spiritual lens, a lot of the time, which is fine, but I think we always when 

we bump up against hard questions, we always just say “oh we’ll leave it to God”. I mean that is also the 

feedback I get from a lot of the reader a lot of readers will say I prefer reading your website to like MyJoy 

online, which is one the bigger ones here, because I know I am going to get a practical objective perspective 

of what is going on in the country, or what are some of the issues on the continent. So, it really is to, 

essentially that.  

Readers are, most of them definitely educated which I. Educated meaning? Educated meaning, they have 

probably, they are at least junior high school level, I would say, so the age range tends to be, the majority is 

18-34 and then there is like a jump and then there is 45-50 something, so, most of them tend to be either 

in education or in jobs, a lot of them have a very global perspective, even if they haven’t travelled, around 

the world, a lot of them have a global perspective, or at least a regional perspective with regards to Africa, 

and a lot of them are entrepreneurs, a big chunk of them are returnees or people still abroad, who are 

interested in what is going on at home. What about expats here? Uhmm, many of them in the 

development space, international affairs, foreign policy space.  

Who works with you? 

So, right now, I work with two writers, who are students are the university of Ghana, so they are back in 

school right now, so they typically contribute like one article a month, and that is really pretty much it, So 

they tend to contribute content, but with regards to, and that started like a year ago, that is pretty recent, 

but from 2007 up to 2014 it was a pretty solo act, doing everything literally. For the most part that was the 

situation, uhm, yeah.  
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What inspired you to start it? 

In 2007 I was not planning to start it, I was studying abroad in France, and (…..well a lot of music for you 

darling….), I wanted to share my experiences studying in France, trying to learn French. Was that your first 

time abroad? No that was my, what would I say, Let’s say my second time abroad. So I have lived in Europe 

with my parents before, the first time I lived abroad alone was when I went to college, I went to Mount 

Holyoke College in the US and then for study abroad, so your third year you go to a different country as 

part of your studies, I did economics and French, so I went to France to study French and it was while I was 

there that I wanted to share that experience, because it was an interesting experience, because I 

considered myself to be very Ghanaian and very African, haha, and anyone who knows anything about me, 

probably knows that about me, but I am also, I also consider myself to be a global citizen as well, but I 

never considered myself to be American, but when I was studying in France, that was the title I was given. 

So it was very interesting. So I started with that, and also because I was studying economics, I worked with 

the college newspaper as an assistant editor and a lot of the content in the newspaper very little 

information on Africa, or on the African students and there were a lot of African students at the school. So, 

I joined the newspaper partly so that we could have some of our issues in the news and also highlight some 

of our concerns, and because I was an economics major, a lot of the pieces that I wrote tended to be on 

economic policy or international affairs and so I also published some of the newspaper articles on my blog 

at the time and that led to a lot of people commenting, and sharing their own views and asking for more 

and even before the blog I used to do that on Facebook, so I used to do a lot of commentary on news in 

Ghana. Socio and economic and political commentary writing notes, so I would take an article kind of write 

what my thoughts were on it and then a lot of people would comment. So then I decided to make that 

formal with the blog. So the blog started as a travel blog and there are still elements of that, when I am in a 

new country I always try to write from visiting the country from you know what I am experiencing at the 

time, but is quickly became more of a development policy blog and then I felt boxed in, so I just decided to 

focus on whatever I felt I was interesting in. so that’s kind of where it started.  

I would like to go a little more into detail on your period overseas, you were with your parents in Europe, 

can you tell me a little more? 

So, my background is, I am the first of 5 kids, my parents were from Northern Ghana and both my parents 

are in education, my dad is in computer science, and my mum is in early childhood development and 

education, so very early on education has always been a big part of my life and the internet has also been a 

very big part of my life from a very early age, because my dad did his masters in Norway and my family 

lived there for a while so I used to use his computer, so I become really familiar with computers, I think I 

was 4-5 years old, which at the time, most people of my generation probably did not use computers, and 
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then when we came back to Ghana, I went to Alsyd Academy for primary and junior high school which is in 

Jolo, and even there when we started doing computer classes I tended to be the one who would be helping 

the teacher if friends had, I was the one who would know what was happening on popular tv shows before 

anyone, because I would do the research online, and research has also been a very big part of my life, I 

guess just information access, because my parents are in education so they had a lot of books at home, and 

I probably read most of them, some of which I probably should not have read at the age I read, but I read 

anyway, because it made you like ask certain questions. I remember this one book, which was very 

unconventional, it was very new agey, and I found the first one and I read it and I started asking my dad all 

these questions and he had the other ones and he hid them, because he was like “nah you are not ready to 

be reading these kind of books so information access, research, the internet, education in general has 

always been a very big part of my life. How that ties into sharing information online, or even with the 

website is that there is a phenomenon where a lot of women from Norther Ghana, because of the 

economic situation and climate change is a big factor, Norther Ghana tends to be very agriculture based, 

the sector is not doing that well, what ends up happening is that the men who work on the farms are not 

working, so the women come down to the South to work, so they either work in people’s houses, I don’t 

know if they still do that much, but at the time that was things, or work in a market as porters, female 

porters, so they carry goods for people in the markets, and the call them ‘Kayayos’. That is the term. And 

for me it as if like, that could have very easy been me because that is the demographic I come from and 

those are the, you know it was that was the status quo essentially. So what was the difference? Because I 

have cousins and other family members who are not necessarily as educated and really it was educated, 

both my parents are educated really that is the, so, the difference was for me information, it is access to 

information and knowledge essentially so I figured, you never know what information a person needs at a 

particular time, so that is going to impact their life. How I ended up going to school abroad, I went to 

Wesley Girls high school for high school, it is in Cape Coast. What kind of school is that? It is an all-girls, 

boarding school, it is senior high school, if you go to Cape Coast, you will probably pass by. So I went there 

and my dad was adamant that I was going to do my first degree in Ghana. Why? I think, just at the time, 

that was the thing. A lot of parents would say “my kid is going to do their university” The ideas were that 

the West corrupts, that is actually it. Because of like, you are a teenager; you are still figuring yourself out, 

to go off and live independently, we don’t have a culture of young people leaving their households, not 

until they get married. So at that age 16-17-18, so you are like in the height of teenage hood, so many 

parents were, from what I understand, very hesitant to let their children go to the US for example, because 

that is a lot, and you don’t know how it is going to change or define you or whatever, so a lot of them 

would say “you do your first degree in Ghana and then after that you can do your masters abroad”, so that 
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was my dad’s thinking as well. But what happened, after school I took a lot of computer classes, software 

development and all of those things, because of my dad because he was one of the pioneers of the internet 

society of Ghana actually. So very early on, they knew that IT was going to be a very big thing, so he was 

like, you are a girl, and you need to get those skills. So I took all of these classes. So I used to go to work 

with him a lot and then sit behind the computer and pretend to do research. And then so one of those 

days, his friend came to the office and she met me and then she was like “what is your daughter doing?” 

and then he said, oh you know she is going to go to school in Ghana. My two options were, the University 

of Ghana, which I did not want to go to. Why? Because I felt that there was a reputation that the girls there 

had, that I did not want, that a lot of them had sugar daddies, they were not actually competent, but 

because they knew teachers or wherever, and I did not want that reputation. And then the second one was 

Ashesi university, I don’t know if you have heard of it, Ashesi university was the other one, I got into both, 

but at the time this lady asked “where is she going to school” and he said “she is going to go in Ghana”, She 

was like “let het take the SAT’s, even if she does not even end up going to school abroad it is good for 

English and Math and learning techniques and whatever. So, I ended up signing up to SAT classes, and as 

part of that process when you take the SATs they send the grades to 4 schools for free and you have to pay 

to send it to more schools, so I had been looking at different school and I was interested in more than 4 

schools, the thing with my parents was always, “do you research and come and make your case” and I did 

my research and I said I want to send it to 4 more schools, I already did my research, this is how much it 

costs, this is the application process, blablabla, so my dad said, fine, you did your research, so he paid for 

me to send it to 4 extra schools. I only ended up being accepted to one, mainly because my applications 

were not complete, because my teachers did not send the information they were supposed to send, the 

school I ended up going to was Mount Holyoke College, which is the first women’s college in the US and so 

yeah. It is in Massachusetts. Very cold, really really cold.   

