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Introduction

Insights into how and why a new entrepreneurial com-
pany can establish itself as a transnational company 
have not yet been provided by the developing field of 
transnational entrepreneurship. Given that new com-
panies that grow their operations globally are worth 
more, grow quicker, and are more capable at adapting to 
uncertain environments (Bailetti & Zijdemans, 2014), 
this is an important hurdle to overcome. 

In this article, a review of the transnational entrepren-
eurship literature reveals three contributing factors that 
may be holding the field back from providing practical 
guidance on how to establish transnational business 
activities: i) varied and general definitions, ii) an absence 
of identified distinctive features, and iii) the presence of 
the entrepreneur rather than the firm as the focal actor. 

Definitions of transnational entrepreneurship can be 
too general, and the perspectives used to define 
transnational entrepreneurship vary widely. This 
makes it difficult to understand what makes transna-
tional entrepreneurship different from other fields. For 
example, transnational entrepreneurship is said to be 
about regular cross-border operations (Brzozowski et 
al., 2017). However, many operations that are carried 
out across borders have little to do with transnational 
companies (e.g., remittances, travel). Similarly, defining 
transnational entrepreneurship as the use of resources 
from two different fields to create competitive advant-
age (Patel & Conklin, 2009) could apply to many scen-
arios, not just transnational entrepreneurship. It is hard 
to argue that an entrepreneur who uses resources from 
industry and academia – two different fields – to devel-
op a new product is engaged in transnational entre-
preneurship. 

Definitions of transnational entrepreneurship are too general making it difficult to under-
stand what distinguishes transnational entrepreneurship from other forms of entrepreneur-
ship. In addition, these definitions identify the “immigrant”, “ethnic”, or “migrant” 
entrepreneur as the focal actor rather than the company. This makes it difficult to align 
transnational entrepreneurship with the theory of the firm and provide practical insights to 
practitioners. This article examines 11 definitions of transnational entrepreneurship, discov-
ers the groups of words that best represent the information in a corpus comprised of 44 
journal articles, identifies the key features that distinguish transnational entrepreneurship 
from other forms of entrepreneurship, and advances a new definition of transnational entre-
preneurship. The results indicate that transnational entrepreneurship has two key distinct-
ive features: cross-border investment logic and institutional distance – the difference in 
institutional context between countries. Accordingly, transnational entrepreneurship may 
be usefully defined as “a cross-border investment to acquire, combine, and recombine spe-
cialized individuals and heterogeneous assets to create and capture value for the company 
under conditions of institutional distance and uncertainty”. This proposed definition builds 
on the features that make transnational entrepreneurship distinctive, is consistent with the 
theory of the firm, and carries implications for how to grow companies at an early stage.

Creating a structure for mutual prosperity requires 
lowering regional and transnational barriers to 
facilitate the flow of goods and promote people-to-
people interactions.
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In addition, it is observed that several definitions of 
transnational entrepreneurship identify the immigrant 
entrepreneur (Chen & Tan, 2009; Sequeira et al., 2009; 
Brzozowski et al., 2014), the ethnic entrepreneur (Brzo-
zowski, Cucculelli & Surdej, 2017), or the migrant entre-
preneur (Santamaria-Alvarez et al., 2018) as the focal 
actor rather than the company. Given that much of the 
attention on transnational entrepreneurship is from so-
cial science-related researchers (Drori et al., 2009), it is 
understandable that the individual entrepreneur is 
identified as the focal actor. However, the value the en-
trepreneur (and the team) creates and captures is em-
bodied in the company, not the individual entrepreneur 
(Foss et al., 2011; Klein, 2016). Thus, wealth-creating en-
trepreneurial action is better understood when viewed 
from a perspective that is aligned with the theory of the 
firm and places the company as the focal actor. 

Transnational entrepreneurship would therefore bene-
fit from a new focused definition that highlights the 
field’s distinctive features and is aligned with the theory 
of the firm. The new definition should contribute dir-
ectly to practical insights that managers can employ.

