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Abstract

Transnational entrepreneurship has its origins in studies on IT entrepreneurs in the US, and on
the role of contextual influences that enable the emergence of vibrant entrepreneurial
ecosystems. In this paper, we look at the role of institutional actors and their transnational
connections on transnational entrepreneurship.

Basing on interviews with institutional actors in two IT hubs of the Californian Silicon Valley and
the Maltese Silicon Valletta, we reveal how the transnational connectedness of entrepreneurial
ecosystems emerges from the transnational connections of these institutional actors. We further
map the connectedness between industry specific entrepreneurial ecosystems, and we
conceptualize these as intra- and cross-categorical transnational connections. This illustrates the
mechanism of IT, industry-specific entrepreneurial ecosystems, differing from the logic of other
industries, such as finance. This industry-specific perspective of entrepreneurial ecosystems
reveals how they are transnationally connected and transnational entrepreneurship “from
below”, and its associated mobility, contributes to the overall global economy.
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Transnational networks and mobilities of IT migrant entrepreneurs in a globalizing world

l. Introduction

Transnational entrepreneurship has come into focus through the emerging debate on
transnational connections of different actors located in different countries (Saxenian, 2003) . In
this paper, we participate in the development of conceptual approaches that uncover the
diversity of practices of spatial mobilities and transnational connectedness of economic and
entrepreneurial actors (Yamamura and Lassalle, 2021). Bringing approaches from scholarship in
migration research on the one hand and entrepreneurship on the other hand together, we look
at transnational embeddedness beyond the binary of “country of origin” and “country of
destination” (Glick-Schiller et al., 1995) to focus on the multiple, inter- and cross-categorical
networks of transnational actors (Yamamura, 2022). As increasingly discussed within
entrepreneurship literature, entrepreneurship is contextual (Welter, 2011). Thus, uncovering the
role of transnational social connections on the one hand from migration research context, but
also exploring the role of the overall environment in which transnational entrepreneurs operate
from entrepreneurship standpoint are both crucial to understand the emergence of transnational
entrepreneurship in particular locations. Building on the developing notion of entrepreneurial
ecosystem in entrepreneurship literature (Isenberg, 2010; O’Conner et al., 2018), we focus on
the contextual conditions provided by institutional actors and their (transnational) connections
and networks on the emergence of transnationally connected entrepreneurial ecosystems.
Entrepreneurial ecosystems, which are the constellation of interdependent actors who support
and promote entrepreneurship (Stam 2015; O’Conner et al., 2018), are so far focusing on specific
regions rather than on border-crossing spatial entities.

Research on transnationalism in economic terms has been largely dealt with from two
contrasting perspectives. The early usage of the term ‘transnational’ as in international business
studies and economics, tend to indicate a specific corporate business type distinct from multi-
and international businesses that has its central functions spread across national borders
(Bartlett and Ghoshal, 2002). Moreover, the transnational in economic terms has also been
discussed with regards to the structural influences and contexts for such cross-bordering
corporate endeavors on policy-making. This part of transnationalism can be subsumed under the
category of “transnationalism from above” guided by trade liberalization, technological
development and by transnational corporations as the key actors.

The other more recently studied transnational economic activity by migration researchers and
increasingly also entrepreneurship research is the “transnationalism from below”. Here, the
transnational nature of economic activities focuses on individual economic actors or households’
economic endeavors that cross borders. Earlier research in this category focused on transnational
remittances of migrants (Portes and Zhou, 2012), but further developed into debates on
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binational and/or cases of transnational entrepreneurship of specific ethnic groups, with
Saxenian (2003) thematizing entrepreneurship particularly of transnational migrants in the
Silicon Valley. Similar to the sociological and anthropological transnationalism research which
burgeoned after Glick-Schiller et al. (1995), the key in understanding transnational
entrepreneurship remains the transnational practices and transnational connections, socially
and/or economically, that characterize the entrepreneurial endeavor (Faist, 2000). These
transnational practices are embedded in both social and political-institutional contexts of two or
more countries, which are then, by default, crossing borders. The understanding of transnational
entrepreneurship, as a practice of “globalization from below” (Mathews and Vega, 2012),
requires an analysis of their transnational connectedness (Brzozowski et al., 2017) as well as a
consideration of their embeddedness in their local industrial-based entrepreneurial ecosystem
(Yamamura and Lassalle, 2020). The literature on entrepreneurial ecosystems, by emphasizing
the importance of interdependence between different institutional and economic actors (Wirth
et al.,, 2021) is a helpful theoretical lens to adopt (Pattinson et al., 2018).

Following the different interdisciplinary debates on transnational entrepreneurship, we pose the
following research question: what is the role played by transnational connections of different
institutional actors in the development of transnational entrepreneurship and how are
entrepreneurial ecosystems interconnected with each other? To address this question, we focus
on a specific sector, the IT industry.

The IT industry is inherently transnationally connected and often presented as a technological
driver of globalization from above (Daniels et al., 2015). Institutional actors are professionals and
administrative managerial leaders who act as representatives and/or as part of an
institutionalized position on behalf of the interest of the institution rather than on their own
individual interest?. However, literature on the IT industry has overseen the role of individual
actors3, their business and institutional connections, a gap that is currently discussed and brought
forward on studies of entrepreneurial ecosystems (Pattinson et al., 2018; Schafer and Henn 2018;
Yamamura and Lassalle, 2020). In doing this, we respond to calls in the recent literature to study
and conceptualize the interdependence between entrepreneurial ecosystems (cf. Wirth et al.,
2021). Moreover, the IT industry has a crucial role in globalization processes. Globalization is
enabled and enhanced through IT development, bringing an important perspective to dynamics

1n fact, as Pattinson et al. (2018) write “The ecosystem concept would seem to be of increasing importance in
high-tech sectors where coopetition is conducted around digital platforms where direct relationships may not exist
between key complementors” (26).

2 |nstitutions in the sense of organization sociology, where actors are representatives of the governmental
organizations, companies and further support agencies (see also table 2).