My graduate programme was actually in Europe and the US. I went to Johns Hopkings, school of advanced 

international studies and I was in Senegal at the time, the reason I ended up doing that was really because I 

was about the miss the deadline and I was not ready to submit my application so I just checked and they 

had an option to do your first year in Europe and then the second year in the US and I was like “I have not 

been to Italy yet, so why not” and that is how come I applied for that programme.  

And after that? 

After my graduate degree I joined the African Development Bank, right after, in Tunisia and then in Ivory 

Coast. So Tunisia for a year and then the bank moved back to its main headquarters in Ivory Coast I moved 

with it and then, like 9 months after I left the bank and I came home.  
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During your undergraduate in US, from a quite young age, what do you feel, how was the experience for 

you? 

It was a great experience. One because even when I was looking at school options in Ghana, I was 

struggling because I have a lot of interesting and the Ghanaian education system requires you to pick very 

early what is your route going to be and I was not sure yet, or I wanted to be able to mix up things, which I 

could not do ion Ghana. So that really was the deciding factor for why I left. Ashesi, I got in, which is also a 

liberal arts school and very similar to the schools in the US in that sense, but the reason that I did not go 

there, ashough it was way cheaper than going to the US, is because they only had 3 academic routes, it was 

computer science, I enjoyed computers, I did not want to learn everything, business administration, that is 

probably what I would have ended up doing, but at the time I was more interested in global affairs, 

international affairs, economics less so business. And then the other things were, they had I think an 

African affairs track but it was not very interesting at the time. So that is how I ended up going to Mount 

Holyoke, I got both offers, Ashesi gave me additional financing to get me to go to their school, but I ended 

up choosing Mount Holyoke, because I could study whatever I wanted. That was really it. For me that has 

always been a blessing and a curse at the same time, because blessing being that there are lot of things 

that I am interested in, that I am pretty good at or even can do if I apply myself to it, but on the other hand 

it means that it is not very easy to focus, because you are doing this but it would be interesting to see how 

this works with this and I mean it is not everywhere that you can necessarily do that.  

Which of the places made most impact? 

Wow, that is a hard question! Haha, yeahhhh, hummmmm, Ok with France, France was interesting in the 

sense that I always knew that I wanted to learn French it was one of my favourite subjects right from 

primary school and I have always been interested in languages, and I knew that I needed French in order to 

be able to work across Africa or specifically West Africa, so going to France was impactful, because I studied 

French for let say 10 years, I could read and write it well, but I could not speak it, but going to France 

allowed me to speak French. So, after I left France my French was pretty good. The US, I would say the US 

made me, it opened me up, yeah, and it made me independent, because even though I have always been 

pretty independent , I would go to boarding school and tell my parents, no need to visit, I will see you at 

the end of the school year, because I am the first borne as well, so I think there is a lot of that influence 

that comes in, but with the US it really opened me up, it allowed me to not always be thinking how is this 

going to impact my siblings, because that is the first child, you usually have that at the back of your mind 

and also to think about, oh, to give me the opportunity to explore, like I said, I have a lot of interests, I took 

Arabic, astronomy class, ended up getting asked to be the teacher’s assistant, but I was graduating so I 

could not do it, it allowed me to experience that, I took theatre, it opened me up. That is what the US 
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probably did. I got to understand myself better, what I was interested in and I got to satisfy my curiosity, 

meeting different people, trying different things, learning how to be like an individual, and also it was a 

women’s college, so you come into your own as a woman when you are surrounded by mainly other 

women and you are learning about how the world relates to women, you know. Sometimes it can go over 

your head, but I am very aware of being a woman in a patriarchal society, right? I guess you could say that.  

Could you have been able to do that here? 

So, I probably would not have been able to do it to the same degree, but I would have been able to do it to 

some degree. Like I said, I already had access to those things, because I had access to the internet before a 

lot of my peers, and also I was always somebody who tried different things, so I am sure I would have tried 

all these things at different points in time, but I don’t think that, it might have been a longer process, or I 

probably would have, been living a totally different life. I can totally see that, than I am now, I would not 

have travelled as much and big part of it too is my parent, right, because they let their daughter go off to 

the US alone for 4 years when she was 17 years old.  

Was it clear to go back to Ghana? 

Oh it has always been clear, well, so that is the thing, I don’t think of Ghana, I think of the continent, right, if 

you are talking where is home, if I really need to narrow it down it is West Africa, I can‘t limited it to Ghana, 

because I know I have so many unofficial sisters and brother from all over the continent, so I can’t really 

narrow it down to just Ghana, but I always knew I was going to come back. In the US, when you finish 

college, you have 1 year as an international student that you can work in the US, so I worked in the US, I 

worked in Washington DC as a journalist and after that most people try to still stay or find another job hat 

will sponsor their visa, but after that I was like peace out, yeah haha, and I moved to Senegal at the time, 

right after that.  

 What did that year of work bring you? 

Uhm, so that year, huh, I think I never actually studied communication or journalism, it is all self-taught, 

just trying things, but the team I was working with, I was working with Devex the development executive 

group and they were focussed on development journalism business and yeah, I would attend all of these 

policy events, some with like presidents, some with people who were really making, who were really 

influencing development in Africa and other parts of the developing world and in many cases I would 

interview some of them. It really, that period gave me my skill sets as a journalist, a bit more of a 

professional skill set and it also enables me to see the other side of development. Because I studied 

economics which is a lot of theory, so in DC I got to see the policy and see who the key players are and how 

they come up with some of these policies and honestly how African are not really involved in that process, 

which made me want to come home even more, right. And then coming to Senegal that gave me the 
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practical field experience, because I was heading up an NGO with offices or branches in 15 countries, had to 

do fundraising alone, manage a team and I was very young for that position. What age were you? This was 

2009 so I was like 23, about 24. That gave me the practical experience and the grass roots experience, 

because we worked with women’s groups, we worked with youth groups, so I got to understand what are 

the challenges on the group, so that kind of balance it out. In a way it has been all been very intentional, 

like you’ll do this and I want to know what it is like on the other side and so you look for opportunities that 

allow you to see that, because I really want to get a 360 degree sense of what the situation is and after grad 

school I joined the African Development Bank, so I could see things from a big company perspective, I had 

seen the policy in the diaspora, the theory in college, the field experience in Senegal and then at the bank I 

got to see how Africans were leading policy or influencing policy change on the continent from a 

multinational level.  

You were working in development jobs and seem to be building a career for yourself, while back in France 

you already started writing, what drove this whole writing and blogger part of you? 

Like I said, the blog focussed a lot on economic policy and development, so all of these things that I was 

learning, it all fed into the blog. I would even say that the blog allowed me to have opportunities that I 

might not have had otherwise, so for instance, when president Obama was coming to Ghana visiting Africa 

for the first time, he had a, they had an internal discussion to get a pulse of what young people on the 

continent wanted and by virtue of my blog and the information I put there, I was invited to be part of that. 

There are like some calls, like part of, because of having some kind of a perspective on my country and 

continent, so it all feeds in to each other, for me it has always been, like I said I can’t do one things, so it is 

always been development and media and the intersection of those two.  

You blog is giving you opportunities in your career, but your blog is your career now, when did you make 

that switch? 

Very recently, haha, I moved back, I decided to do that in September last year, because I was working with 

the bank, and my blog, that was the first time my blog actually started suffering. Up until then it had always 

fused nicely, I was able to do both as a student, uhm working in Senegal. There was this flexibility that I had 

but with that job, and yeah, and also the fact that it had to grow, it had gone to the point that it had to 

grow and in order for me to move that forward, I could not do both at the same time. And then also 

working in the Bank and working with African governments, a big things that always kept coming up was 

lack of information, like knowledge and information as always a thing, one of the mayor challenges, so it 

was by that pretty clear that this is what is needed it is necessary and I worked two years with the Bank, it 

was an interesting experience, although people would call me a banker, and I would be like, noooo, I am 

not a banker, I mean it never fit. And I think at the time too, I went through a period where I didn’t really 
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feel like a writer anymore, because I wasn’t writing as much, but also, yeah it was very weird, I was centring 

myself because I was working in an environment where there is some level of politics at play and there 

were people, from what I hear were pretty highly placed, who were following what I was writing, and also it 

is easier when you are writing about things in your country or on your continent, and you are bit removed 

from it, right, because you do have to think about security and how it this going to impact you, or how it is 

the play back and impact people you care about. As a student, nobody really takes it seriously, right, haha, 

so there is that element, but I think that at the time, that was mainly it. There was a lot of murkiness about, 

I had thought about stopping for a while too, I thought about, you know, just doing something else entirely 

and I also just thought about just focussing on. And I think ultimately it is like, it has been almost 9 years 

now, so I said, you know what, there are a lot of things that I wanted to do with this platform that I have 

not been able to do, that I end up helping other people to do, but I really wanted to see what would 

happen if I focussed on it.  