Proposing a new definition can help update a field to re-
cognize new developments, such as the case of Oviatt 
and McDougall’s (2005) definition of international en-
trepreneurship, or it can leverage previous work in an 
emerging field to provide a clearer working definition, 
as in the case of Bailetti’s (2012) definition of techno-
logy entrepreneurship. The author follows Bailetti’s ap-
proach to proposing a definition of technology 
entrepreneurship (2012) in that it examines the literat-
ure’s existing definitions to identify the distinctive fea-
tures and proposes a new definition drawn upon them. 

Thus, the objectives of this article are to identify what 
distinguishes transnational entrepreneurship from oth-
er forms of entrepreneurship and to offer a new defini-
tion that is useful to practitioners and researchers. 

In the next section, a review of the definitions identified 
in the academic literature is presented and analyzed. 
Then, the results of using topic modelling to discover 
topics in a corpus comprised of journal articles are 
provided and discussed. The distinctive features of 
transnational entrepreneurship are identified using the 
results of these analyses, a new definition is proposed, 
and a comparison highlighting the advantages of the 
new definition is outlined. To conclude, the managerial 
implications for new companies are discussed, the con-
tributions of the research are highlighted, and avenues 
for future research are suggested. 

A Review of Existing Definitions

Table 1 provides 11 definitions of transnational entre-
preneurship. The definitions were extracted from liter-
ature found using search terms “transnational 
entrepreneurship” and “transnational ventures”. For 
inclusion, definitions required direct reference to 
transnational entrepreneurship followed by a direct 
definition or an explanation or description that re-
sembled a definition. Definitions that described the 
transnational entrepreneur rather than the field were 
rejected. When a definition offered was a direct quota-
tion from a prior article, the original source of the 
definition was used. The definition recorded for Patel 
and Conklin (2009) includes two separate passages 
where transnational entrepreneurship was defined: the 
first focused on transnational entrepreneurship as a 
process and the second focused on its outcome.

None of these definitions explicitly identify the com-
pany as the focal actor. Six of these definitions identify 
the immigrant, migrant, or ethnic entrepreneur as the 
focal actor (Brzozowski et al., 2014, 2017; Chen & Tan, 
2009; Lin, 2010; Santamaria-Alvarez et al., 2018; Se-
queira, Carr & Rasheed, 2009), three identify actors that 
are embedded in two or more social and economic 
arenas (Drori et al., 2009; Poblete, 2018; Prashantham 
et al., 2018), and three definitions do not identify the fo-
cal actor (Patel & Conklin, 2009, p.1047 & p.1050; Patel 
& Terjesen, 2011). Viewing transnational entrepreneur-
ship from the perspective of the entrepreneur has great 
descriptive qualities but lacks prescriptive power for as-
piring entrepreneurs seeking to grow new companies 
internationally. Without detailed discussion on what 
the company must do to achieve a transnational pres-
ence, there will be a shortage of practical managerial 
insights for future entrepreneurial action.

Table 1 suggests that transnational entrepreneurship 
has been defined using various perspectives, such as:

• To discover and enact cross-national opportunities 
(Chen & Tan, 2009; Prashantham et al., 2018)

• As a process to establish social fields (Sequeira et al., 
2009)

• As a process to adapt to change (Patel & Conklin, 
2009)

• To explain the use of resources and social networks 
(Lin, 2010; Patel & Conklin, 2009; Patel & Terjesen, 
2011)
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• For conducting business in a cross-national context 
(Brzozowski et al., 2014; Drori et al., Honig & Wright, 
2009; Poblete, 2018; Santamaria-Alvarez et al., 2018). 

The author also examined the definitions in Table 1 by 
considering how the objects (focal actors, inputs, or 
outputs) are embedded in two or more settings (i.e., the 
surroundings where a phenomenon is positioned or 
where it takes place). This examination revealed that 
the definitions in this analysis can be grouped into 
three different viewpoints:

1. Where the individual is placed in the setting (Brzo-
zowski et al., 2017; Drori et al., 2009; Lin, 2010; Patel 
& Terjesen, 2011; Poblete, 2018; Prashantham et al., 
2018; Santamaria-Alvarez et al., 2018)

2. Where the input is placed in the setting (Patel & 
Conklin, 2009; Patel & Terjesen, 2011)

3. Where the outcome is placed in the setting (Chen & 
Tan, 2009; Sequeira et al., 2009) 

Table 1. Definitions of transnational entrepreneurship in the literature
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These findings demonstrate a lack of consensus within 
the field, which makes it difficult for focused, prescript-
ive insights to be provided to practitioners. 