3 Institutional actors are still individuals, however, acting on behalf of their organizations and not as private
individuals.
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of globalization from above and below. Indeed, the connection between the effects of the digital
age with issues of migration-led diversity is an emerging field in migration research, also bearing
spatial implications for societies worldwide (Yamamura, 2021%). In IT, entrepreneurship and the
corporate industry are strongly connected (e.g. startups being bought out by corporations for
innovation), yet there is further evidence of intertwined political institutional networks, as shown
by the case of Silicon Valley and other IT hubs. Finally, the IT industry overall is transnationally
connected in these hubs, requiring service-providers to connect the global customer base to
entrepreneurial innovation.

In this paper, we use a qualitative approach to better understand these dynamics of daily lives
and transnational practices at the level of institutional and corporate actors supporting the
entrepreneurial ecosystem and operating as regulators, business networks leaders, heads of
incubators and as service providers. These stakeholders, - who are actors with a vested interest
in the decision-making and activities of entrepreneurs - , are constituent parts of the
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Spiegel, 2017; Brown et al., 2019; Yamamura and Lassalle, 2020),
which they help developing and flourishing. We rely on empirical research in two distinct yet
interconnected locations, where in both cases, the IT industry is central to economic
development. Our methodological approach focusing on such institutional and corporate actors
creating the transnational entrepreneurial ecosystems. Their connections allows us to capture
the transnational connectedness of the entrepreneurial ecosystems through the transnational
connections of individual actors within the IT industry. In line with the transnationalism research,
these actors can be transnational migrants or transnationally active but immobile actors. Through
their economic practices in the transnational activities in their respective public and private
support organizations, they are part of the transnational entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Focusing on the two contexts of Silicon Valley (California) and Silicon Valletta (Malta) as two
different but connected IT hubs, we explore the role of these actors, and of their transnational
connectedness in the shaping of local entrepreneurial ecosystem in which transnational migrant
entrepreneurs operate. To capture the actor’s perspective and thus the practices of individual
actors of the “globalization from below”, we look at their ego-centered view of transnational
connections (i.e. network maps centered on the participant). Because of our industrial focus on
the specific, transnationally connected IT industry (Rutherford et al., 2004), we provide a more
holistic approach by analyzing institutional actors’ transnational connections of one industry. We
thus take a different turn to the debate on ‘globalizations from below’ and contribute to it in
several respects.

At the conceptual level, our research among transnational actors in the IT industry in Malta and
in California reveal maps of connected localities between specific cities and regions. Our findings
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show that transnational connections of different actors constitutive of the entrepreneurial
ecosystems (political and institutional actors) are specific to the IT industrial context. Such
connections do not align with other representations of global city networks and their focus on
major financial centers and rather follow the logic of the industry and its conditions. Moreover,
our findings show that there are multiple transnational connections between different groups of
actors, with a focus on the type (or category) of actors with regard to their economic and
institutional functions in the entrepreneurial ecosystem of the IT industry. Our study thus reveals
the existence of differences in resources and sub-contexts of transnational activities depending
on the locations, and by that the cross-categorical and inter-categorical transnational contact
between institutional actors. Finally, we find that the key to the functioning of these
transnational networks is the mobility of transnational migrants across the borders within the IT
industry. Through circular migration, they bring knowledge, skills and support, which they use to
support the development of the local but transnationally connected entrepreneurial ecosystem.

With this paper, we call for a more holistic approach to the contextual embeddedness of
transnational entrepreneurship. By analyzing not only the entrepreneurs’ individual perspective
but also further different categories of economic interdependent actors, we illustrate the
complexity of the interwoven transnational connections of the institutional and economic actors,
such as corporate and entrepreneurial actors of the IT industry. By bringing this industry, actor-
based analysis of transnational entrepreneurial ecosystems and their contextual embeddedness,
and proposing different types of transnational connections, we contribute to the debate on the
condition of transnational entrepreneurship, both empirically and theoretically. We therefore
provide a contextualization to discussions on “globalization from below” in transnational
entrepreneurship.

Il. Review of the literature: transnational entrepreneurs as actors of the “Globalization from
below”

Globalization and the increased flow of capital, information and people have challenged, but also
provided opportunities, to individuals, including in terms of entrepreneurship activities. Yet, the
understanding of the Globalization phenomenon, but also the study of the actual practices of
individuals in the making of Globalization have been challenged too. In entrepreneurship studies,
this has led to further discussions of the transnational nature of entrepreneurship (Portes, 2002;
Drori, 2009; Brzozowski et al., 2017; Bagwell, 2018; Solano, 2019). There has also been an
increased consideration of more modest, mundane forms of entrepreneurship (Imas et al., 2012),
respectively about migrant entrepreneurs, demonstrating the role of individuals in the process
of globalization (Mathews and Vega, 2012), and in the circulation of goods, people, information
and ideas. This echoes with the numerous research conducted in the field of migrant
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entrepreneurship studies, and in the study of diaspora entrepreneurs, highlighting the challenges
and barriers faced by these entrepreneurs (Wilson and Portes, 1980; Aldrich and Waldinger,
1990; Kloosterman, 2010) but also revealing the activities that these actors were able to conduct
(Bagwell, 2018).

Globalization from above and below

In terms of conflicting approaches to Globalization, there is on the one hand, the holistic
perspective that sees transnational trade activities as a key driver of globalization. This more neo-
liberal approach takes a focus on the liberalization of trade, the lowering of trade barriers and
the emergence of new technologies (Daniels et al., 2015). Such approach, focusing on market-
driven processes, states that national economies are no longer self-contained entities, since
previous barriers to cross border trade and investment are shrinking, following Friedman (2006)
in saying that “the world is flat”. In this perspective of “Globalization from above”, the economy,
and the globalization of markets, institutions and production systems are led by transnational
corporations and market forces. This perspective of Globalization focuses on processes and
drivers that are out of the hands of individuals. This perspective places particular attention to the
role of finance (and transnational financial flows) in enabling Globalization.

On the other hand, a strand of literature has increasingly put the role of the people and the role
of individuals into the fore, emphasizing the importance of these actors in the process of
Globalization from below (Mathews and Vega, 2012). Migrant entrepreneurs are among these
actors who also shape Globalization (Portes, 1997), building on transnational connections to
develop a competitive advantage (Saxenian, 1996; 2003). Entrepreneurs, in a globalized world
context, are the actors who discover or create opportunities across national borders (Oviatt and
McDougall, 2005). As transnational migrants, they often rely on little financial capital, and on
their transnational connections to establish and run their businesses (Portes et al., 2002).