What were your biggest challenges? 

Biggest challenges would be, time, time was definitely a big one, money was no longer a challenge, because 

I mean, also when you are doing, it is pretty cheap to blog, when I say that I mean the tools you need, you 

can get a lot of those for free, as long as you have an internet connection. Which, probably here that is my 

big headache right now. Uhm, but at the time as a student, you are using the university, in the US, pretty 

much everywhere has internet, or you can go to a coffee shop and have some internet, so those 

considerations were never there. So once I had a job and I could afford to pay for things, I bought, I actually 

paid for the domain, a fully hosted domain, I was able to pay for that, I was able to buy certain tools that I 

need, software, but to the money consideration were no longer a problem. But now the issue was time and 

energy and inspiration. Inspiration because I was in Tunisia and you asked how places affected me, that 

was another place that impacted me. Negatively I should say. Because that was the first time I experienced 

full on racism, right, not even racism, I call it dehumanisation, that was the term I used for that, so I was 

experiencing a lot of negativity in general so like you come home, you are not even inspired, you are tired, 

you have dealt with some crappy taxi driver who is being racist, so you come home and you really just want 

to forget, you are not in the mood to be sitting down, doing research and I place a premium on like making 

on my pieces are well research, or fact tracked, making sure that you are adding something of value when 

you are putting out an article, so all of that takes a lot of work and requires a certain amount of focus that 

you are in a space where you are not necessarily letting your own perceptions leak into the work that you 

are doing, and when you are coming from a very negative space, it is hard to do that. It is draining, 

honestly. And also that year was probably the year where I was sick the most. So there was a physical strain 
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as well, I was sick a lot, had a lot of health issues, I wasn’t, my lifestyle was not healthy. That was pretty 

much it and that affected my work, so.  

Now that you dedicate yourself, full time and ‘theoretically’ have the time for the blog, what are your 

challenges now? 

My challenge is now that I am a perfectionist, so I have time, but I want things done a very specific way 

when you are younger, you are just trying things, so even though you might have certain standards that 

you adhere to, you are a bit more flexible and you are a bit easier on yourself, right. But now that you have 

kind of put a mission to what you are doing, there is a certain pressure involved and also because I am 

continuously trying to be innovative, I try different styles, because I have to also push myself as a writer, I 

have my, I have reached a comfort level, and the very few people who would be honest with you about 

your writing, because they are all like oh you are a great writer, so that I what automatically they say, but if 

there is someone who is a better writer they can tell you, “no you have to work on this and this”, so it is 

kind of producing and at the same time trying to improve myself and also when I was working I only had 

one writer, now I have two, and  now there is a lot of interest in the platform, there is people who want to 

contribute things, that you have to post and all of that I work on alone and do the editing. Let’s say you 

were to submit something, what you wanted published and if I think it is a good piece, I am going to publish 

it, but I am going to work on it, like I am going to edit is make sure that it reads…. Not necessarily the voice, 

because I believe that people have unique voices, but just, haha, things like having too many dots, back to 

back, things like how you structure it, and then also, you need to package it well for your audience, so like I 

spend a lot of  time looking for the right photo’s to go with the pieces, to be able to complement the 

pieces, which before I probably just picked the first one, but now because I am trying to get it to as much as 

possible be African content. I will first look for photographs from photographers on the continent and of 

course give them credit, but that is actually a big issue, because most of the photographs that you find of 

wedding, but for a piece on careers, I spent hours looking for the right photo’s. Because we are not yet, you 

know how you have stock photos in the US, we don’t yet have that. I think two or three people who I know 

that are working on that, but for the most past you don’t have that. So many photos of black people, that 

are stock photo type, tend to be African Americans, and that is very different, you know. So looking for the 

right photo’s is one thing, the other thing is like I am very focussed on original content, so if I get a press 

release, even though most people will just copy and paste it, put it out there, that is not what I do, I 

reformat it, rewrite it and repackage it for my audience so that when you read it, you read about the same 

thing, but it is not the same press release.  

What makes you understand really well what your readers want? 
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I think I have a good pulse on my readers, because it has been 9 years and a lot of people give me feedback. 

Initially people did not really comment on the website, now it is happening and I try to encourage that, but 

I always got a lot of notes from people that say I really like this piece and I try to ask what they like about it, 

so I can get a sense of what it is that they like. And also in person, a lot of people tend to tell me in person 

more than in writing. Like “I like this, I was interested in this…” So that helps me get a sense of what my 

readers want but I am also at a point where I am developing standards for the company, so it is style 

standards, if you are writing about an event, you need to tease the person into it, don’t just copy and past. 

So all of that takes a lot of time and then of course managing writers, helping them, they are young writers 

so a bit part of it is, mentorship and heavily reviewing their pieces, and that also… 

If you were to contract more, what are looking for in writers? 

I am looking for people, number one: are not afraid to experiment, number 2 have things that they want to 

say, people who have a real passion, the two writers I have right now, I did a hiring process for them, 

actually I did a hiring process for one of them.- The second one came across the add a year later and sent in 

an application and  I was like “oh it is passed, but I will look at it” and when I looked at it I saw  a lot of 

potential, so potential is another thing I look for. A lot of potential, so I said come on board as a guest 

contributor and then. Potential being that they might not necessarily have the writing down, meaning they 

probably have issues with how they form their sentences, or communicate their ideas fully, but you can see 

there is some, but that is hard to explain. The first writer, he and I are very similar, I saw a bit of me in him, 

I did not know I was going to pick a guy, I was pretty sure it was going to be a girl, haha, We had an 

interview process, I did interviews will of them and through that you get a sense of what this person cares 

about, he is very big on culture and arts, he was, I was hoping he would be a sub editor, so we could get 

other writers o board, and we could like split that function, but I know now that he is not an editor, he 

really is genuinely just a writer who likes to think about African culture and arts, and that is his thing. Does 

that mean that he does not write other things, no, because I am like, you need to expand your portfolio, so 

that you can, it will influence how you write in the future, but we have an agreement that part of this is to 

push you and to develop you as a writer.  

Having been abroad in many place, you probably have a lot of contacts abroad, how are you in contact with 

them and how is that helping your business? 

Yes, I think I know a good number of people, how that is helping me professionally. A lot of it is support and 

encouragement for one, so like when I mention that I left my job there was an outpour of support for that, 

and encouragement about what the next phase would be, I have friends who would just send a note and 

say “I read this piece on Circumspecte, it is really great, I like what you are doing. No you should think of 

doing things in this way, uhm, also referrals, so alongside that, like I mentioned the services element, some 
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of the consultancies that I have done so far have been referrals or people in my network. Also things like 

projects, that are coming up, most likely people are going to contact me like “hey would you be interested 

in working on this” so down the line I see that still being very present and I nurture those relationship, 

because I think they are definitely important and ideally these are the same people whose perspectives will 

be on the blog for, because I know a lot of people who are like great professionals or who are very well 

qualified in their chosen field, who have interesting experiences in life and so on and like they have 

interesting stories, so a lot of them, hopefully, and I have approached some of them, and they have all been 

like, “whenever you are ready let us know”, would probably be contributing to the platform at some point, 

as a writer or even artist and so on. And then on the business front I can definitely see Circumspecte do 

business with a lot of the, because a lot of them are working on their own businesses for one, a good bunch 

also know people who might need certain services, some of them work with organisations as the World 

Bank for instance, when I left, one of the gigs I did initially is it was a digital youth event, in Ethiopia for the 

World Bank and it was through one of my classmates from sais?, because she knows that I create events 

both digital and physical events and I understand African youth and what our issues are and all of that, so 

she recommended me, and her superior thought I was doing what they wanted to try, so, yeah. And you 

know, I mean, one challenge that I did encounter from always moving, is, you meet people, you develop 

relationship and you feel a certain pressure to maintain a certain level of contact, but it is, when I was in 

Senegal there was a group of people, they were my life essentially, because those were the people I was 

interacting with the most and then I moved to Italy and you feel a certain pressure to always stay in touch, 

but you can’t like, you are just one person, you can’t have you feet in too many places at once, right. And 

especially for Ghana, that was a big challenge, I think I did a very good job of staying connected here, when 

I was abroad, because I was always interested in what was going on, and my family is here, so I am always 

in tune, I have friends who I kept calling and so on, but I got to a point where I was burned out, when I 

joined the Bank really. I did not have a as much time and I was drained and I could not be in two places at 

the same time, and so I stopped, I mean it was hard initially, but you realize that, I think you realize that a 

lot of those relationships, it is like, you pick up right where you left off, so if ever I am in any city and I know 

someone there, I am definitely going to head them up and say “Hey I am in town, can we hang out, can we 

meet up or can I swing by and say ‘hi’”, you know, or if they are ever here, so that end sup being a very 

beautiful thing, so let’s say I have friends who have gone to Senegal for instance, and who did not know 

anybody at all, so I would be like, “don’t worry I know someone there, I’ll introduce you”, so then I put 

them in touch and they end up having another interesting relationship. You end up being a connector that 

is essentially what ends up happening.  
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What about the other things you mentioned that living abroad, apart from meeting people, the things you 

have learned abroad, what role does that play in your business today? 

