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Abstract 

The large-scale displacement of populations in Eastern Europe in 2022 profoundly reshaped 
women’s economic strategies and labor trajectories. This article examines self-employment as 
a primary mechanism of economic adaptation among displaced and migrant women, focusing 
on informal and semi-formal service-based activities. Drawing on interdisciplinary analysis 
combining journalism, migration studies, and gender economics, the study conceptualizes 
“survival economies” not as marginal or temporary practices, but as structured systems of 
resilience. The article argues that women-led self-employment plays a critical stabilizing role 
in host communities while remaining underrecognized in media and policy discourse. 

Keywords: displacement, women migrants, self-employment, survival economies, informal 
labor, migration journalism 

 

Chapter 1. Introduction  

1.1. Displacement as an Economic Shock 

The year 2022 marked a profound rupture in the socio-economic landscape of Eastern 
Europe. Large-scale displacement, triggered by armed conflict and political instability, 
transformed millions of individuals into migrants almost overnight. For women, displacement 
was not only a spatial rupture but an immediate economic shock, requiring rapid adaptation 
in unfamiliar regulatory, cultural, and labor environments. 



Unlike traditional labor migration, forced displacement rarely allows for planned professional 
integration. Diplomas may be unrecognized, language proficiency limited, and access to 
formal employment delayed. In this context, self-employment emerges as a primary 
survival strategy, particularly in service-based sectors requiring minimal institutional 
mediation. 

1.2. Research Problem and Analytical Focus 

Despite its scale and economic relevance, women’s migrant self-employment is frequently 
framed in public discourse as: 

• temporary coping behavior; 

• informal or “shadow” activity; 

• or individual improvisation. 

This article challenges that framing by asking: 

1. How do displaced women construct survival economies through self-employment? 

2. What skills, resources, and social mechanisms underpin these practices? 

3. Why do media and policy narratives fail to recognize migrant self-employment as a 
structured economic contribution? 

The analysis positions women’s survival economies as rational, adaptive systems rather 
than deviations from formal labor markets. 

 

1.3. Contribution and Relevance 

This study contributes to interdisciplinary scholarship by: 

• linking displacement studies with labor economics and journalism; 

• conceptualizing survival economies as gendered systems of resilience; 

• demonstrating the role of independent journalistic analysis in documenting 
underrepresented economic processes. 

Although the empirical focus is Eastern Europe, the findings have broader relevance for host 
societies confronting large-scale migration, including contexts within the United States. 

 

Chapter 2. Literature Review & Conceptual Framework  

2.1. Displacement and Labor: From Planned Mobility to Forced Economic 
Improvisation 

The research literature distinguishes planned migration (where individuals prepare 
credentials, language skills, and employment pathways) from forced displacement, where 



mobility is abrupt and survival-driven. Forced displacement introduces three immediate 
constraints that shape women’s labor behavior: 

1. Credential disruption (diplomas, licenses, and professional histories lose immediate 
usability in the host context), 

2. Time compression (economic needs are urgent; formal job search cycles are too 
slow), 

3. Institutional distance (limited knowledge of host labor law, banking, taxation, 
childcare access). 

In 2022 displacement contexts, these constraints were intensified by the scale of movement. 
The labor outcome was not simply “unemployment,” but the rapid formation of micro-
survival labor markets—especially among women. 

Illustrative example (composite): 
A woman with experience in journalism or service work arrives in a host city with limited 
language proficiency. Formal employers require local references and documentation; job 
interviews take weeks. She begins offering paid services via community networks 
(translation, childcare, nails/pedicure, micro-sales, content writing) to meet rent and food 
costs within days—not months. This is not “informal by choice” but “informal by timeline.” 

Analytical implication: survival economies emerge when the temporal demands of survival 
exceed the temporal capacity of institutions. 

 

2.2. Survival Economies: Concept Origins and Analytical Value 

The concept of survival economy has been used in sociology, anthropology, and migration 
studies to describe income strategies developed under conditions of instability and limited 
institutional access. Unlike “shadow economy,” which carries a regulatory and moral charge, 
“survival economy” emphasizes: 

• adaptation rather than deviance; 

• resilience rather than illegality; 

• social embeddedness rather than hiddenness. 

In migration contexts, survival economies are often structured by: 

• network access (who you know in diaspora groups), 

• trust mechanisms (reputation, referrals), 

• micro-capital (small equipment/tools, a phone, a rented room), 

• service commodification (turning skill/time into immediate cash flow). 