The role of contexts in transnational entrepreneurship

Importantly though, transnational entrepreneurship, whilst focusing on the individual
entrepreneur, is embedded in different contexts. In other words, practices of entrepreneurs are
embedded in place and networks of social relations (McKeever et al.,, 2015). Recent
developments on the entrepreneurial ecosystem literature emphasize the importance of a range
of elements (Isenberg, 2010; Stam, 2015) but also of the interdependence between a variety of
actors, including institutional, financial or educational ones, and the crucial nature of their
relationships (Spigel, 2017, Pattinson et al., 2018; Brown et al., 2019). Wiirth et al. (2021) call for
further consideration of such interdependence within networks but also for studies on their
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connectedness. It also calls for an understanding of how sensemaking - and knowledge - flow
from one entrepreneurial ecosystem to another (Pattinson et al., 2018, Yamamura and Lassalle,
2020).

For transnational entrepreneurship, such contextual perspectives to entrepreneurship (see also;
Zahraetal., 2017; Welter, 2017) and of migrant entrepreneurship (Portes and Senbrenner, 1993)
hints at the importance of the different contexts in understanding the activities of transnational
entrepreneurs. Building on the work of Saxenian (2001, 2003) in the Silicon Valley, scholars
consider the role of local, regional and national contexts, building on the different dimensions of
the entrepreneurial ecosystem, including the key role played by domestic institutional actors
(Yamamura and Lassalle, 2020; Nkusi et al., 2020). Place (still) matters in explaining the activities
of entrepreneurs (O’Connor et al., 2018) in the globalized world. Transnational entrepreneurs
thus operate in multiple national contexts and locations (Brzozowski, 2017; Solano, 2019) and
their practices are embedded in their different contexts.

The contextual embeddedness of the activities of transnational migrant entrepreneurs goes
beyond the exploration of the geographical locations, and include the consideration of
transnational networks and connections (Vershinina et al., 2019)*. Saxenian (2002) reveals the
role played by transnational connections and different transnational individual actors in enabling
access to relevant global value chains. Transnational professionals, respectively in the IT industry,
in finance or in other knowledge-intensive sectors also contribute, as individuals (and not only as
employees of transnational corporations) into the shaping of transnational networks
(Beaverstock, 2004; Yamamura, 20212), in which transnational entrepreneurs are tapping.

Here we highlight that migrant professionals from transnational corporations have been
neglected as equally transnational economic actors as transnational migrant entrepreneurs, thus,
being part of the globalization from below (Mathews and Vega, 2012). Both of these
transnational actors are actual actors of transnational business networks and operations, with
their agency as decision-makers in corporate or entrepreneurial contexts, and also contributing
to the transnationalization of personal everyday practices as transnational migrants (Yamamura,
2018). Transnational professional migrants also bring knowledge, human capital and financial
capital respectively as actors operating as part of the service providers support or as investors.
Transnational professionals contribute to the vibrancy of the local entrepreneurial ecosystem
and therefore help to the development of selected transnationally connected industries
(Yamamura and Lassalle, 2020), especially in the context of high-growth and knowledge intensive
industries (Pattinson et al., 2018; Schafer and Henn, 2018). In view of the digital age which points

4 Further accounts in migrant entrepreneurship research are emphasising the “mixed-embeddedness” in social
networks and institutional contexts (Kloosterman and Rath, 2001; Bagwell, 2018; Solano, 2019).
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at the digital connectedness through virtual networks (Chen, 2006; Sinkovics et al., 2013; Ash et
al., 2018;), it might appear as mobilities were not essential for transnational entrepreneurship
(Andreotti and Solano, 2019; Chen and Wellman, 2009). However, research in transnational
migration has shown the consistent importance of face-to-face interactions especially at the level
of decision-taking (Yamamura, 20212), and migrant transnational entrepreneurs are indeed an
inherent part of the overall transnationality of the IT sector. The sector is dominated by
transnational corporations, but they draw in such entrepreneurs and start-ups into their
knowledge base.

In other words, these transnational entrepreneurs are taking an active part within the
transnational connections and networks in the overall IT industry (Rutherford, 2011). As
transnational migrants, they operate - and are embedded within - different geographic contexts,
following the availability and demand for skilled work and knowledge (Faulconbridge, 2008), and
working their way in different support institutional systems and entrepreneurial ecosystems.
They also engage in transnational practices that cross borders for their entrepreneurial activities.
Being part of transnational value chains and networks, they build internationally-oriented new
ventures from inception, targeting customers from different locations. For transnational
entrepreneurs in the IT industry and using the terminology of “transnational ties”, Brzozowski et
al. (2017) highlight the importance of maintaining ties to the home country for an engagement
in transnational entrepreneurship and with the “transnational communities” (Saxenian, 2002).
Such sustained or reduced connections, and the dynamic processes of becoming embedded in
different social and business-relevant networks (Lassalle et al.,, 2020), matter in the
understanding of the activities of transnational migration entrepreneurs.

Importantly, entrepreneurial practices are also contextually embedded in their national but also
international institutional settings and policies. The migration decisions and strategies of migrant
entrepreneurs are affected by national migration policies (Drinkwater et al., 2009), including the
creation of investors’ schemes and citizenship modalities (for example in Malta, in the UK, or in
Estonia). In the context of trade blocs evolving towards political unions, such as the European
Union, freedom of movement is guaranteed (at least when new member states nationals are not
limited by transitional periods), which encourages the migration of European nationals into other
member states. Fostered by transnational student mobility, circular migration of graduates and
young professionals as well as institutional support networks, there is a growing mobility of
transnational migrants who can become entrepreneurs in knowledge-intensive industries, such
as the IT industry (see for example in; Schafer and Henn, 2018). The temporary assignment and
dispatchment of corporate professionals (Welch, 2003) and the mobility of transnational
professionals (Morgan, 2001, Beaverstock, 2004) align with the high velocity of the start-up
scene. Indeed, such a contextual turn to mobility (Urry, 2016), also has an impact on
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entrepreneurial activities. Especially, within the EU, these transnational migrants can easily set
up or invest into new businesses.