Well a big part for one thing, I know that people want the same things, no matter how you push it, it is just 

that we are in different contexts, so I think everybody deserves to have a voice, so like, even though I am 

very heavily Africa issues, does that mean that non-Africans cannot contribute to the platform, no, because 

if you have an interesting perspective with Africa, or you might have had an interesting experience right, 

because then it is like, when I was living in France, I had the right to write about my experiences that is the 

same thing. So, there is that level of respect for people’s experiences and opinions. Another thing is, I think 

it gives you a certain 360 degree, like it gives you access, access to information, but also access to getting a 

sense of how let’s say something is happening, how is that being perceived elsewhere, which sometimes 

goes missing. So let’s say when the black lives matter thing happened in the US, where there was back to 

back killing of black men, because they thought they were violent or whatever, that I actually felt that very 

strongly. Why? Because I had lived in Tunisia and that was, until then I had not written or really spoken 

openly about my experiences in Tunisia, but when that happened that is when I wrote a piece called 

dehumanization, because I could feel it and I knew exactly what that was. It was not just on a racism level 

anymore, you don’t even see this person as a person, so it is so easy for you to insult them or hurt them or 

kill them essentially. So it does allow you to tap into different moments, different feelings, uhm, that article 

actually, I spoke about Italy as well, because I had some racist experiences in Italy and I lived with an Italian 

family in Italy, most of the time I had free housing, which is awesome, so it allows you to see things from 

someone that is from that perspective, to understand the culture and to see similarities between your own 

culture and theirs, so I saw a lot of similarities between Italian culture and Ghanaian culture, but you would 

never just like imagine that.  

What about more practical things you took away from abroad and what played a role today? 

Travel, you learn a lot about travel. About how to make your travel experience easier, considerations for 

what you should take, the questions you should ask before you get to a place, the things you need to ask 

once you get there, the phases you go through as you are adjusting, so a lot of people will reach out to me 

about that “I am going on a trip here, do you know anyone there who can, where should I go, what should I 

look out for, that kind of thing”, then on the other end is the career element. Because for a lot of these 

places, I actually worked there. Careers, that is a big one and the kind of skillsets that are needed. 

Especially soft skills, which we don’t necessarily have structures around here, so ultimately that is going to 

be a big part in what the company offers, as well, what are soft skills for you in this sense? Soft skills, 

things like presenting yourself, or introducing yourself I should say, networking, things like problem solving, 

assessing a situation, negotiating, uhm, yeah those kinds of things, working with a team. Where did you 
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pick that up? I cannot pick one place, it all kind of…… it is not just abroad, because I think I started working 

at a very early age, for a Ghanaian student I guess, so I started working right after high school and most of 

the time, there is one year between high school and university and most students stay at home or go and 

learn a trait, like to bake, or how to make things, or how to you know, if they are guys they learn how to fix 

things, or just spend time with family and right after that I was working, and even during holidays I was 

always studying, so I think all of that plays into work ethic, it builds a certain work ethic that I think that is 

one of the things that if you meet someone who knows me they will definitely talk about, if I am going to 

do something I am going to commit myself to it, and I am going to do it on a certain degree. So you see that 

and you come back and see how things work abroad and you come back home and you see the gaps and 

so, you try to like, I mean you can’t fully fill it, but like, I’ve been doing career consultations, partly because 

of that, right, if there are like youth development initiatives there are many of them that I am involved in, 

there are many, right now I have like four or five mentees, I don’t even know how many exactly, so you try 

in your own small way to kind of build those gaps, but again I am uniquely positioned because if someone is 

doing something to address some of these issues that  I am not able to do, I am unique positioned to draw 

attention to what they are doing, so that is definitely one of the things that I try to do in that sense. 

Relationships wise, you learn how to interact with people and come to people’s level because you have, or I 

have interacted with people who are probably extremely impoverished, but I have also interacted with 

people who are very influential, right, so you kind of learn how to interact with different people across 

different cultures, across different societies, across different…. I don’t like saying classes, but yeah, across 

different classes.  

How does that help you? 

I think it is very very useful because you know how to adapt yourself and your language, depending on who 

you are talking to, you know how to communicate, so, for example there was a seminar on sex, for primary 

and junior high school students, that I participated in, here in Accra? Here in Accra yes, and I talk to them 

and you are talking to them about something, that many of them did not have the opportunity to talk 

about, or might be very shy about and you are trying to get them to be comfortable with you, so you learn 

how to come down to that level. Because I have worked a lot with young people. And then on the other 

hand you have situations where you are interacting with presidents of countries, or people who are policy 

makers, or people who really can influence the lives of thousands of people, right? And I have worked with 

Devex, but also with the African Development Bank and even just sitting on a plane, the people that you 

end up talking to, so you learn to adapt to that and it helps that I speak a different language, because I 

think that is another value add, in that I can communicate with people in countries that a lot of other 

people here might not be able to communicate with, I speak a bit of Arabic as well, but I have not really 
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practiced on that front. So you learn about people and it opens you up and then it changes your 

perspective on that and that influences how you work with them and relate to them. 

This sounds all very positive, is it all very positive? 

No, definitely, negatives sides in that you are not always understood, you come home and you are a 

changed person, but people remember you in a very specific way and because you are the one who has 

moved essentially, like physically moved and they are still in the ‘same place’, they expect to relate to you 

as they did before, so initially I had that challenge with my dad especially, which is very interesting, because 

my dad, he is an interesting mix, he is conservative and very open minded and it was very interesting 

coming back home and seeing him trying to treat me like a kid. And I am like “I am not 17 years anymore”.  

How much of that was due to the experience and how much to just growing up? 

I think it is both, and that is the thing, I realized that after the fact that education and exposure complicates 

things, especially when you have travelled as much as I have. And it is not like you just travel for like a week 

or two weeks, you are actually living there for typically 9 months, which is typically the time frame. So you 

have all of these different influences coming into your person, so that complicates things, on the 

relationship front as well. Whoever man I end up marrying is going to have his hands full. Because, it is like, 

I don’t know how to explain it, but I would have to find somebody who is as complicated as I am. 

Complicated because like, I think if I had stayed in Ghana, my life would be much simpler. There have been 

times that let’s say are away and you are homesick or you are going through something and you are just 

like, men, I wish I never left. Because you didn’t know, well you knew it would be great, but you did not 

know it was going to be this complicated you know, uhm, complicated in the sense that like, let’s take food 

for instance. I am a foodie. I always enjoy food, wherever I go, I try the food and emerge myself in that way, 

but since Italy. And I was in Bologna, which is like the food capital, so since, no actually this was since DC, I 

lived with a lady who went to my college she was 70-something and I was in my twenties and I lived with 

her, and she taught me how to do simple cooking. Which is a concept that does not really apply to Ghana, 

because the food we cook minimum takes 30 minutes and that is if you put up the burner very high, right. 