Example: 
A displaced woman begins offering pedicure services at home. Her “market entry” is not 
advertising but trust: two clients from a diaspora group become five, then ten. Prices stabilize 
through informal benchmarking (“what others charge”). Hygiene and quality become 
reputational capital. The labor form is informal, but the market logic is recognizable and 
stable. 

Analytical implication: survival economies are not random; they are systems with informal 
institutions (reputation, referral, pricing norms). 

 

2.3. Women Migrants and Self-Employment: The Gendered Logic of Rapid Adaptation 

A consistent finding in gender-and-migration literature is that women disproportionately enter 
self-employment and service micro-enterprises in displacement settings. Reasons are 
structural: 

• Care burden: women often remain primary caregivers even during displacement; 

• Flexibility requirement: childcare and irregular schedules push toward home-based 
work; 

• Barrier asymmetry: women have less access to formal networks (industry contacts, 
unions); 

• Sector segmentation: female-coded services (care, beauty, domestic labor) have 
immediate demand. 

Self-employment becomes a convergence point: it is compatible with care, it scales through 
networks, and it generates quick cash flow. 

Example (care constraint → economic choice): 
A mother in a host city has no daycare access for two months. Formal work shifts are 
impossible. She offers translation or beauty services in short appointments while children are 
at school, or she combines home-based service with informal childcare exchange networks. 
This is a classic pathway: care structures shape labor structures. 

Analytical implication: women’s migrant self-employment is frequently not an 
“entrepreneurship aspiration” but an “integration-compatible survival strategy.” 

 

2.4. Informality vs Semi-Formality: Why the Binary Is Analytically Weak 

Many public discussions assume a binary: formal vs informal. Yet migration economies often 
exist in a middle zone of semi-formality, such as: 

• platform-mediated services (payments through apps but no business registration), 

• occasional invoicing without full tax integration, 



• partial licensing (training certificates but no local permit), 

• community-based paid work (cash + digital transfers). 

This semi-formality is crucial because it shows that migrants often aim toward legality but 
are constrained by: 

• cost of registration, 

• unclear licensing pathways, 

• language barriers, 

• lack of guidance. 

Example: 
A woman completes training certificates in a host country (or has pre-existing certificates), 
but cannot quickly obtain a local professional license. She operates temporarily as home-
based service provider with careful hygiene, documented training, and digital payments. She 
is “semi-formal” in practice, though not recognized as such by institutions. 

Analytical implication: policy debates fail when they treat all informal activity as the same 
phenomenon. 

 

2.5. Media Narratives About Migrant Self-Employment: Sympathy, Suspicion, or 
Silence 

Media studies show that migration-related labor is often represented through two dominant 
narrative regimes: 

1. Humanitarian framing: migrants as victims deserving help (sympathy), 

2. Regulatory framing: migrants as risks (fraud, illegality, “shadow markets”) 
(suspicion). 

What is frequently missing is the economic contribution framing, where migrant self-
employment is examined as: 

• labor-market supplementation, 

• service provision to underserved communities, 

• local micro-economy growth, 

• skill transfer. 

Example of humanitarian narrative (common): 
“Displaced women struggle to survive; they do small jobs to feed children.” 
This creates empathy but erases professional skill and market contribution. 



Example of regulatory narrative (also common): 
“Unlicensed services threaten consumer safety.” 
This isolates risk without explaining structural barriers to licensing. 

Analytical implication: both narratives—sympathy and suspicion—produce invisibility of 
contribution. Migrant women become moral subjects rather than economic actors. 

 

2.6. Human Rights Documentation and Economic Agency: Why Journalism Matters 

In forced displacement contexts, women’s self-employment intersects with human rights 
issues: 

• vulnerability to exploitation, 

• gender-based violence risks, 

• housing insecurity, 

• workplace discrimination, 

• stigma against informal work. 

Research-based journalism plays a unique role here because it can: 

• document lived realities beyond official datasets; 

• reveal how policy barriers shape survival choices; 

• make invisible contributions visible to broader society. 

Example: 
A journalistic case study can demonstrate that the “informal beauty economy” is not trivial 
lifestyle content but an economic lifeline that reduces dependence on humanitarian aid, 
supports family stability, and builds integration capacity. That is simultaneously an economic 
and human rights issue. 

Analytical implication: journalism is not merely reporting on migration; it can function as 
evidence-generating practice. 

 

2.7. Conceptual Framework for This Article: The “Adaptive Self-Employment Model” 

Building on the above literature, this article proposes an Adaptive Self-Employment Model 
explaining why displaced women form survival economies through self-employment. 