Yet, whilst the literature on transnational entrepreneurship has highlighted the role of the social
embeddedness of transnational migrants on entrepreneurship (Portes et al., 2002; Vershinina et
al., 2019; Solano, 2019), the role played by the institutional connectedness of the entrepreneurial
contexts in which they operate is yet to be explored. Looking at the transnational links between
entrepreneurial ecosystems requires a closer study of the actual transnational connections of
institutional actors as individuals, who are themselves moving, and connecting to multiple
locations and other actors. Thus, the focus of this paper lies on such institutional actors, who are
bound to public and private support organizations (institutional) in their interests, and
contribute, respectively actively create the interconnected transnational entrepreneurial
ecosystems. These institutional actors are especially influential individuals at managerial
positions of public and private support organizations in the entrepreneurial ecosystem (see also
Footnote 5).

Ill. Research Context and Methods

Research Context

Our study is based on two fieldworks conducted in two locations, which are both dependent on
the performance of the IT industry; one located in the context of a small EU state (Malta) and the
second in the well-rehearsed context of the Silicon Valley (in California, USA). In these two
contexts and within these two entrepreneurial ecosystems, we analyze the transnational
connectedness of institutional actors and how they play a role in establishing a transnational
connection between different entrepreneurial ecosystems. Rather than conducting a
comparative analysis of these hubs, we synergistically explore how transnational connectedness
at the actors’ level plays a role in the creation of hubs like Silicon Valletta in Malta to the network
of IT hubs, which encompasses other hubs, such as the well-established Silicon Valley, from which
the Maltese had been inspired in the naming of their ecosystem. Thus, further empirical evidence
is also provided on Silicon Valley to complement the larger picture of the transnational
connectedness and embeddedness of entrepreneurial ecosystems. These two specific hubs are
on a larger map of IT network hubs, which have their own dynamics, moving back and forth skills
and knowledge between different countries in their different entrepreneurial and business
endeavors. This particular transnational IT network is related but runs parallel to the flows of
other goods, capital and people of the global cities network connecting control and command
center of the global economy (cf. Sassen, 2002).
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To complement our research conducted in the case of transnational actors of the Silicon Valley,
the Maltese case of transnational migrant entrepreneurship is a special, yet exemplary case for
the growing number and thus impact of newer transnational mobility patterns, connected to
different locations on the global level. Malta is a small island state in the periphery of Europe
with limited resources. The circulation of capital, knowledge and people have in fact been
historically a crucial modus operandi for the Maltese economy. The diversifying population itself,
with 21% of the residents being non-Maltese citizens, but also the increasing diversification of
migrant entrepreneurs, in forms of migrant investors, return migrants and importantly circular
migrants, are the product of the Maltese policies to overcome the liability of smallness and
operate within the EU trade blocs (cf. Yamamura and Lassalle, 2020). In the absence of
administrative meso-level in Malta, proximities of institutions and actors in this context are
crucial and effectively used to create a viable environment for transnational migrant
entrepreneurs. Such mobility of transnational actors is encouraged and fostered by the freedom
of movement for EU citizens within the trade bloc which enables labor mobility of workers as
crucial economic actors and facilitates the emergence of transnational entrepreneurial practices.

Methodology

Our study draws from problem-centered qualitative interviews (see for example; Denzin and
Lincoln, 2021) with institutional actors, i.e. 12 governmental and public actors of the
entrepreneurial ecosystems in Silicon Valley (in California, USA) and 10 corporate actors in Silicon
Valletta (in Malta), as displayed in Table 1 below. These institutional actors, who act on behalf of
the economic interest of their institutional affiliations, - be it governmental or corporate -, were
selected using purposeful sampling focusing on influential actors in both ecosystems®. For
instance, in Malta, the participants were the head managers of all government agencies dealing
with the industry, leaders of the main entrepreneurial networks and incubators. In the Silicon
Valley, they also included main institutional service providers, which are key in IT ecosystems
(Monaghan and Tippmann, 2018, Yamamura and Lassalle, 2020)°.

We take an actor-centered perspective, for which we look at the nature of the transnational
connections and ties of these actors and how they shape the context for entrepreneurs to
operate. Based on the participants’ narratives, we also analyze how their individual connections

5 Influential actors, in the context of organizational sociology, are individuals in managerial roles and decision power
in the organization. Consequently, normally the higher the position within the institutional, the more influential the
actor comes. In the case of this study, these actors had a direct influence on the shaping of the shaping of the
entrepreneurial ecosystem.

8 Although institutional actors, especially in public support organizations, might not appear to have their own
business interest, their aim and contents of activities and contributions to the entrepreneurial ecosystem is
inherently economic. Thus, they are institutional actors by organizational view, but in actors-perspective
simultaneously also economic actors. The terms will thus be used interchangeable for this specific group in focus.

10
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in terms of institutional contacts, business networks, investors, industry networks (including in
terms of access to shared knowledge) are organized and provide the context for transnational
entrepreneurship (Vershinina et al., 2019). Some of these institutional actors are also
entrepreneurs operating in the IT entrepreneurial ecosystems themselves or operate directly
with entrepreneurs, for example as entrepreneurial network leaders or mentors. In addition to
the exploration of their role in the formation of transnational industry specific networks in the IT
industry, we explored their experiences as transnationally connected and mobile individuals
during the interviews (lasting between 60 and 90 minutes). Interviewees were also encouraged
to discuss their individual and professional networks, including in drawing mental maps (Gould
and White, 2012; Yamamura, 20212) of their embeddedness in particular IT networks, on which
bases we have conceptualized maps of the entrepreneurial ecosystems which are transnationally
connected to each other. These network mental maps bring a novel insight on the perception of
transnationality among these actors, highlighting (as developed below) different, industry-
specific patterns of transnationalization. Following a genuinely inductive approach in qualitative
research, the interviewees were not directed into mapping out their own business networks
according to specific questions by the researchers. Instead, they were asked to “simply draw out”
their business contacts in their daily professional practice. During this time, participants were
encouraged to verbally explain actors’ functions and relationship (cf. Hertz, 2015; Harendt, 2018).

Taking such an actor-based perspective of the people who actually do globalization enables us to
capture the role of actors’ personal and institutional transnational connections in the
establishment (Silicon Valletta) and the sustainability (Silicon Valley) of vibrant local
entrepreneurial ecosystems. We further highlight the relevance of the consideration of the
context in which entrepreneurs operate as part of the analysis (Welter, 2011; Leca and Naccache,
2006). Data were coded according the qualitative content analysis by Mayring (2004).