And so I learned how to do very simple cooking at her place, meaning probably just boil some potatoes, put 

some butter on it, just get like a sausage and grill it in a pan and I am done. And I can eat like that and I am 

fine, but when you come home, even growing up, my grandma lives with my family, so her generation, a 

lady who is in the kitchen, right, even though she grew to accept the importance of education, she still 

thought that so long as you are in school you are in the kitchen if you are a woman. And I never did that, 

like no, I am in my room reading. Like those elements like, the guy I end up getting married to will have to 

understand that I will probably be also engaged professionally so I am not going to be in the household full 

time so if I try to come up with making sure that we don’t die of hunger, haha, you know, he cannot be the 
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kind of man who says “I want banku today, or the entire week”, I do not have time to make banku, or even 

if I do, I will make the  soup and then we’ll heat it up. Who will you end up marrying then? That is a good 

question; I am waiting to find that out. Is he African? Uhm, ideally I would marry an African and, I don’t 

know that I would, I have never really been interested in  non-African men so I think he will be African, but I 

think I am a bit more flexible about where in Africa, he does not have to be Ghanaian for instance, and then 

I am Muslin as well, so that adds another layer of complication, right, because in many cases just as a 

Ghanaian of African woman in many cases I find myself in spaces where I am the only African woman, but 

then you add the fact that I am a Muslim African women from Northern Ghana, you don’t meet that many 

men of that demographic, so I told my parents very early on unfortunately I do not think I will be marrying 

a man who is from our ethnic group, because I am not meeting them and the ones I am meeting are family 

members whom I would not imagine marrying, so there is that, right, so you kind of have to be a bit flexible 

and adjust your expectations on that front but also because you meet different people and you realize that 

people are very similar across the world, so things that you let’s say for someone who has not necessarily 

travelled as much, might be, as in, no I have to have this, you find yourself a bit more ambivalent about it. 

Like, you are not really sure where you stand on that yes, so yeah, those are definitely that complication. 

Another complication is, I wouldn’t call it complication, but something that you just realize, I mean, as 

much as people stayed, they also moved on, haha, so you have maybe people who were very great friends 

and who you communicate with excellently online, because your relationship essentially moved online, but 

you meet in persona and for some of them you are like “we have actually outgrown each other”, so, I think 

initially that bugged me a bit and I thought “but they are such a great person, and they are my friend, but 

now I am comfortable with it and you know, it is life, and even if you did not move it did happen. You have 

higher standards now in certain ways...? I would not call it “higher standards”, I would say different 

expectations, different understandings of things, not higher standards, because….. 

How does that affect your business in a negative way, how could it harm your business, because obviously 

these are negative things? 

So for now, you get a sense of which people understand you now, right, so, the people who I tend to feed 

into my business or work with, are people I am on the same wave length with. It would become 

unproductive for me to don’t understand who I am now and where I am trying to go now. And I meant here 

are different levels that these people might factor in. So, for instance, I did a piece on… oh she is actually an 

entrepreneur, you should talk to her, I don’t know if you have spoken to her, Yvette Ansa, she runs a coffee 

shop, you should check it out, it is awesome, I’ll put you in touch, she has an interesting story. So I did a 

piece on her for the website and she went to same high school I went to and so someone like her, I share 

that information with, we have a group of our high school class mates, a WhatsApp group, which is a thing 
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that Ghanaians really do, we are very plugged into the high schools that we went, right. More so than 

university I would say, whereas I would not always share things from the website, that I share, because that 

is something they can relate to, even if we might not necessarily relate on a personal level as much as we 

used to, that is something that is a commonality, so you focus on the commonalities as much as possible, 

uhm. Challenges, challenge, ok, a big challenge definitely is feeling misunderstood, even is people don’t 

some out and say they don’t misunderstand you know that is there, so there is that and then, you know 

just encouraging yourself, because a lot of the, luckily I live with other entrepreneurs, so that is helpful. So 

like, when I was moving home, I decided I, I knew I would not move home, unless I could live with, unless I 

could live alone. Right, independently, and that’s factoring in initial experiences living at home and knowing 

that could possibly be a place for conflict or challenge, right. And so, I always told my parents, that if  I 

move home, I will be getting my own place. And it is a process, that was a three year process, kind of 

having that conversation, but then also testing things, I am big on testing things, so there was a time that I 

was home I came home for research, kind of what you are doing, and I did not live at home and I lived with 

a college friend and her family, it was a convenience thing, because it was closer to town, because I family 

lives a bit far out, so it allowed me to get to my interviews and move around, like you do. It gives you that 

flexibility. But also it was an opportunity to be in the same country and city as my parents and not live in 

the house and to test it out and see, so they get comfortable with it as well. Because Ghanaian parents are 

very big on, yeah you might have lives abroad for ten years, but once you come home you are my child and 

you are staying in my house, right. So there was that. When I was working in Ivory Coast, I would come to 

Ghana I would let my parents know when I arrived and not before, so those little things, so they have been  

extremely supportive, so when I told them “Hey, I am moving home, but I am moving in with friends, there 

was not, it actually went smoother than I thought, you know, I was ready for like “why are you doing this” 

but they were very understanding and also because they understand the dynamics at home and the fact 

that I am a very different person and there is also a generational clash, between and let’s say my 

grandmother for instance. So that has really helped put me in a space where I can essentially, limit the 

amount of negativity that comes into my life.  

A very interesting topic you touch up now: parents. Other entrepreneurs I spoke to mentioned that their 

parents were not always that supportive of them working as fashion designers, jewellery designers… how 

was that in your family? 

My parents, ahum, I think God just gave me the perfect parents for me, no honestly, because if you just 

look at it, right from the jump, in some senses it is contradictory, because they are very, they are pretty 

conservative, I would say and they have become more so over the years, but because they also work in 

education, and they work with young people, that kind of balances out a bit, right. Uhm.  
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When you told them mid last year, I am going to quit my job, I am going to….What was their reaction? 

My dad was “go for it”, because he, ok, he has been trying to get me home for a very long time, 

hahahahaha, so I think for him, he was like hallelujah, she is back home, right, there was that, but also, my 

dad and I have had, at a point I would say I was closer to my dad than I was to my mum, now it is pretty 

balanced out, but at a point my dad was the person I was closer to, uhm and he is also, we are in similar 

spaces, information, he is more information technology education, so he got it, right, and he is also 

someone who has pioneered and encourages people to pioneer, so he got that. My mum initially was like, 

“are you sure, it is a good job” she was thinking more practical elements, my dad is more the idealist, my 

mum is more of the practical. But it was not a big deal that you went into the creative field? So my 

parents have always been very supportive, so that is why I got the perfect parents, right when from when 

we were young, and again, because they are teachers, by nature, so they understand that, it is normally 

your teacher who is going to say “you are good at this, you should check it out” right? So , because of that, I 

think I benefitted from that and growing up my, for myself and my siblings, like they would try to guide you 

and let you know like these are the options that you have, but if you decided to do something else, their 

main criteria was “do your research” and that is essentially it.  

And what about peer approval? 

Uhm, initially it was interesting, because people would, there was a language element where people would 

think, “Oh, now you have all this time in the world, you are not really doing anything right, so you can do 

this for me”, and I am like, well actually I have work to do. And people did not understand, and I knew that 

takes some time, right, but again the people who I tend to communicate with or hang out with are not 

necessarily, they tend to be creatives as well, entrepreneurs as well, or people who are pretty well 

travelled, and have those kinds of perspectives, so, that is. Or I just filter out, like I really don’t pay 

attention, I try not to pay attention to what people are saying, it is normally in the family setting that I have 

to deal with that, but with the peer setting, it is like, I create my spaces, I am not going to, I don’t allow 

negativity in, you know, so, I think I have a bit of control over that. Even in my social platforms, I encourage 

a lot of debate and I love for people to have very opposing views and have a conversation, but when people 

start getting disrespectful, I will be like “not on my platform” and kick them off. So you tend to gravitate to 

like-minded people? I would not say like-minded, I know people who are definitely on the “oh yes, 

entrepreneurship is the way to go for Africa” and then there are others who are like”uh no”, right, so it is 

not so much likeminded, but people who are similar in the sense that they are creative, entrepreneurial, 

they have a global perspective, so they are bit more open-minded, I would say.  

That was my last question. Oh, haha, that went quick, haha, great questions.  
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Nana Kwadwo Osei 

Co-founder Bôhten 

https://bohten.com/pages/about-us 

Entrepreneur interview: from minute 32:30 – 1:19 

Informant interview: until minute 32:30 and after 1:19 (not transcribed) teacher at Radford univeristy 

     

I want to ask some more questions about you. First of all, about the company, companies you are involved 

in, where are you working on right now? 