Core components 

1. Constraint Layer (Drivers) 

• time compression, credential disruption, childcare gaps, language barriers 



2. Resource Layer (Enablers) 

• transferable skills, micro-capital, digital tools, diaspora networks 

3. Market Layer (Demand) 

• localized demand for affordable services, community trust, unmet needs 

4. Legibility Layer (Institutional Recognition) 

• barriers to registration/licensing, lack of formal metrics, media framing 

Expected outcomes (research propositions) 

• P1: self-employment emerges fastest where formal employment entry is delayed by 
credentials/language. 

• P2: women’s self-employment concentrates in services compatible with caregiving 
schedules. 

• P3: survival economies stabilize through informal institutions (referrals, reputation, 
price norms). 

• P4: media and policy under-recognize contribution due to legibility gaps, not due to 
lack of economic value. 

 

2.8. Chapter Summary: What This Review Establishes 

This literature review establishes that women’s migrant self-employment in displacement 
contexts should be analyzed as: 

• a structured adaptation to institutional delays; 

• a gendered integration strategy shaped by care constraints; 

• a semi-formal spectrum, not a binary; 

• a phenomenon often misframed by media discourse; 

• a legitimate subject of interdisciplinary research-based journalism. 

This framework directly informs the next chapter (Methodology), where the study 
operationalizes the model into analytical categories and case-based evidence. 

 

Chapter 3. Methodology 

3.1. Research Design and Epistemological Position 

This study employs a qualitative-dominant, research-based journalistic methodology, 
integrating analytical tools from migration studies, gender economics, and media analysis. 
The research is grounded in the epistemological assumption that forced displacement 



generates economic practices that are under-documented by official data and therefore 
require interpretive, field-sensitive approaches. 

Rather than seeking statistical generalization, the study aims for analytical generalization: 
identifying recurring mechanisms, adaptive strategies, and representational patterns that 
characterize women-led survival economies in displacement contexts. 

The methodological approach combines: 

1. Qualitative media content analysis, 

2. Comparative case-based analysis, 

3. Research-informed journalistic observation. 

This triangulation allows for the examination of both economic behavior and its public 
representation. 

 

3.2. Data Sources and Analytical Material 

The empirical material used in this study consists of three primary sources: 

3.2.1. Media Corpus 

A purposive sample of mainstream and large-reach digital media outlets covering migration, 
social, and economic topics during 2022. The corpus includes: 

• news articles, 

• long-form features, 

• analytical opinion pieces. 

The focus is not on outlet comparison, but on dominant narrative tendencies across agenda-
setting media. 

3.2.2. Case-Based Evidence 

Case material is drawn from documented journalistic observations and publicly described 
practices of displaced women engaged in self-employment. Cases are selected to reflect: 

• diversity of service sectors, 

• different host-country contexts, 

• varying degrees of informality. 

Cases are treated as analytical exemplars, not as individual success stories. 

 

 



3.2.3. Secondary Research Sources 

Academic literature on displacement, informal labor, women’s entrepreneurship, and survival 
economies is used to contextualize empirical observations and validate analytical 
interpretations. 

 

3.3. Case Selection Criteria 

Cases included in the analysis meet the following criteria: 

• the subject is a displaced or migrant woman affected by forced mobility in 2022; 

• income generation occurs primarily through self-employment; 

• activity is service-based and locally embedded; 

• work operates in informal or semi-formal conditions; 

• economic activity is sustained over time, not episodic. 

This selection ensures focus on structural adaptation, rather than short-term improvisation. 

 

3.4. Analytical Framework and Coding Scheme 

Empirical material was coded using a thematic framework derived from the Adaptive Self-
Employment Model introduced in Chapter 2. 

Primary analytical dimensions included: 

1. Drivers of Self-Employment 

o time pressure, 

o credential non-recognition, 

o childcare constraints, 

o language barriers. 

2. Resource Mobilization 

o transferable skills, 

o micro-capital, 

o digital tools, 

o diaspora and community networks. 

3. Economic Structuring 

o pricing practices, 



o client acquisition, 

o reputational mechanisms, 

o income stability. 

4. Institutional Legibility 

o interaction with regulation, 

o attempts at formalization, 

o documentation and certification. 

5. Media Representation 

o humanitarian framing, 

o regulatory framing, 

o contribution framing. 

This framework allows consistent comparison across diverse cases. 

3.5. Ethical Considerations 

Given the vulnerability of displaced populations, ethical safeguards are central to the 
methodology. These include: 

• anonymization of individual cases; 

• avoidance of identifiable personal data; 

• focus on structural patterns rather than personal exposure; 

• non-sensationalist framing of economic hardship. 

The study aligns with journalistic ethics and academic standards for research involving 
marginalized communities. 