Table 1: Overview of participants

Actor N=

Regulator (IT) 3

Gov agency (Entrepreneurship and Investment) |2

Gov. agency (IT) 3
Entrepreneur networks (SV) 2
Corporate professionals: service provider 8
Corporate professionals: IT hardware 4

11
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IV. Findings

Our findings of the analyses of the data are threefold and build on each other: First, we find that
the localities (such as the Silicon Valley, Tallinn, Berlin and Silicon Valletta) and in which the
entrepreneurship emerge are transnationally connected through the connections of institutional
actors and IT entrepreneurs, thus there is a transnational connectedness of entrepreneurial
ecosystems. The connectedness, however, follow its own industry-specific logic and go beyond
the network of global cities which base on financial industries and is contextualized in relevant
trade blocs as institutional context. Second, we find that transnational connections of these
entrepreneurial ecosystems are found multiply. They can be differentiated between inter-
categorical and cross-categorical transnational contacts within the industries. Third, such
transnational connectedness of entrepreneurial ecosystem is inherently connected with
transnational mobilities, which then is also to be contextualized in the institutional contexts and
migration policies of the countries between which transnational migrant entrepreneurs and
economic actors move.

A) Connected localities: specific cities and regions of IT industry

The interconnectedness and networks of the global economy has been primarily discussed on
the basis of financial hubs, with particularly the Globalization and World Cities researchers
focusing on such connections in the network of global cities. Global cities, which are control and
command centers of the global economy, are thought to be also the locations where the global
flow of people, capital, goods and knowledge occur. In this network of global cities, not only
headquarters and regional offices of transnational corporations of the Finance, Real Estate and
Insurance companies (FIRE sector) along with advanced producer-service firms, but also
transnational corporate professionals working and migrating for these. In fact, beyond the FIRE
industry, the IT industry is present in these cities, too, in particular when it comes to service
providers in the form of transnational corporations but also finance-related aspects, such as
investments and funding for entrepreneurial endeavors. However, counterintuitive to this logic
of the global cities network, what has emerged in the empirical findings are the cities network of
the IT industry which is only partly overlapping with the networks of the global economy, or the
‘globalization from above’ in its usual sense, but more crucially are rather detached from it and
follow a different logic.

12
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Taking the perspective of the Maltese transnational entrepreneurs operating in the IT industry
and their engagement in selected transnational connections, there certainly is an issue of path-
dependency to the UK as the former colonial power. Institutional connections, particularly that
of educational institutions, are strong between the English-speaking Malta and UK within the
pan-commonwealth network. Such knowledge circulation, but also regarding business practices,
London as the main city is dominant in the transnational entrepreneurial field. This illustrates
how the logics of the IT industry may have their background not only in the financial capitals, but
also other contexts.

Such further context is indeed also the logic of the trade bloc as Maltese entrepreneurs with the
liability of smallness as a core driver, show a strong tendency to be global at inception, if not
regional new ventures as they focus on the EU market rather the globe. In both locations, we
observed the importance of trade blocs in the actors’ view of the global IT economy in what they
perceive as regional markets (such as the EU instead of Europe or APAC instead of specific
countries, which is visible in the mental maps of the participant, as displayed in Figure 1 below).
For the case of Maltese transnational entrepreneurs, the EU is their targeted market from
inception, due to regulation and license validity in the industry (European Commission, 2020),
whilst actors from the Silicon Valley look at transnational connections between different trade
blocs and regional economies.

Figure 1 caption: mental representation of trade blocs in transnational network

Figure 1 Alt text: Hand-written world map depicting North and South America, rough sketch of
EU, alluded African continent and larger portion of China and APAC with city names drawn in and
colored in blue and yellow

13
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In fact, transnational IT entrepreneurs venture out to Berlin, Tallinn and Stockholm rather than
more typical global cities, such as Frankfurt and Paris, for their transnational entrepreneurial and
networking activities. Moreover, apart from these entrepreneurial networks stretching over
Europe, there are also transnational connections at the institutional levels, where institutional
actors and economic actors of the support networks are connected also with similar institutions
in these IT hub cities.

Looking both at the entrepreneurial ecosystem of the Maltese IT industry and the corporate
professional networks in the IT industry from Silicon Valley, we observe similar patterns over
their networking practices in different locations and cities. Interestingly, these transnational
connections and practices do not necessarily match with the aforementioned global city
networks (as it would in other sectors). They rather follow typical IT hubs regionally (Silicon
Valley, Texas) and also transnationally (Zurich, Stockholm, Tallinn, Berlin, Tel Aviv). These
transnational connections of entrepreneurs and corporate professionals alike are actually
located along the so-called internet backbone hubs. Thus, the underlying logics of the IT networks
actually are based on the technical conditions of the IT backbone hubs and their development as
cultural metropolises for the digital economy and the internet communication networks (cf.
Knight et al. 2012). The juxtaposition of the two overlapping, yet distinct logics of transnational
networks make the embeddedness of transnational entrepreneurship in the industrial context
clear:
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Figure 2 caption: the backbone of the IT industry
Figure 2 Alt text: digitally created map of the world with all continents included, purple and
blue lines connecting digital hubs focusing on coasts and edges of the continents

@ INFRAPEDIA

Source: Authors’

This novel approach to understanding these transnational connections in the IT industry shows
that these infrastructural backbones of the digital economy are indeed not just blurry clouds of
data flows. They are spaces of hubs, so actual locations between which and also where people

interact, connect and network. The transnational business networks are created in these cities

and in the network of such cities.

