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A B S T R A C T 

Objective: The objective of this paper is to investigate how diaspora and returnee 

entrepreneurs use networks in the country of origin (COO) and country of residence 

(COR) and which benefits they gain from such networks. 

Research Design & Methods: The exploratory case study research was chosen. Face-

to-face semi-structured interviews with the entrepreneurs were conducted to identify 

their network dynamics. 

Findings: Ghanaian diaspora entrepreneurs benefit mainly from networks in the COR 

and Ghanaian returnee entrepreneurs from networks in the COO. These findings are 

not fully consistent with the assumption of previous scholars that diaspora and re-

turnee entrepreneurs intensively use both COO and COR networks. 

Implications & Recommendations: The network usage of diaspora and returnee en-

trepreneurs varies to a large extent depending on industry, personal background and 

human capital. It is necessary to research more intensively the heterogeneity within 

diaspora entrepreneurship. 

Contribution & Value Added: This paper contributes to the development of under-

standing of heterogeneity in diaspora and returnee entrepreneurship. The cases pre-

sent that the degree and balance of mixed embeddedness of returnee and diaspora 

entrepreneurs in COO and COR may differ to a large extent and they influence how 

they benefit from different type of networks in both countries.  
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INTRODUCTION 

It is almost a universally accepted truth worldwide that migration is a pervasive and still 

up-and-coming phenomenon in societies that become more transnational. In 2010, 32.5 

million foreigners lived in the EU, representing 6.5% of the total EU population and 9.4% 

are born abroad (Vasileva, 2011). While migration is not a new phenomenon, in most 

recent times, rapid technology development has increased the number of migrants 

worldwide and changed the nature of migration. The advancement of transportation 

technology has reduced barriers for people to travel between countries and innovative 

communication technologies enable migrants to stay in touch with their home countries 

(Tung, 2008). The term ‘diaspora’ certainly helps us in understanding this transformation 

in its very nature. Diaspora is a certain type of migrants and refers to the people living 

outside of their country of origin (COO), yet maintain strong linkages with their COO 

(Safran, 1991; Riddle, 2008). While ‘diaspora’ is a concept describing a group of people, 

diasporan is an individual member of a diaspora.  

As a result of this societal change, migration paths are more complex than before as 

phenomena like ‘circular migration’ (Newland, 2009) or return migration (Zhao, 2002; 

Dustmann & Weiss, 2007) suggest. The motivation for migration has also become even 

more diversified than before as described in migration literature (e.g. Cohen, 2003). 

Therefore, it is not easy to understand diasporans’ economic activities due to the inher-

ent heterogeneity and transnational characteristics of their business, even though their 

entrepreneurial activities play an important role in the economy of many countries both 

on the micro and macro level (Aliaga-Isla & Rialp, 2012). For these reasons, there is a 

strong need to understand the nature and mechanism of their economic activities. 

This study takes a very early step to tackle the inherent heterogeneity of diaspora 

entrepreneurship, to look at diaspora entrepreneurs, diasporans who conduct entrepre-

neurial activities in a country of residence (COR) and returnees who have spent several 

years outside the COO and returned to become entrepreneurs. The study aims to better 

understand the potential impact of entrepreneur’s network dynamics in both COO and 

COR on their entrepreneurial activities. 

We address mainly two research gaps. First, previous research has not fully investi-

gated the difference between diaspora entrepreneurs and returnee entrepreneurs. In 

fact, researches on these two topics have been done rather separately. We understand 

the returnee entrepreneur as a certain type of diaspora entrepreneurs, as returnee en-

trepreneurs are subsumed under diaspora entrepreneurs, if they have not returned to 

COO and, therefore, should not be separately investigated. Against this background, 

typological issues of diaspora entrepreneurship in the previous literature are discussed in 

the next section. In order to understand commonalities and differences between these 

two types of entrepreneurs, we analyze both types by paying special attention to poten-

tial differences. Besides that, the presence of returnee entrepreneurs has been consid-

ered on the macro level mainly in the context of knowledge and technology transfer 

(Tung, 2008; Saxenian, 2002; Wadhwa et al., 2011) and their economic contribution to 

their COO (Filatotchev et al., 2009; Wang, Zweig & Lin, 2011). However, we still do not 

know much about their entrepreneurial activities on the micro level and their specific 

patterns. This study addresses this research gap by exploring the impact of networks on 
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their entrepreneurial activities. For these reasons, we raise the following research ques-

tions: (i) how do diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs use their networks in their COO 

and COR? (ii) What are the benefits of networks in their entrepreneurial activities? 