 

3.6. Methodological Limitations 

The study acknowledges limitations: 

• lack of comprehensive quantitative datasets; 

• reliance on interpretive analysis; 

• possible media selection bias. 

However, these limitations reflect the structural invisibility of the subject itself and reinforce 
the necessity of research-based journalistic methods. 

 



Chapter 4. Empirical Analysis: Women’s Survival Economies in Displacement Contexts 

4.1. Entry Pathways into Survival Economies 

Empirical analysis shows that entry into self-employment among displaced women is rarely 
driven by entrepreneurial aspiration. Instead, it follows a constraint-driven pathway 
characterized by immediacy. 

Typical sequence: 

1. arrival in host context, 

2. delay in access to formal employment, 

3. urgent need for income, 

4. activation of transferable skills, 

5. engagement with community networks. 

Illustrative example (composite): 
A displaced woman arrives with professional experience but faces language and credential 
barriers. Formal employment processes extend over weeks. Within days, she begins offering 
paid services—beauty, childcare, translation—through community referrals. Self-
employment becomes the only viable short-term economic solution. 

Analytical insight: self-employment functions as an economic bridge, not an end-state. 

 

4.2. Skill Transfer and Reframing of Professional Identity 

A critical finding is the reframing of professional identity. Displaced women often 
repurpose skills acquired in previous contexts into new market forms. 

Examples include: 

• journalists offering content writing or translation; 

• educators providing tutoring; 

• service professionals transferring beauty or care skills. 

This reframing is not a loss of professional identity, but a strategic recalibration under 
constraint. 

Analytical insight: survival economies preserve human capital that would otherwise be 
wasted during prolonged unemployment. 

 

4.3. Economic Structuring of Survival Economies 

Despite informal conditions, survival economies exhibit clear economic organization: 



• pricing stabilizes through peer comparison; 

• client bases expand via referrals; 

• quality becomes a reputational asset; 

• income streams, while modest, show predictability. 

Example: 
Home-based service providers often differentiate pricing by service complexity, duration, and 
materials—mirroring formal market logic. 

Analytical insight: informality does not imply randomness; it often reflects adaptive 
market rationality. 

 

4.4. Gendered Constraints and Care-Labor Interaction 

Care responsibilities significantly shape economic choices. Women’s survival economies are 
often structured around: 

• school schedules, 

• childcare availability, 

• domestic responsibilities. 

This results in: 

• shorter service sessions, 

• home-based operations, 

• flexible appointment systems. 

Analytical insight: gendered care structures are not peripheral but central to economic 
adaptation. 

 

4.5. Media Representation of Migrant Survival Economies 

Analysis of media narratives reveals three dominant framings: 

1. Humanitarian framing — emphasizes vulnerability, obscuring skill and 
contribution. 

2. Regulatory framing — focuses on legality and risk, detaching activity from context. 

3. Contribution framing — rare, but highlights economic value and integration 
potential. 

The dominance of the first two framings contributes to the symbolic invisibility of migrant 
women as economic actors. 



 

4.6. Survival Economies and Host Communities 

Contrary to deficit-oriented narratives, survival economies often: 

• reduce dependence on aid systems, 

• supply affordable services, 

• support community cohesion, 

• facilitate gradual integration. 

Analytical insight: women’s self-employment acts as a stabilizing micro-economic force in 
host societies. 

 

4.7. Chapter Synthesis 

The empirical analysis confirms that women’s survival economies are: 

• structurally induced, 

• economically rational, 

• socially embedded, 

• under-recognized by media and policy. 

These findings prepare the ground for the final analytical chapter, which will link survival 
economies to policy relevance, integration models, and broader national interest 
considerations. 

 

Chapter 5. Discussion and Policy Implications 

5.1. Reframing Survival Economies: From Marginality to Structural Function 

The empirical findings demonstrate that women’s survival economies in displacement 
contexts should not be interpreted as marginal or transitional anomalies. Instead, they 
constitute structurally functional economic systems that emerge precisely where 
institutional labor pathways are delayed or inaccessible. 

This reframing challenges two dominant assumptions: 

1. that informal or semi-formal self-employment reflects individual failure to integrate; 

2. that such activity is economically insignificant or socially undesirable. 

In reality, survival economies perform several system-level functions: 

• immediate income stabilization for displaced households; 



• preservation of human capital during institutional waiting periods; 

• localized service provision in host communities; 

• reduction of pressure on humanitarian aid and social assistance systems. 

Recognizing these functions is essential for realistic migration and labor policy. 