Discovering Topics 

A corpus of recent, relevant, peer-reviewed journal art-
icles related to transnational entrepreneurship was col-
lected to discover the topics that best represent the 
field. The articles were selected along four criteria: 

1. Search terms: “transnational entrepreneurship” and 
“transnational ventures”

2. Publication date: between January 1, 2007, and July 1, 
2018

3. Publishing journal’s ranking: A*, A, or B according to 
the Master Journal List of the Australian Business 
Deans Council (updated April 30, 2018)

4. Relevance: the focus of the article must be on con-
ducting business in two or more countries

The initial search resulted in 32 qualified articles. A 
brief search for additional articles which cite qualified 
articles produced an additional 12 articles. Appendix A 
lists the 44 articles used in the analysis.

To reveal the themes that exist within the 44 journal art-
icles, the text of those articles was processed using a 
topic modelling visualization tool called the J-tool 
(jtool.cugcr.ca). Topic modelling is a machine learning 
method of analysis that enables the researcher to “ana-
lyze the words of the original texts to discover the 
themes that run through them” (Blei, 2012). Effectively, 
topic modelling clusters copious amounts of written 
material into related groups called “topics”. All the art-
icles within a topic share a common set of words, the 
meaning of which must be interpreted by the analyst 
who develops the topic model. 

The J-tool uses an open-source statistical package 
called MALLET (mallet.cs.umass.edu/about.php), which is 
based on the Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic 
modelling algorithm. For a high-level description of 
LDA and topic modelling please see Blei (2012), and for 
a deeper discussion of probabilistic modelling, refer to 
Blei and colleagues (2003) and Blei and Lafferty (2009).

To determine the appropriate number of topics to use 
for the topic model, the results of multiple topic models 

were compared, and the one interpreted as having the 
best “fit” was chosen for analysis. To determine fit, the 
author used a combination of parameters such as the 
level of data loss resulting from the topic model, the 
way the articles distributed between the topics, wheth-
er the number of articles at 70 threshold was above 7 
for all topics, the presence (or absence) of exclusive 
words, and the strength of the scores assigned to the 
articles most associated to each topic.

The author also explored the results of the drill-down 
function of the J-tool when a single topic had 20 or 
more articles associated with it. A drill down is when 
the J-tool uses the articles associated with one topic as 
the input for a new topic model. The same fit paramet-
ers were used to determine if the drill-down fit well 
enough to include in the topic model. What this means 
in practical terms is that the one topic can be divided 
into two sub-topics.

The articles within a topic are clustered together by J-
tool because they are calculated to be related to each 
other in some way. To give that relationship meaning, a 
theme name may be interpreted and applied by the 
analyst based on the model results, which include the 
words most exclusive to the topic, the most common 
words, the words that tend to appear together, and the 
titles of the articles most associated to the topic in or-
der of strength. 

A close examination of the J-tool results allows a re-
searcher to describe the underlying theme of each top-
ic. In this study, the descriptions of the different themes 
found in the 44 selected articles enabled the identifica-
tion of the distinctive features of the transnational en-
trepreneurship literature.

Findings

A topic model of two topics was determined to be the 
best fit for the corpus, followed by a drill-down of Topic 
2 into two subtopics. Thus, three topics (Topic 1, Sub-
topic 1, and Subtopic 2) were analyzed, as illustrated in 
Figure 1, which shows the structure of the topics (and 
subtopics) in addition to the number of articles and the 
three most common words in each topic. 