In order to respond to these research questions, we developed two case studies: one 

with a Ghanaian diaspora entrepreneur in Germany, who immigrated to Germany and 

became entrepreneur, and Ghanaian returnee entrepreneur who lived in Germany and 

returned to Ghana to start his own business. We intentionally chose Ghana for our em-

pirical cases, as previous research on returnee entrepreneurship has overemphasized a 

few COO such as India, China and Taiwan (Saxenian, 2002; Wright et al., 2008; Murphy, 

1999; Liu et al., 2010). While these countries have probably benefited from resources 

and contributions of returnee entrepreneurs more than other countries, this phenome-

non is also relevant to other countries. Moreover, we also deliberately selected entre-

preneurs in the non-technology industry, as earlier literature focuses mainly on returning 

experts of the information and communication technology industry (Saxenian, 2002; 

Wright et al., 2008; Liu et al., 2010; Kenney, Breznitz & Murphree, 2013). Semi-

structured interviews have been conducted and the collected data was structured and 

interpreted in a rather explorative way to get first impressions about the role of net-

works in their entrepreneurial activities. 

The structure of this study is as follows. First, we present the current research status 

of diaspora entrepreneurship and returnee entrepreneurship as well as entrepreneurial 

networks. Second, we briefly develop our assumption in terms of the potential roles of 

networks in entrepreneurial activities of diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs. Third, the 

empirical approach is explained. Fourth, we present two cases. After that, we discuss 

findings in the light of the research questions and present our contributions as well as 

limitations. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Diaspora Entrepreneurship and Returnee Entrepreneurship  

By now, ‘diaspora’ has often been treated as a synonym for the Jewish diaspora or other 

classical diaspora groups such as Armenians and Greeks by some dictionaries and re-

searchers (Sheffer, 2003). Most recently, this term is used far beyond these groups. ‘Di-

aspora’ is understood as a more universal concept which describes “ethnic minority 

groups of migrant origins residing and acting in host countries but maintaining strong 

sentimental and material links with their countries of origin” (Sheffer, 1986, p. 

3).According to Safran (1991), the concept of diaspora is applied to groups of people 

being dispersed from their original homeland who are characterized by shared collective 

memory, vision, or myth about their COO. Diasporan refers to a member of diaspora. 

Diasporans have therefore a strong emotional connection to their COO (Safran, 1991). 

More recently, Brubaker (2005, p. 5-7) regards diasporans, based on Sheffer’s (2003) 

definition, as people who meet the criteria of dispersion, homeland orientation and 

boundary maintenance. 

Diasporans’ economic engagement plays an important role in the world economy 

(Aliaga-Isla & Rialp, 2012). Statistics show that the remittances from diasporans play an 

essential role in the economy of COOs. In 2014, the total remittance flow was projected 

to reach 435 billion USD, which is 5% higher compared to 2013 (World Bank, 2014:3). 
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Among different types of economic engagement of diasporans, their entrepreneurial 

activities have attracted increasing attention from researchers as a form of alternative 

economic adoptions to becoming an employee of existing firms(Portes et al., 2002; 

Eraydin et al., 2010). Diasporans often become entrepreneurs based on different motiva-

tions. Some are more necessity-driven by difficulties in finding a job in the COR, while 

others recognize entrepreneurial opportunities (Chrysostome, 2010) they feel attracted 

by.Diaspora entrepreneurs often address unique opportunities due to their ‘mixed em-

beddedness’ in the COO and COR (Kloosterman, van der Leun & Rath, 1999.). Mixed 

embeddedness describes the integration of immigrant entrepreneurs who are involved 

not only in social networks of immigrants and COO, but also in the socio-economic and 

politico-institutional environment of the COR (Kloosterman & Rath, 2002). Mixed em-

beddedness also allows them to access diaspora resources including diaspora networks 

(Kuznetsov, 2006), cognitive diversity (Clydesdale, 2008) and intercultural competencies 

(Westwood et al., 2000). 