7 The map was created using Infrapedia, which is a “crowd-sourced near real-time map of the global Internet
infrastructure detailing the world's submarine and terrestrial networks as well as other critical infrastructure assets
[for the IT network] in real time while giving the ability to network professionals to connect with each other” (2021).
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Table 2: transnational connectedness of participants

Actor (location) N= Transnational connectedness locations (and
networks) education/gov/investors/support
networks/ international customers/human
resources/technology exchange

Regulator (IT) 3 Estonia, Gibs, UK (gov), Germany (support)

Gov agency 2 Sweden (investors, HR), Germany (investors)
(Entrepreneurship and EU funding

Investment)

Gov. agency (IT) 3 Estonia (IT networks, technology), Italy (education),

UK (education, customers networks), Germany
(gov/support) EU funding

Entrepreneur networks (SV) |2 Estonia (IT network, technology), Berlin (IT network,
technology, customers), UK (education,
mentorship), Sweden (HR), Israel (service
provider/knowledge exchange)

Corporate professionals: 8 EU, APAC, global cities (London, New York, Tokyo,
service provider Singapore, Hongkong, Shanghai) stronger ties to
global cities and international business hubs

Corporate professionals: IT 4 Texas, Washington DC, EU, APAC or ASEAN, Zurich,
hardware Stockholm; few contacts to emerging countries and
also more regional IT-related cities

B) Interwoven transnational networks of the IT industry

Apart from the city and national-level transnational connections, our findings have also shown
that there are multiple transnational connections between different groups of actors. Knight et
al. (2012) show how and which parts of each of the local networks are connected to the overall
IT industry or entrepreneurial ecosystems of the aforementioned locations. In fact, this has a
stronger focus on the type (or category) of economic actors with regard to their economic
functions in the entrepreneurial ecosystem of the IT industry. The main outcome of our study is
the existence of differences in resources and sub-contexts of transnational activities depending
on the locations - and by that the cross-categorial and inter-categorical transnational contact
between economic actors. With categories we mean the type of economic actors in the
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entrepreneurial ecosystem of the IT industry, which are actors in the government, governmental
agencies, support networks, investors, customers and human resources, which consist of
incubators, service providers and highly skilled professionals. Accordingly, the inter-categorical
transnational contact means that, for example, that support networks such as the Silicon Valletta
is connected to another support network in Tallinn, or that one of the governmental agencies is
directly connected to a governmental agency in London.

Whereas such inter-categorical transnational connections are much expected and studied in
literature, the interesting aspect which gives a novel nuance to transnational entrepreneurship
are cross-categorical transnational contacts. What we have observed is that, for example,
training is provided by actors from renown UK institutions in terms of strategy, entrepreneurship,
and in IT. Such Maltese institutions (part of the IT entrepreneurial ecosystems) look for such
collaborations and connect to individual entrepreneurs returning from UK institutions as the UK
also represents a critical market for newly established Maltese firms in the IT industry. Many
Maltese-based new entrepreneurial ventures rely for a large part on the UK market, although
Germany and the Scandinavian countries (where many Maltese-based entrepreneurs in the IT
are from) are also significant market locations. As noted above, Germany (especially Berlin),
Estonia and Sweden are important for industrial connections and transnational networking with
other actors of the industry. Such multi-layered transnational connections that go beyond each
category of economic actors reflect the complex interwoven transnational IT industry.

Similarly, the transnationality of corporate professionals in Silicon Valley can also be found in
different categories. Transnational connections to other divisions within the corporations, but
also collaborations with educational institutions or other technology firms, but also
governmental agents are necessary for their businesses. The transnational corporations of the
Silicon Valley also get directly involved in recruiting new start-ups and innovations hubs in Tel
Aviv or other cities to merge and acquire technological innovations. Indeed, the cross-categorical
and transnational networking with governmental actors, investors and other service providers,
as well as the search and attraction of entrepreneurs, both local and international, are crucial
part of the overall corporate business of the IT industry in Silicon Valley.

Figure 3 caption: Network map by a governmental agent on inter- and cross-categorical
networks

Figure 3 Alt text: Originally hand-written network map with one governmental agency in the
middle connected with lines to different actors of the entrepreneurial ecosystem differently
colored by type and category of actors
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The co-existence and evolution of such inter- and cross-categorical transnational connections
underlines the importance and relevance to analyze entrepreneurship in a more holistic
perspective by taking the overall entrepreneurial ecosystem of the industry into consideration
rather than solely keeping the entrepreneur’s view on economic actors. Indeed, what the
transnational network mapping demonstrates is that the overall industry is more densely
connected and even economic actors beyond entrepreneurs are transnationally connected to the
respective ecosystems in other countries. The specific context of the chosen IT industry reveals
connectedness between individual actors and a variety of other actors, from institutional
connections (for example with the former colonial state in the UK® or to EU institutions),
connections with relevant support actors (specific to the industry) as well as an embeddedness
in the different IT networks, where entrepreneurs and other actors share knowledge. The mental
map presented above (Figure 3) exemplifies the diversity of transnational connections of an
individual actor, who is in direct contact with service providers for a funding and technology

8 The fieldwork was conducted before the UK formally left the EU in January 2020.
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transfer project, with the EU institutions for funding, but also with other incubators in other IT
hubs (in Tallinn and Berlin), with business mentors (including from the UK) that he invites to
support the Maltese entrepreneurial ecosystem, and finally with other start-up groups in other
locations (including in Tallinn and Berlin). This example demonstrates the inter-categorical (other
start-up groups) and cross-categorical transnational connections of the actor.

At the higher conceptual level, the different connections of institutional actors provide an
overview of the connectedness of entrepreneurial ecosystems. Such connectedness has been
hinted in other works (Spigel, 2017, Wurth et al., 2021) but not yet empirically shown. What
appears from the data analysis (the narratives and the mental maps of the institutional actors) is
a specific form of connectedness of the different elements of the IT entrepreneurial ecosystems.
Building on Isenberg (2011) and his representation the different dimensions of an
entrepreneurial ecosystem, we show below which of these dimensions is transnationally
connected to other entrepreneurial ecosystems®. Figure 4 summarizes and conceptualizes these
transnational connections.