Theme names were determined subjectively after an ex-
amination of the J-tool output for each of the three top-
ics. The resulting theme names assigned to the topics 
are “Enter Foreign Markets”, “Leverage Ethnic En-
clave”, and “Bridge the Divide”. 

http://jtool.cugcr.ca
http://mallet.cs.umass.edu/about.php
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Topic 1 focuses on describing the characteristics of the 
new company that is seeking to grow in foreign markets. 
The topic modelling clustered articles that discussed the 
internationalization of companies mostly in the context 
of exporting. This did not appear to contribute to the dis-
tinctiveness of transnational entrepreneurship as other 
fields cover this type of internationalization pathway. 
The name for Topic 1 was concluded to be “Enter For-
eign Markets”.

The theme of Subtopic 1 was described as “Leverage Eth-
nic Enclave”. The focus of the topic was on the actions of 
a new company that contribute to performance-based 
outcomes of growth, survival, and economic develop-
ment. The new company leverages the networks within 
the ethnic enclaves of different regions to establish a 
working relationship with actors within or associated 
with the enclave. The networking activities of the ethnic 
enclave are determined by its entrepreneurial orienta-
tion. The unique characteristic of Subtopic 1 was noted 
as the new company’s action of leveraging the power of 
an ethnic enclave to access additional resources, inform-
ation, and social capital. 

The theme of Subtopic 2 was described as “Bridge the 
Divide”, and it depicts the new company international-
izing through business relationships with actors in two 
distinct economic regions. The new company bridges 
the divide between the two geographically separated re-
gions and balances the networks it has on both sides. 
Although the new company’s pursuit of internationaliz-
ation is common between Subtopic 2 and Topic 1, it is 
the bridging of the divide and balancing of networks 
between the different regions that are the unique char-
acteristics of Subtopic 2.

Distinctiveness

The results indicate that there are two key features that 
distinguish transnational entrepreneurship from other 
research fields: a cross-border investment and institu-
tional distance. This assertion is based on the findings 
from Table 1 and the topic modelling. By forming rela-
tionships in two or more countries, a company can ac-
cess a greater variety of opportunities and information 
on assets, customers, suppliers, and partners than by 
operating in only one country. 

Figure 1. Topics and subtopics of the transnational entrepreneurship topic model
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To form relationships with actors in foreign countries, 
the company makes a cross-border investment (e.g., 
foreign direct investment, portfolio equity securities, 
debt securities, and loans). Each investment has a logic 
that is dependent on the investment instrument used 
and the institutional distance between the distinctive 
settings. For instance, foreign direct investment is more 
sensitive to information flows than equity and debt se-
curities due to ownership implications requiring deep 
market knowledge and more frequent interactions 
(Daude & Fratzscher, 2008). Institutional distance has 
three dimensions: normative, cognitive, and regulatory 
(Eden & Miller, 2004), and it is deemed critical to the lo-
gic used by companies that span national boundaries 
(Bae & Solomom, 2010; Krammer, 2018). Institutional 
distance has been identified in the transnational entre-
preneurship literature as the “cultural, economic, and 
institutional gap” (Li et al., 2017) and the “geographic, 
cultural, and psychological distance” (Terjesen & Elam, 
2009), but its strategic significance had not yet been 
identified to the best of the researcher’s knowledge. 
This article uses institutional distance as a catch-all for 
the differences that exist between two countries that 
would affect business.

The formal logic used to make the cross-border invest-
ment follows an accountable process that influences 
the balance between investing in the country of resid-

ence and investing in foreign countries. For example, a 
company that wishes to respond to local adjustments 
in every country in which it operates will make different 
cross-border investments than a company that wishes 
to maximize production efficiency (Edwards et al., 
2014).

As illustrated in the topic modelling analysis, the literat-
ure connected with Subtopic 2 highlights the need for a 
company to bridge the divide that exists between itself 
and foreign actors. When a company makes a cross-bor-
der investment, it forms relationships with one or more 
actors in a foreign country. This foreign actor is within a 
setting that is part of a foreign country. Similarly, the 
company that makes the cross-border investment is 
within a setting that is part of the country of residence. 
To benefit from a cross-border investment, the com-
pany needs to exploit the differences that exist between 
the company’s setting and the foreign actor’s setting. 