Research on diaspora entrepreneurship is still in an infant stage. There is multitude 

of similar and related concepts to entrepreneurial activities of diasporans such as ethnic 

(minority) entrepreneurship (Zhou, 2004; Volery, 2007; Clark & Drinkwater, 2010), immi-

grant entrepreneurship (Rath & Kloosterman, 2000; Light, Bhachu & Karageorgis, 1993; 

Piperopoulos, 2010), transnational diaspora entrepreneurship (Nkongolo-Bakenda & 

Chrysostome, 2013; Kyle, 1999; Riddle et al., 2010) and returnee entrepreneurship 

(Wright et al., 2008; Filatotchev et al., 2009; Liu et al., 2010; Kenney, Breznitz & Mur-

phree, 2013). While there have been some attempts to develop a typology of immi-

grants’ business activities such as the ones of Landolt, Autler and Baires (1999) and Drori, 

Honig and Wright (2009), current research still suffers from a lack of common definitions. 

To avoid terminological confusions, we clarify our understanding of different conceptual 

categories of diaspora entrepreneurship. 

Ethnic (minority) entrepreneurship and immigrant entrepreneurship are often used 

as synonyms and are defined as ‘a set of connections and regular patterns of interaction 

among people sharing common national background or migration experiences’ 

(Waldinger, Aldrich & Ward, 1990b, p. 3). This concept originates from the USA where 

migrants have been over-presented in the small business sector (Barret et al., 1996). 

According to Volery (2007, p. 31), markets with dominant ethnic entrepreneurs are char-

acterized by ‘low barriers of entry in terms of required capital and educational qualifica-

tions, small-scale production, high labor-intensity and low added value, while cutthroat 

competition reigns.’ The motivation to become self-employed of ethnic entrepreneurs 

has been described mainly as necessity-driven (Volery, 2007). The concept has gradually 

evolved from the original stereotype of ethnic small business run by low skilled migrants 

towards more diversified sectors. 

While the concept of ethnic and immigrant entrepreneurship focuses on the social 

and political positions of migrants in their host countries, the one of diaspora entrepre-

neurship is unique in regard of valuing diasporic characteristics such as mixed embed-

dedness (Kloosterman, van der Leun & Rath, 1999) and emotional connections to COO 

(Safran, 1991). Therefore, diaspora entrepreneurship is not limited to the first generation 

as ethnic and immigrant entrepreneurs but covers also the second and third generation 

of migrants. 
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Similar to the concept of diaspora entrepreneurship, there is a concept called dias-

pora transnational (international) entrepreneurship (Elo & Freiling, 2015; Nkongolo-

Bakenda & Chrysostome, 2013; Riddle et al., 2010; Chen & Tan, 2009). Transnational 

entrepreneurs are defined as foreign born, self-employed persons who engage in entre-

preneurial activities in which they need to travel abroad frequently and entrepreneurs’ 

critical resources are located mainly in their COO (Portes, Guarnizo, & Haller, 2002). As 

visible in this definition, this concept focuses rather on transnationalism of entrepreneur-

ial activities. 

In this paper, we understand diaspora entrepreneurship based on their characteris-

tics and emotional homeland connection without the transnational dimension applied to 

the above-mentioned concept of diaspora transnational entrepreneurship. Networks of 

diaspora transnational entrepreneurs are transnational due to the nature of their busi-

ness. However, diaspora entrepreneurs without transnational economic activities may 

also have networks both in COO and COR due to their mixed embeddedness. For this 

reason, we intentionally focus on diaspora entrepreneurship as well as returnee entre-

preneurship, both without the strong focus on transnational business nature. 