Hmmm, so when I first started I was a graphic designer, but I consider myself a brand developer, I am the 

type of person that wants to learn how to communicate better, the values the target market, so I help 

them to first identify the target market and then visually represent that  visually. Currently I am working 

with a shea butter company, which I got introduced to by Jemila more or less,  and they are fantastic, like I 

think they have really good products, so I kind of work with the person who owns it to first figure out the 

name, what would be good for positioning, do the labels, put them in a sphere, uhm and pretty much help 

products and a company that is already on its way to become something amazing, to just position 

themselves visually, so that is half the things I do.  

Do you do it under a company name? 

I do, but it is going to change. And I guess I have to go into that. When I first came to Ghana I thought the 

first thing I will be doing is to build a graphic design company. But I have changed a lot since coming to 

Ghana, I think my ideas of what I do and what is possible has changed so I decided to wait and kind of build 

something, so now I just kind of making the final aspects of a design firm and at that point I will start talking 

a lot more about it, so that is still pending. Other stuff I am doing, I have a blog called Ghana HD, which 

documents stuff from a Ghanaian perspective. So it is part a blog, part just a visual look at some of the 

things I see, it is solely, it needs a lot of love and attention right now, because I am busy with other things, 

but that is the general things for that. And of course Bhôhten, my brother started a company that makes 

sunglasses and I am helping him with that in terms of establishing it here locally and also we are expanding 

it to new place, like we are going into the UK right now, uhm there is another, we are doing a pop-up in 

South Africa, uhm and I have registered a company here in Ghana, so we are going to start doing the roll 

out which for me is going to be a lot of customer service development and try to capitalize on what we 
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have done. So, those are the main things, and then of course here (refers to Radcliff College where the 

interview takes place). I work for the graphic design and fashion department, uhm, my official title is a 

social media strategist and graphic designer, buy I basically am helping assist with a bunch of things, I am 

trying to simplify everything. I assist the head of department with programs they are working on, a business 

design centre for the graphic design department, for the fashion department I do lot of the social media 

stuff I also help with, we have a fashion show every year, I have been here for 3 years now, this year will be 

the fourth, so I am very involved in this kind of helping the executive, and also the branding behind it and 

the design and the market perception, so that is a bit of what I do here. And I also help in some of the 

classes, depending on…. So you are a teacher as well? Well, I have taught, but I would not consider myself 

a teacher, it is just if they need me for something. I know enough now about what is going on the fashion 

department to assist, so, and the same with, I help out with the typology class, I am obsessed with 

typology, I love, I am really a big fan, and it is yeah. 

Between these four things you have mentioned, how do you spend your time? 

My time is flexible, it allows, like for example I am here right now, but even as I am here, once I complete 

the work I need to do, I can work on other things. Which is the reason why I work here, it is a big part, the 

flexibility is key for me. Depending on what needs to get done for Bôhten, if it something locally, I might 

structure it so that someone else can execute, or I am doing it myself on a needs basis. And then obviously 

things going on outside of the country, so yeah. This work is a really good base and basically depending on 

what I need to do I do other stuff.  

If you look at the last year, where have you put most of your efforts? 

Into this place and into Bôhten. The blog needs love, I need a team for that, because, what I want to do is, 

very different in the sense that people look at fashion and think, you know I want a platform which explains 

things as opposed to just show pretty pictures. So you need somebody who can look at trends, you need 

someone who can trend forecast, you need someone that can identify what people are doing and why they 

are doing it, the history of garments, that is why even being here, I am not so in terms of what we consider 

African fashion, which will apply towards the blog.  

I would like to learn a little more about Bôhten? 

So, we, long story short, we could not use Boateng, so we found a way to kind of create a word which was 

for us, in our minds the best of both world.  

How did it start, where did you start, where are you now? 

It started in 2012, the history behind it was my brother, in school used to do something called Eco fashion, 

no no, that is not it, shoguns?, so he would find organic massage creams and bring these people together, 

he also used to do limousine nights, he used to do exhibitions, so he was in a service model, he is an 
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environmental studies major, so he tried to impart that with his love of having fun and partying, and so 

after a while he, I think he was getting frustrated with, that, and he wanted to pivot and he wanted to go 

into products. And, he started a company with another person, who pitched to him an idea, sunglasses and 

then by the time everything was said and done, he started his own brand which was Bôhten, so. And that 

was in 2012? Yes, end of 2012.  

And when did you join? 

I have been there form jump, like, I was with him when he was doing his other sunglass company and I was 

helping with the visuals and I did not help with the logo, but pretty much all the other stuff, I was involved.  

When did you decide to bring it to Ghana? 

It was never not coming to Ghana, I think it was born out of Ghana, it was just that my brother was in 

Canada doing it and so the game plan has always been, the focus has always been to bring it to Ghana, or 

to bring it to the continent, it is more appropriate, because it is not just seen from, “oh it has to be in 

Ghana”, Ghana is a spring board to the continent, so, it has always been the plan.  

Why Canada? That is where he lives. Who works with you in the company, who is involve? 

Locally or in generally. The team is about 4-5 people, my sister helped a lot, we have a peer guy doing all 

basic kind of, and then we have now opened our own production company, so we now have a facility in 

Canada which is going to start making the glasses, so the guy handling that is guy called Max. We have the 

finance guy, what is his name, Rumass?, he is basically helping us structuring, you know the first thing is 

when you start a company, you have no idea of the accounting thing, you can’t afford an account, you 

don’t know what the relevance is, so he is helping us, he structures that, there are a couple of new people 

coming on. This lady who used to work for Louis Vuitton, she will be helping us do a production programme 

in Ghana, by June, her name is Christine. Who else do we have in the team? My brother, me, Christine, 

Erin, Max, Rumass oh we have a guy in the UK, his name is Wokko? And he is helping us expending to the 

United Kingdom. I think that is it for core team. How many of these were there at the start? Erin has been 

with us the longest, she deals with social media marketing and promotion, so he has been there I think for 

2 years, Christine is very new, Wokko we met him, well my brother has known him for a while, uhm what 

typically happens is that people always kind of watch what you are doing, and when they see “ This is 

something that I really want to be a part of” Oh there another guy Jean Pierre, is going to be our 

distribution guy and he has been very good in kind of getting the product to different places. He got it into 

the Congo, some places in Canada, which we did not reach initially, I think he was involved in, we have 

products in Chicago, in the US. So, he is probably been there the longest, because he has been there since 

my brother was doing the services part things.  

Where do you source your materials? 
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From Ivory Coast and Ghana, but it is West Africa, so what we do is basically, we have a guy who makes 

sure that he gets it from these places. And then you assemble, product them? So, right now we have in 

Japan, in China and in Canada. Why these places? When we first stated, we could not make them 

ourselves, so we were doing it from the Asian market, so then the game plan was to have our own facility in 

Ghana. But we felt that coming to Ghana, we were having a lot of challenges, mainly making basic things, 

we felt it would be smarter to actually first figure things out, close to home and so we started with Canada. 

So that is why. And why Asia? Asia makes everything, because we found people who had our values 

concerning using reclaimed materials, we found also somebody who was able to help us create the product 

the way we wanted it, the specifications, so, yeah. 

What brands do you consider your competitor? 

We don’t have competitors, but I will tell you the companies that really inspire us, retro super future, I am a 

big fan of Dieters, I don’t know if I am the biggest fan of Ray Ban, but I like the iconic, the classy, so those 

are the kind of brands. The other niche brands, vintage eyewear frames, what was the other, there was 

another company…, but super is basically the company that I believe in. Why would you like to be 

associated with that group. What inspires you? They are classic, very classic, they use interesting 

materials, oh Swords is another one that is one that actually uses wood, so there a company we look up to. 

Sword makes glasses out of stone and metal and they have this particular campaign, where they found a 

1000 year old wood and they cut it into pieces and they collaborated with Mercedes Benz and so, they are 

experimental, they are not stuck to one thing, as opposed to like, Luis Vuitton makes amazing glasses, but I 

always tell what trajectory they are going to be on, which they may be high is fashion but someone like the 

Swords brand, or the retro super future, they clearly are looking for ways of redefining what to do. 

Who are you clients? 