Figure 2 illustrates the aspects that distinguish transna-
tional entrepreneurship from other fields: specifically, 
the cross-border investment logic and the institutional 
distance between two countries (setting A and setting 
B). The figure shows that a company will operate in two 
countries when it expects the return on its cross-border 
investment to be higher than the expected return from 
operating in one country (i.e., Scenario 1 < Scenario 2).

Figure 2. Two scenarios illustrating the distinctive aspects of transnational entrepreneurship
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A New Definition of Transnational
Entrepreneurship 

Based on the results of the analysis described above, 
this study proposes that transnational entrepreneur-
ship should be defined as:

a cross-border investment to acquire, combine, and 
recombine specialized individuals and heterogen-
eous assets to create and capture value for the com-
pany under conditions of institutional distance 
and uncertainty.

The proposed definition of transnational entrepreneur-
ship is based on the four elements in the definition of 
technology entrepreneurship provided by Bailetti 
(2012):

1. Ultimate outcomes: Value creation and capture are 
identified as the two outcomes of transnational entre-
preneurship.

2. Target of the ultimate outcomes: The company is 
identified as the target organization for which 
transnational entrepreneurship creates and captures 
value. 

3. Mechanism used to deliver the ultimate outcomes: 
The cross-border investment in a project is the mech-
anism that mobilizes resources used to create and 
capture value across two or more countries. A project 
is the deployment of a stock of resources (i.e., special-
ized individuals and heterogeneous assets) commit-
ted to delivering the two ultimate outcome types for 
a period.

4. Interdependence of this mechanism with countries 
involved: The resources involved in a project influ-
ence, and are influenced by, changes in the countries 
which they are assembled from. 

When compared to the definitions identified in Table 1, 
the proposed transnational entrepreneurship defini-
tion:

1. Emphasizes that transnational entrepreneurship is 
about creating and capturing value for the company. 
Value capture is evidenced through the growth met-
rics of the company, not through describing the en-
trepreneur.

2. Specifies that the cross-border investment acts as the 
mechanism to assemble and deploy specialists and 

assets. Without an investment in the foreign country, 
the assembly of specialists and assets would not be 
possible, and the company could not become embed-
ded in that country. 

3. Identifies institutional distance as a key condition in 
which the cross-border investment logic is made. 
The greater the distance, the greater the opportunity 
(Krammer, 2018). 

4. Transcends the limiting notion that transnational en-
trepreneurship is about the ethnicity or immigration 
status of the founding entrepreneur. The foreign ex-
perience of the founder or the team employed with 
the company will influence the company’s ability to 
engage actors in foreign settings, but this is not 
viewed as a defining characteristic of transnational 
entrepreneurship.

5. Highlights that specialists and assets, and the advant-
ages available through the combinations of them, are 
intricately linked to changes in the countries from 
which they are accessed. If the company is invested 
in a country and the structure of that country 
changes due to socio-political or economic factors, 
then the company will be affected because of its in-
terconnectedness.

6. Allows for more rigorous and practical assessment. 
The component parts of the definition – i) value cre-
ation and capture as the ultimate outcomes, ii) the 
company as the target, iii) the cross-border invest-
ment as the mechanism, iv) the interdependencies 
between company and state, and v) the institutional 
distance between settings – can each be explored in-
dependently or in conjunction. 

Managerial Implications for New Companies

There are at least four implications for managers of new 
companies. First, the greater the institutional distance, 
the greater the opportunity. New company managers 
can view institutional distance as a positive rather than 
a negative when it comes to the exploration and discov-
ery of new opportunities. A new company wishing to in-
crease expected outcomes by embedding in a foreign 
country should look to countries with high degrees of 
institutional distance relative to their current country of 
operation. There will be exceptions. For example, a 
democratic company embedding in a communist coun-
try will have a tough time extracting the value captured 
in that country to invest somewhere else, so managers 
must use judgement to find the best case.
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The second managerial implication is that managers 
must balance the investment in the country of resid-
ence and foreign countries. Equally, managers must 
use a balanced strategy when structuring their cross-
border investments. Each setting invested in by the 
transnational company is important and cannot be 
traded-off because the company needs both to achieve 
its comparative advantage. Investments within each set-
ting must also follow a balancing strategy between effi-
ciency and adjustment because it is the only way a 
young company can survive. For instance, if a new com-
pany invests in a country to access customers, its offer 
can have core and customizable elements to meet de-
mands for efficiency and adjustment. Similarly, if the 
investment is to access specialized individuals, man-
agers can find a balance locally with workflow pro-
cesses and technology that are standardized for 
efficiency and use motivation and reward mechanisms 
adjusted to the local cultural context.