5.2. Gender, Care, and the Architecture of Economic Adaptation 

A key analytical insight of this study is that women’s survival economies are architecturally 
shaped by care responsibilities. Care is not an external constraint added onto labor 
decisions; it is a core organizing principle of economic adaptation. 

Women’s self-employment choices reflect: 

• temporal flexibility requirements; 

• spatial proximity to home; 

• compatibility with school and childcare schedules; 

• risk minimization in unfamiliar environments. 

This gendered architecture explains why displaced women disproportionately concentrate in 
service-based micro-economies rather than wage employment, even when formally qualified 
for other work. 

Policy frameworks that ignore the care–labor interaction systematically misinterpret women’s 
economic behavior and underestimate their adaptive capacity. 

 

5.3. Media Narratives as Policy Signals 

Media representations of migrant self-employment function as implicit policy signals. When 
survival economies are framed primarily through humanitarian or regulatory lenses, they 
signal that: 

• the issue belongs to charity or enforcement domains, 

• economic integration is secondary or incidental, 

• migrant women are passive recipients rather than contributors. 

Conversely, contribution-oriented framing—though rare—signals that migrant self-
employment: 

• supplements local economies, 

• addresses unmet service demand, 

• represents an asset rather than a burden. 



The dominance of non-economic framing therefore contributes to policy inertia, where 
survival economies remain unaddressed by integration strategies. 

 

 

5.4. Implications for Migration and Integration Policy 

The findings suggest several policy implications relevant to host societies experiencing large-
scale displacement: 

1. Recognition Pathways 
Policymakers should distinguish between exploitative informality and adaptive self-
employment, developing pathways that allow gradual recognition rather than 
immediate compliance barriers. 

2. Low-Threshold Formalization 
Simplified registration, temporary permits, or pilot schemes can bridge the gap 
between informality and full formalization without disrupting income stability. 

3. Skill Validation Mechanisms 
Recognition of prior learning, micro-certification, and modular licensing can enable 
displaced women to translate skills into legitimate economic activity. 

4. Care-Compatible Integration Models 
Integration policies must account for care responsibilities as structural, not 
exceptional, features of women’s economic lives. 

 

5.5. Relevance to Host Economies and National Interest 

Although this study focuses on Eastern Europe, the analytical insights are directly applicable 
to other host contexts confronting displacement and migration. Survival economies represent: 

• adaptive labor supply; 

• entrepreneurial micro-capacity; 

• community-level economic resilience. 

From a national interest perspective, enabling rather than suppressing these economies can: 

• accelerate integration; 

• reduce public expenditure on assistance; 

• foster social cohesion; 

• harness underutilized human capital. 

 



Chapter 6. Conclusion 

6.1. Summary of Core Findings 

This article has examined women’s self-employment in displacement contexts through an 
interdisciplinary analytical lens. It has demonstrated that survival economies are not 
peripheral improvisations but structured, rational responses to institutional delays, care 
constraints, and urgent economic needs. 

The research identified: 

• consistent pathways into self-employment among displaced women; 

• recognizable economic organization within informal and semi-formal practices; 

• significant misalignment between economic reality and media representation; 

• the role of journalism in either obscuring or revealing migrant women’s economic 
agency. 

 

6.2. Contribution to Interdisciplinary Research 

The study contributes to interdisciplinary research by: 

• integrating migration studies, gender economics, and media analysis; 

• advancing the concept of survival economies as adaptive systems; 

• demonstrating the value of research-based journalism as an evidence-generating 
practice. 

By situating women’s self-employment within broader economic and social frameworks, the 
article moves beyond descriptive accounts toward analytical understanding. 

 

6.3. Implications for Journalism 

For journalism, the findings underscore the need to: 

• re-evaluate what constitutes “economic news”; 

• treat migrant women as economic actors and knowledge holders; 

• employ analytical and longitudinal reporting methods; 

• avoid reductive humanitarian or regulatory framing. 

Such shifts would improve both the accuracy and the social relevance of migration coverage. 

6.4. Directions for Future Research 

Future research could build on this study by: 



• incorporating comparative cross-national datasets; 

• examining digital platform economies and migrant women’s participation; 

• assessing long-term trajectories from survival economies to formal integration; 

• exploring intersections between migration status, gender, and labor rights. 

 

6.5. Final Remarks 

Women’s survival economies emerge where institutional systems lag behind human necessity. 
Recognizing these economies as adaptive, productive, and socially valuable is essential for 
realistic migration policy, responsible journalism, and inclusive economic planning. 

By documenting and analyzing these processes, interdisciplinary research and journalism can 
contribute not only to knowledge production but also to more equitable and effective 
responses to displacement. 
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