Are you talking about retailers, or people? The type of markets. Clients are usually people from the 

diaspora, they have been very supportive, people also locally who are young professionals, we have older 

clientele who I think what kind of ties them all together is I think our product has a story, which they can 

identify with, I hear often from people that are buying our glasses that the first time they wear the glasses, 

they talk about them as opposed to being something that they need to wear, because they cannot see 

properly, they can use it is connect to other people. I think people who really buy into, I guess where we 

came from, with what we are doing and just like, ideas about how we can make things better. So, those are 

the main people. Target market, who do we want? We are attracting the kind of people we want, we want 

people like us, people who travel, people who are not very limited by their circumstances, what we aspired 

for our clientele is not necessarily telling people to wear some kind of clothing, it is people who naturally 

are in the same space as we are. What is the price range? We start form about 100 dollars to 150. Who in 
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Ghana buys this? It has not been one type of person, older clientele, we have people in school, I had 

students buy glasses, people who had companies, people we, it’s not just expats. Or returnees? Of course 

returnees. Actually, I have sold more glasses to sort of local Ghanaians than to returnees right now, that is 

interesting.  

I would like to go back to the time you lived in the US, is that the only place where you lived, outside of 

Ghana? Where have you been, where you went from there? 

Ok, I have lived in South Africa, I have lived in Ghana obviously, I have lived in the States, I have lived in the 

UK. So those are places I have lived, I have visited a whole other bunch of places, Norway, Denmark, 

Germany, France, Togo, South Africa, Cote D’Ivoire, what other places, Italy, Spain.  

When did you leave Ghana, what age? 

Haha, we leave and come back, that is, you never leave Ghana, haha. When I was 3 months old we lived in 

Yugoslavia, my dad he is a civil servant, so for his work he moved there. So, 3 months I was in Yugoslavia, 

come back when I was 4 years old, living in Ghana for about a year, then from there we went to the UK, 

were there for 5-6 years, came back to Ghana, and lived in Ghana for about 3-4 year, so that was the time 

frame. And I always tell people that I think; I thank God that I lived in Ghana for that 4 year thing, because it 

helped me now, when I came back. What age were you then? 11-15/16. Because I went through a bit of 

high school, I know the foods, I know people, family, what else, basically, that time frame was a good 

foundation to build upon for me as somebody who would eventually come back, I did not know I would 

come back the time that I did, but it, once I came back, I did not go into completely new terrain, you have 

bit of, you know where grandpa’s house is, you know where you used to live, and you know Osu. Network? 

Yes, but I think being in the states taught me a bit more about how to build a network, honestly I am not 

the type really that goes out too often anymore. Are you still in contact with these people? From Ghana’s 

some of them, a few of them. So for high school I was in a different school every year of high school, I 

started in Ghana, then 2nd year was in South Africa, then I finished off in the States, so, I did my final year of 

high school in the US. And where did you move on from there? I went to a university called Binghamton, it 

is in upstate New York, that was another very pivotal period of my life, cause, you mean college is always 

pivotal, but I think for me like, I learned a lot more about myself during that time, a lot happened, but 

basically, and that is Kofi came to the same university after, I learned a little more about my roots, but from 

a different perspective, I got very involved in extracurricular activities, that was where I learned, I did not 

do design in school, so, my major was computer engineering, and then computer science. But yeah, so, it 

was during that time that I started working for an organisation, as student organisation and that is what led 

me, long story short, towards design. What age were you in college? 17/18-20-something should have 

been, I was there longer than I  
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 What happened after college? 

I was a bit confused, I did not really complete school at Binghamton, so when I came out for a while I 

wanted to wrap it up and move on to the next thing and at the same time too I learned so much. You know 

it is kind of like, this is your path and when your path bends over and so your constantly trying to get back 

on the path, but why constantly trying to get back on that path, so, I get out and I am like, I don’t know 

what I am doing with my life, I am sleeping a lot, just like, and then I got sick. I got really sick and I was in 

the hospital for a long time. I think that kind of clarified things for me. So by the time I left, by the time I 

was discharged from the hospital I knew I wanted to do design and I wanted to take that chance and really 

develop that. What changed in the hospital? I think I just got more clearly about what I wanted out of life, I 

was making a lot more decisions based on going to towards what I loved as apposed running away from 

what I was afraid of, so I think that is what really changed.  

How did you pursue it from then on? 

First I started taking in more clientele, I got screwed over so many times by people, I did not understand 

business at all I was just trying to do work for as many people as possible. You had a company? No no no, 

completely freelance. Then my friend and I joined forces, we created a team of people, we started 

marketing and doing promotion for events, and that is where I really got with design, because we were 

constantly trying to find ways to, you know New York is crazy, there are so many options for things to do, 

so for our target market, which was at that point, young black professional, specifically from the Nigerian 

community and from the diaspora, we were trying to do events for them. Fashion shows, pageants, night 

club parties, and then the event that we did that really kind of stuck was something called a “Polka Dot 

Cruise” and it was basically, we rented a boat, we jazzed it up, we gave people food, we got some DJs, but 

just to sell it to people, that was the first time I was seeing things beyond, I am a graphic designer. Because 

I was thinking about, what kind communication, I was using humour, to sell the event, as opposed to 

before, where it was just like trying to make it look as sexy as possible, so, that was, once we did that, I 

started realizing I am actually good at this, I can actually do something with it. And then, at that time, 

although I was learning a lot about design, I was not making as much money, I thought there was so much 

more to do, but I knew I was on the right trajectory, so by this time, I was just there in New York by myself, 

my parents had come back to Ghana years before, so my dad would come every so often and he used to 

tell me what was going on in Ghana, he was telling me about this school that his brother, how things were 

changing, and I just started playing with the idea of coming down, but at that time I did not know if I would, 

so. What was your doubt? Because, you have invested so much time and effort into doing something in 

one place, and I didn’t and you know starting over something is not always, I mean, I like to think that I 

enjoy doing that, but at that stage, I never lived anywhere for so long, so it was home. So, I was toying with 
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it, but I did not know for sure. And I don’t know what happened, but after a while I just become more and 

more in peace about coming to Ghana, and I just started seeing the potential, I just felt that it made sense, 

and so I mean, I just to tell my friends about it and they didn’t understand it “Why would you like….”. they 

did not really understand coming from the US and coming down to Ghana at that time, because Ghana 

wasn’t, I don’t know, you know there is places that are hot spots, I think Ghana has always been a place 

where people, it is peaceful and everyone is friendly etc. etc. But, for business, people usually wait till they 

are older and more established and they start moving back home, so it was the older generation, so at my 

age, at that time, they did not really fully get, why in would come now.   Why not work for a lot longer and 

then eventually transition to Ghana. Your friends back there were Ghanaian? No, my friends were either; 

they were all different types of races, but not Ghanaian. I did not have that many, probably you (Kofi) and a 

couple of other, my core group of friends were Nigerians.  

How was going back, how did you go about that? What do you mean going back? Well, eventually you must 

have decided, this is it, I am going, how was that process? 

You mean coming to Ghana, oh! It was exciting actually, it was challenging too because when I was coming 

back it was actually the time where I was understanding the business side of things better, I was making 

more money, and I thought ”wait, maybe I am supposed to stay here for a lot longer” and then go back, but 

I knew that if I then go. But it was very quick. I was getting clientele consistently and I understood how to 

use the process of selling, you know you use a deposit to make sure that person is serious about the job, I 

was at the point that I was getting all that stuff, and how to do deliverables and just being more 

professional. I did not have enough money at that time to officialise the business, but I was getting to that 

point, honestly I took at maybe 2 months to pack stuff and to plan things out and just got a plan ticket and 

a week later.  

What was pulling you to Ghana? 

What pulled me to Ghana was, I started seeing Ghana as a place I could have as a base, and instead of 

doing that later on I just thought that it made sense to do it now, I just thought that waiting to go into the 

Ghanaian space would not be smart and at the time I did not really understand why I thought that, if I went 

back now, I would be ahead of the curve of learning to how things work here, as opposed to waiting for 

other people to tell me “this is what you should do”, so that is how I saw it. That was in 2010.  

And then, what did you end up doing? In 2012 you got involved with Bôhten.  

So, first 6 months I was looking for a job, and I could not get one, and I did not understand why because I 

kept telling myself “I have the portfolio, I know people”, but for some reason it did not plan out, so then 

one of the other things I promised myself  when I came to Ghana, that I would actually learn the theory of 

design, because I was always self-taught, so I come here and the job thing is not looking as good as I 
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wanted it to be and I am like “wow, this is a perfect time to just…” and then I knew that this place was 

opening, at this time it was not here, it was at another location, so I just put myself in school. So it was an 

accelerated programme, or they said it was, but, it end up becoming the same 3-4 years. So I just put 

myself through there, for me it made sense, because I thought that I would learn who were the industry 

people through school, because I knew that the teachers were connected to what was going on, so it was a 

good way to kind of learn what is design in Ghana all about. So that is what happened.  