Greater understanding of the reasons why a new com-
pany becomes a transnational is the third managerial 
implication. A new growth-oriented company must 
gain from expanding its operations from a single coun-
try to two or more countries. Managers pursuing 
transnational entrepreneurship should seriously con-
sider establishing operations in a second country, 
which will provide access to people and assets that will 
increase the new company’s capacity to create and cap-
ture value.

The fourth managerial implication is that new compan-
ies should pursue transnational entrepreneurship re-
gardless of ethnicity, migrancy, or immigration. The 
core of transnational entrepreneurship is separate from 
the ethnicity, migrancy, or immigration status of the 
company’s founders and team. For example, managers 
interested in engaging in transnational entrepreneur-
ship may or may not engage with an ethnic enclave of 
the foreign country in which they intend to establish 
operations.

Conclusion

This article contributes a definition of transnational en-
trepreneurship where the company is the focal actor, a 
cross-border investment in specialized individuals and 
heterogeneous assets is the mechanism the company 
uses to create and capture value, and the investment is 
made under conditions of institutional distance 
between distinct settings.

The author asserts that two features distinguish 
transnational entrepreneurship from other forms of en-
trepreneurship: cross-border investment logic and insti-
tutional distance. A cross-border investment should be 
made to capture more value for the company than if it 
were to operate only in the country of residence.

The proposed new definition asserts that the invest-
ment is interdependent with changes in the settings in 
which the company is embedded. The company’s value 
capture abilities are subject to the risk and reward of 
structural changes in the foreign setting being invested 
in. This implies exposure to, and interest in, changes in 
the foreign country’s setting due to resulting effects on 
the company’s profitability.

Ethnicity has been dropped from the definition be-
cause it is not core to the observed distinctiveness of 
the field. Instead, this definition allows the field to 
move forward with a focus on the value creation and 
capture activities of the company as the definition is in-
dependent of the stage of the company, applying 
equally well to a new company and a mature company, 
and it is free of the limiting component of the ethnicity 
of the founder. This makes the definition highly relev-
ant for startups given that most existing definitions 
seem to reflect the context of larger and more mature 
firms (Tanev, 2017). 

The article identifies the practical value of identifying 
the distinctiveness of transnational entrepreneurship 
from the managerial perspective. It also compares the 
new definition with previous definitions of transnation-
al entrepreneurship. The value of the component parts 
of the definition provides a framework that future re-
searchers can use to conduct a deeper examination of 
the field. 

The new definition allows researchers to connect 
transnational entrepreneurship to other streams of re-
search, particularly entrepreneurship, international 
business, institutional theory, knowledge spillover, 
glocalization, and regional economic development. The 
assertion for regional economic development is that, if 
an investment is being made by the company into a 
new country, the investment will be so that new value 
can be created in that market and the company can 
capture a portion of it. The value that is not captured by 
the company will be captured by local suppliers, part-
ners, and customers, thus contributing to the economic 
development of the region.
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The author hopes that this article and the new defini-
tion of transnational entrepreneurship inspires re-
searchers from an array of fields to contribute to the 
understanding of transnational entrepreneurship and 
to connect it to other streams of research. Further ex-
ploration of the distinctive characteristics of the cross-
border investment, the investment logic, and the insti-
tutional distance would be valuable contributions to 
further understanding of transnational entrepreneur-
ship. The relationship between the company, the state, 
and the changing environment in which the company 
is embedded is also an interesting direction that could 
be fruitful. 
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