Figure 4 caption: overall view of transnational connectedness of actors in the IT industry
(centered on actors from Silicon Valletta)

Figure 4 Alt text: Entrepreneurial ecosystem of Maltese IT industry depicted as circular hub
containing smaller circles as actors within the IT industry, categorized and color-coded into
‘support networks’, ‘governmental agencies’, ‘government’, ‘international customers’, ‘human
resources’ and ‘investors’; main circular hub of Malta linked to similarly shaped hubs to other
hubs worldwide by lines of connections between different actor groups

° For example, we see in figure 4 that government agencies in Malta are connected to UK agencies whilst service
providers come from the Silicon Valley.
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C) Context of transnational mobility

The important aspect in our findings also was that the key to the functioning of these
transnational networks is the mobility of transnational migrants across the borders within the IT
industry. In fact, economic actors from different categories and subfields of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem were resourcing from their mobility. For example, human resources in the form of
recent emigrant graduates were brought back into Malta to the UK, who would then as
professionals or entrepreneurs become transnational active as once again migrants abroad,
creating a transnational circular migration (Glick-Schiller et al., 1995; Faist, 2000). As
transnational migrant entrepreneurs in Malta, they would then be connected to the creative
innovation network of Sweden, Estonia and Germany, particularly in Berlin. At the same time,
transnational connections regarding the service providers were brought into Malta from Silicon
Valley especially through the transnational corporations and their subsidiaries. This would again
be accompanied by the migration of transnational corporate professionals. The prevalence of
different types of temporary migration is thus increasing, and these IT transnational corporates
and entrepreneurs exemplify what has been pointed out by Triandafyllidou (2018) as “flexible
temporariness”, where people can and do circulate relatively freely within an enhanced mobility
regime as the EU or other regions of the world, where trade blocs are contracted.
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The mobility of such economic actors in a globalizing world (Urry, 2016), encompassing
transnational corporate professionals, international students, respectively the circular migrants
and transnational entrepreneurs alike, emphasizes clearly the globalization from below - as
individual practices of transnational economic actors (Beaverstock, 2004; Yamamura, 20212). Yet,
it also shows how much their mobilities and thus the functioning of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem is embedded also in policy structures and further institutional contexts. Such mobility
of transnational actors is encouraged and fostered by the freedom of movement for EU citizens
within the trade bloc, which enables labor mobility of workers as crucial economic actors and
facilitates the emergence of transnational entrepreneurial practices. Prior to the UK Brexit out of
the EU, the transnational connections to the UK were particularly meaningful to the development
of transnational entrepreneurial activities undertaken by transnational migrant entrepreneurs in
Malta.
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Table 3: Forms of transnational mobilities in the entrepreneurial ecosystem of the IT industry:

Mobile persons Category Migration policy/scheme

International graduates Human resources EU free movement

International academics Human resources EU free movement

Circular migration of return Entrepreneurs EU free movement

entrepreneurs

Circular and temporary migration | Support Networks EU free movement; temporary

of entrepreneurs business trips

Corporate Professionals Service-Providers Highly skilled, intra-corporate
transferees

Transnational investors/VCs Investors Investors visa or citizenship
schemes

Temporary migration/business Governmental EU free movement; temporary

travels Agencies business trips

Beyond such mobilities where economic actors themselves are in a transnational migration, be it
temporary or on a longer term, the transnationalism in the IT industry goes beyond the actual
mobility (Urry, 2016). Even physically not migrating, thus, immobile governmental practitioners
are involved in overall transnational networks and are part of a transnational network from
previous mobility experiences or the transnational practices (Faist, 2000). Indeed, transnational
practices are ubiquitous especially in this industry where the actual business activities are
embedded in a digitally connected footloose network. As to the questions of who is who, where
and why, that might arise in this complex context of different ecosystems, with their locations
and actors, simply put, the most mobile economic actors tend to be the migrant entrepreneurs
themselves, but also institutional actors, such as the public and private support organizations of
the entrepreneurial ecosystems we have interviewed, can be in transnational mobility
themselves but are definitely engaged in transnational activities within the network of
entrepreneurial ecosystems for the sake of their economic interests. Economic interest goes
beyond the actual trading of goods or services as in the view of transnational migrant
entrepreneurs and corporate institutional actors. It also encompasses the larger picture of
creating and contributing to a fruitful local entrepreneurial ecosystem that is connected and
embedded in the network of entrepreneurial ecosystems globally. This clearly indicates how the
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phenomenon of transnational entrepreneurship is contextualized in the debate on globalization
from below (Matthews and Vega 2012; Portes, 1997).

V. Discussion: the transnational connectedness of IT industry networks and mobilities

The differentiation between globalization from below and the drivers and economic forces of
trade liberalization from above, is indeed legitimate when focusing on the dynamics that create
social inequalities and informal economies (Mathews and Vega, 2012; Portes, 1997). Our take on
the debate on globalization from below does not deny such issues but complements the
discourse to the connection between these structures and contexts and the agency and actions
of economic actors from below. Taking a more contextual approach to the embeddedness of
transnational entrepreneurship in different institutional structures and transnational social
network, we contribute to an understanding of transnational entrepreneurship through the
analysis of the conditions for their emergence, within localized, yet highly connected
entrepreneurial ecosystems. We therefore respond to calls for further analysis and
conceptualization of the connectedness of entrepreneurial ecosystems (Wurth et al., 2021;
Yamamura, 2022) by taking an actor-centered perspective. With a consideration of at the micro-
level of actors and their practices in the shaping of globalization, we show how these actors and
their different transnational connectedness, their different contextual embeddedness
participate in the diverse and plural perspectives on globalization processes (Yamamura and
Lassalle, 2019). There are several implications of these findings for our research question on the
role played by transnational connections of different institutional actors in the development of
transnational entrepreneurship and through that, the contextualization of transnational
entrepreneurship of the IT industry. We identify three contributions to such understanding.

First, although the digital economy is one typical example for a footloose industry, where the
economic activities are independent from locational circumstances, such as supplies or
transportation, as it is a knowledge-based industry, the findings still show the crucial importance
of location of the industry itself due to several aspects. For the knowledge production and
circulation, the IT corporations as well as entrepreneurs require also hard infrastructure (Knight
et al., 2012), such as the internet backbone and also industries manufacturing the hardware for
the used technologies. The creation of such IT hubs is, as very well-known from the case of Silicon
Valley, actively supported by local policies (Saxenian, 1996). In spite of the footloose IT industry,
the entrepreneurial ecosystem consists of localized and collaborating economic actors. In such
regions, human resources also concentrate through the incubators and other skill-building
institutions (Yamamura and Lassalle, 2020; Nkusi et al., 2020). The digital economy thus is an
industry where the globalization mechanisms can be traced in terms of localization of economic
actors in different entrepreneurial ecosystems that are part of the regional and global economy
(Schafer and Henn, 2018; Yamamura and Lassalle, 2020), showing a middling way between
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globalization from below (by individual actors and their individual practices) and above (through
networked global players and service providers from MNCs).This paper demonstrates how local
entrepreneurial ecosystems (including transnational entrepreneurs from below) cannot be
analyzed without considering the broader context of the global economy. In fact, this study
shows how entrepreneurial ecosystems are interconnected at different scalar levels, through
different actors. This echoes recent debates on the interdependence of entrepreneurial
ecosystems (Wurth et al., 2021) as well as the multi-dimensional and multi-scalar embeddedness
of transnational entrepreneurship (Yamamura and Lassalle, 2022; Yamamura, 2022). The
interactions of such economic actors and their transnational networks with different elements
and dimensions of different entrepreneurial ecosystems exemplifies the importance combining
these perspectives in our understanding of transnational entrepreneurship. In accordance with
literature on the spatialization of migrant-led diversity (Yamamura, 2021%), we demonstrate how
transnational connections are still localized even in the digital age (see also Andreotti and Solano,
2019).