Being back in Ghana and looking back at the period in the US, it was mainly the US, what did you feel that 

you took away from the US? 

Pffffff, I don’t know how to put that in one. From the US I learned that I did not have to stick to one 

particular path, that there was options of things to do, that I did not have to limit myself in any shape or 

form. I also learned to adapt, I mean we have always been adaptive, I always talk to him (Kofi) about being 

a third culture kid, someone who, yeah I am Ghanaian, but I feel American as well and to some extent I 

have a bit of my British sense, and I feel Yugoslavian, although I don’t remember halve the…, so in a sense I 

think and then also the States teaches you that things can be structured, that is what I learned from 

computer science as well, because when you are coding you use objective programming, you 

compartmentalize things, so that they work together as a whole, so what else did I learn? I learned that 

being African, I learned a lot about African fry? in the states,  but I think it was more from the group of 

friends I had as opposed to actually having (….. one second…..) as opposed to, like learning about it in 

school, because they don’t teach you these things in school, but if you are with a certain group of people it 

is very easy to kind of pick up on African history, heritage etc. etc. And I think those things helped me 

considerably when I came to Ghana, because my mind was, I think in a good place. 

Spending time abroad, you must have made connections, what do you gain from that? 

I am flexible, like, I can still do work for people in the states, I draw heavily on my connections when it 

comes to some projects I am working on and I understand different markets, like I understand Ghanaians, 

as much as I have learned so far and I understand how people see things from the West as well, it is very 

useful instruction what I do, because when I am working on a project I am thinking about it not just in 

terms of one demarcation, but “how does this thing become global” and I think that’s something that 

having those connections keeps you in tune with what is going on.  

Where is your international network, where are they located? 

I think the majority is still in the States, because I mean that is the place I lived the most.  

And what kinds of people are they, where did you meet them? 

I think part of them in university I built the strongest connections in that time, so I am still very much, of 

course there is Facebook, which basically, was opening around the time that we were in school, so you are 
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constantly in connection with those people. So I think that is a group of people network wise, is strongest 

when it comes to Diaspora.  

And what about financially, do you feel you have taken away in the form of capital from being abroad? 

I am not sure I understand the question, if I took money down there? No, I was broke as hell when I came 

down here.  

So all the things you have mentioned, things you have learned, people you got to know, what role does that 

play in the company? 

…long pause…. I think in terms of exposure it gets things out there quickly. Recently my brother and I did a 

newspaper article in Ghana and I mean I was in Ghana, so I took a picture of it and put in online and I did 

not really think people would really notice it that much, but I was pleasantly surprised to see people, like 

when we looked at the analysis’s, it went really far. And I think it is because of the fact that I have a 

network that is not just Ghanaian or not just American or like I mean I have people, tons of friends from the 

UK, so yeah when it comes to what I am doing; it is very easy for me to share with other people. Same with 

my brother, my brother definitely. I understand the mentalities; I understand where they are coming from. 

What about inspiration? Pffffff, my inspirations are weird, I think it is because of the moving around, like 

even with, I told you about the boat, which I think helped me a lot in terms of understanding what branding 

was about, my inspiration for that, I mean I move more in the hiphop circles, I guess, the kind of music you 

listen to, but my inspiration for that project was techno music, completely, like there was this particular set 

of posters done for raves, which I used as a source and that is kind of typically how I look into inspiration, 

maybe I am looking at architecture for something I am doing with sunglass, or I am looking at black 

renaissance? For instance for a company that sells cream. I think inspiration is all around us and I don’t limit 

myself in terms of, I just… 

This is very much the creative side of the business, exposure and business, what about the practical side of 

the business, the finance part, the sourcing part… 

We draw a lot, like, I mean we are at a stage now where we are preparing to start serious funding, I mean 

my brother keeps working on connections over there in terms of people with this kind of … I think that is a 

side of the business we are constantly tweeking, because we are trying to figure out how to position 

ourselves, so that we are still maintaining the core values of what the company is about but at the same 

time, we are funding things, so that is grows, because we are at a stage now where we are moving to 

Ghana very soon in terms of our production and we need a huge amount of capital to really make that 

happen. So, I am drawing on the people I know here, people I know in the states and same my brother. It 

helps because you have people, who are telling you that, this is what, how it works here, and this is what 

you should try and should do and so forth, it is not just one narrow perspective.  
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What is the role of your international network and the things you have learned here in Ghana? 

Oh, it frustrates things, that are about it. Cause, uhm, you know, things are straightforward when you have 

lived outside, if you want to get something done, the process is usually explained, Ghana is the opposite, it 

is like, your, it is translucent at best, so you are constantly having to, have other people guide you through 

processes that you ideally, you should be able to just get up and do it yourself, but you can’t because it is 

milky waters, so my international exposure, makes working here sometimes challenging,   

Can you given an example? 

Uhm, just not knowing what the actual procedure for certain things are, like registering a company, if you 

want to have people work with the company, what does that entail, people not being completely forfight? 

about what is needed to get certain things done, something that should take a day to do takes a week or a 

month to do, so it is I guess time frames, and transparency which come as the biggest challenges.  

Did you already get to the process of hiring personnel here? 

No not yet, I am dreading it and I watch other people do it, but I think one person will say you have to 

change mentality somehow.  

What helps you, all these stretches of period, you lived in Ghana, Africa, South Africa, what helps you most 

in overcoming all of these challenges? 

I don’t know. You mentioned for example that spending time in Ghana during high school is that helping 

you in your business? No, I don’t know if I always felt this way, but I definitely feel now that character and 

personality are far more important than uhm, those things guide you through stuff, it is not necessarily a 

technical knowhow, because you can have all the technical knowhow, and still not be able to execute or 

function in a particular environment, but character will allow you to at least get a sense of what is going on 

and then decide for yourself what you want to do.  

What are some more of the negative things of having been abroad in establishing a business here? 

You want things to run a certain way and they don’t. What about the perception of people? Towards me 

or? Uhm, everyone, I always tell people, I always try to tell people the truth about things and they just 

don’t want to believe me, like I feel like, I always tell people “yo, you think we have mad money, we don’t”, 

we are constantly pouring money back into the thing or we are using it to expand, but people don’t. 

Because of the accent and the fact that you are on the news, and your brother was just on Dragon’s Den on 

TV, so it is like the glits and glam is very sexy for people. And sometimes, they don’t want to hear the reality 

of it is hard work to, especially for us, because, I think for a lot of what we are doing with Bôhten 

specifically, is new ground. So, to have it run like a conventional business is not always feasible, we are 

learning as we go along, because I think if we were a tech company, just making apps or, if we were a 

fashion label, which made clothing, I think people could fit us into a box, but when you hear stuff like we 
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are using resourced wood, and we plan beyond the continent and source also from the continent and have 

production on the continent, and have it distributed to the continent, who is doing that? No one. So, it 

makes things challenging and even to explain to people. I mean I am at a point now where I don’t really, I 

try not to explain as much anymore, it’s kind of, if someone fits into what I need to have happen, I try and 

explain that to them.  

Who do you tend to work with? 

People like him (referring to Kofi), uhm, my bosses are amazing, they are both, they understand Ghana, but 

at the same time too they have experiences outside. So I guess in a weird sense I look for people that are a 

bit like me. What is that? We care about, we actually want to do things that will benefit us, but will also 

benefit a will also benefit a wide range of people and I think it is reflective of some of the things we have 

been doing, like working in this capacity, I mean, fashion is new, and when I say new, not in terms of what it 

is, but in terms of its impact on Ghana. It is still very much a development thing, I am trying to explain that 

to people and trying to get people on board you to be passionate about what you are doing, it can’t just be 

for money or whatever. Is it also reflective of having been abroad? The people I want to associate with, 

yes, I am sure it’s a very big part of it. And why is that important? It is not that it is important or not 

important, it is just who you are. I can’t separate the fact that I have lived outside the country, it becomes 

part of how you see things, I think it is not also necessarily that I was living in the states of the UK, I just 

think that when a person travels, it opens their mind, it just affects how you see things.  

 