Second, the transnational connectedness of entrepreneurial ecosystems also illustrates the
multi-layered diversity of transnational connections within the overall IT industry, connecting
different economic actors with each other - both in intra- and cross-categorical transnational
connections. Such interwoven transnational connections beyond the categories of economic
actors and activities reflect the complexity of globalization and call for a holistic perspective on
analyzing the industry with different actors contributing to transnational entrepreneurship.
Indeed, this is where we find the plurality of globalizations from below rather than observing
mono-dimensional transnationalization of the entrepreneurial environment.

Third, the digitalization of society and the development of technology makes the connectedness
of transnational contacts stronger and allows them to communicate and share everyday practices
across borders, yet mobilities of the people are still needed (Ash et al. 2018; Yamamura, 2021%).
For transnational economic practices and for transnational entrepreneurship to emerge, the
face-to-face interactions and the personal networking remain crucial for developing and
maintaining transnational connections (Chen and Wellman, 2009; Brzozowski et al., 2017;
Lassalle et al., 2020; Solano, 2019). Such need for mobility of actors across borders is in fact
reflected in the connectedness mentioned in the findings, and also particularly allude to the
increased temporariness of such movements, yet within specific enhanced migration regimes
(Trenz and Triandafyllidou, 2017). In times of an ever-increasing mobility (Urry, 2016), even
borderless free movements within economic regions such as the EU single market, the flows of
capital, goods, but also knowledge and most importantly people have become a ubiquitous
phenomenon. With the increasing mobility there is a diversification, if not a superdiversification
(Vertovec, 2007), of the societies occurring, with not only the ethnic and religious backgrounds
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of the migrant population becoming more diverse, but also diversification also observed in issues
of legal statuses and migration channels as in the case of Malta and the Silicon Valley. We find
circular migrations between educational institutions to support networks or even entrepreneurs,
temporary migration of professionals and entrepreneurs especially in terms of EU free
movement to get hold of investors and new entrepreneurial ecosystems, and also migrant
entrepreneurs taking opportunity to benefit from their knowledge circulation and accumulation
through such transnational networks. These diversifications of mobilities is another dimension of
superdiversity in contextual entrepreneurship involving transnational migrant entrepreneurs
(Yamamura and Lassalle, 2021). The globalizations from below in the IT industry thus are enabled
and enhanced by transnational migrant practices of individuals and their transnational
connections.

VI. Conclusion

Basing on interviews with institutional actors of the IT industry and its entrepreneurial ecosystem
of the Maltese Silicon Valletta, along with those of the Silicon Valley, this paper illustrates how
entrepreneurial ecosystems of the IT industry are transnationally connected and embedded in
the network of IT backbone hubs rather than following the global financial economy. By
presenting and conceptualizing the connectedness of entrepreneurial ecosystems, we respond
to calls to consider their interdependence (Wiirth et al., 2021). In the trans- and inter-scalar
connectedness of entrepreneurial ecosystems at different levels of institutional actors have also
been detected in recent research (Yamamura, 2022). Further, rather than following the logic of
global cities network, the flows of people, information and capitals in the IT industry, consisting
of institutional actors, entrepreneurial leaders and transnational entrepreneurs operating in the
IT industry alike, follow its own specific global network of innovative entrepreneurial
environments that are linked to technical infrastructure and other policy contexts. Such policy
contexts are trade blocs and migration regimes, but also involve localized policies for
entrepreneurial ecosystems like the Silicon Valletta and the Silicon Valley, which contribute to
specific patterns of mobility and thus transnationality in IT entrepreneurship.

While there are limitations with regards to the specific case of the connection between the rather
nascent small state entrepreneurial ecosystem of Silicon Valletta and the well-established Silicon
Valley, the analysis of transnational connections from an individual perspective demonstrates
the highly interwoven IT industry that consists of intra- and cross-categorical networks of the
different economic actors within subfields of the industry. Further research from the
entrepreneurial perspectives based on entrepreneurs’ experiences could also complement the
narratives of the IT industry actors. The complexity of such transnational connectedness is indeed
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the context of transnational entrepreneurship, particularly in the IT industry, and require an
analysis which goes beyond the solely entrepreneurial perspective on transnational practices and
networks. Transnational entrepreneurship with its multiple contexts is embedded in the overall
transnational networks and practices of the IT industry in different locations. And the diversity of
transnational mobilities that emerge and enhance the transnational entrepreneurship can also
only be understood in its overall contextual embeddedness.

By taking such an industrial view and multi-categorical perspective on the economic actors of the
IT industry, we demonstrate the necessity of the multiplicity of transnational connections and
networks for entrepreneurial endeavors in the IT industry. This paper calls for a more holistic
analysis of industry-related entrepreneurial ecosystems for transnational entrepreneurship, yet
based on the practices and networks of individual economic actors, to better understand and
contextualize embeddedness of transnational entrepreneurship as part of the globalizations
from below. Thus, the future research agenda is to further scrutinize the connectedness of
entrepreneurial ecosystem from such industrial actor-based view and to gather more empirical
evidence that could inform policy-makers even more specifically on the potential and the
possible strategies to transnationalize entrepreneurial ecosystems to support transnational
(migrant) entrepreneurs. In fact, in view of the character of the IT industry, such analytical
framework that consider transnationally and multi-categorially connected entrepreneurial
ecosystems as presented could also be transferred to other knowledge intensive sectors.
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