Returnee entrepreneurship is a sub-type of diaspora entrepreneurship according to 

Drori, Honig and Wright(2009). In this paper, we define returnee entrepreneurs as indi-

viduals who gathered vocational or educational experiences as diasporans in developed 

countries before returning to their COOs to establish their own businesses. Since they 

belong to diasporas, they possess comparable characteristics, including mixed embed-

dedness and homeland orientation and resources, to diaspora entrepreneurs. Returnee 

entrepreneurs have considerable influence on the economy of the COO, especially from 

the perspective of knowledge transfer. Migrants have been associated with a loss of 

knowledge and skill to the COO, often perceived as a ‘brain drain’ (Bhagwati & Hamada, 

1974, pp. 19-41). However, when these migrants return to their COO by circular migra-

tion (Venturini, 2008), they also bring back their human capital and the COO experience, 

which can be described as a ‘brain gain’ (Riddle, 2008). Saxenian (2005) retitles this phe-

nomenon as a ‘brain circulation’, which has positive impacts on both COO and COR. 

Drori, Honig and Wright (2009, p. 1006) define them as “scientist and engineers re-

turning to their home country to start a venture after several years of business experi-

ence in other (developed) countries”. In a similar vein, Liu et al. (2010, p. 1184) define 

returnees as ‘scientists and engineers or students who trained or studied in OECD coun-

tries and returned to their native countries to start up a new venture or work for a local 

company’. As indicated in their definitions, most of the previous research in this field 

focuses on highly skilled returnee entrepreneurs especially in the high-tech industry from 

China, India and Taiwan. Their contribution to the establishment of high-tech firms and 

science parks in their COOs has been the focus of attention (Wright et al., 2008; Dai & 

Liu; 2009; Filatochev et al., 2009; Liu et al., 2010; Kenney, Breznitz & Murphree, 2013). 

However, research beyond those countries and on other industries is limited, even 

though the phenomenon of returnee entrepreneurs is relevant far beyond. African na-

tions, such as Ghana, are not well considered (except cf. Black et al., 2003) although 

playing a role in this context. In a similar vein, a returnee does not necessarily have to be 

a highly skilled expert to contribute to the development of his COO. Less skilled diaspo-

rans returning to their COO and becoming entrepreneurs also have an important influ-
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ence on the local economy, as they bring back human capital which can be useful to the 

COO (Elo, 2014). They improve their human capital through their experience in a new 

cultural and societal environment in COR, adapting to a new culture, learning a different 

language and gaining knowledge in a certain industry. 

According to Liu and associates (2010), returnee entrepreneurs possess unique char-

acteristics that differentiate them from non-returnee entrepreneurs: (i) idiosyncratic 

human capital resources; (ii) specific social capital. First, they argue that high-skilled 

returnee entrepreneurs have an access to broader pools of human capital resources due 

to acquired academic knowledge through general education, scientific and technical 

training, and practical business skills. While their arguments are obviously developed for 

the returnees with high skills, this can be also applied to the low-skilled returnees. Even 

when they do not acquire academic knowledge from higher educational institutes, dias-

porans gather unique experience as well as knowledge through education, vocation and 

even private life in CORs. Through being embedded in the COR society, diasporans learn 

various things including language, culture, values, technology, markets and even institu-

tions (Riddle & Brinkerhoff, 2011). Such experience during the time in the COR enriched 

human capital of returnee entrepreneurs. Second, Liu and associates (2010) discuss that 

unique social capital of returnees may develop which involves both relational and struc-

tural resources (Cooper & Yin, 2005). Since this justification does not exclude low-skilled 

returnees, low-skilled returnees are assumed to possess such social capital, which even-

tually has an impact on their business. 

Considering the discussion above, this paper focuses on returnee entrepreneurs in 

Ghana in non-skill intensive industry for the purpose of extending the existing literature 

and discovering new insights from different country context. In order to research return-

ee entrepreneurship in a broader context, we extend the definition of Drori, Honig & 

Wright(2009) and define returnee entrepreneurs as diasporans leaving their COO for 

educational, labor and/or business opportunities, returning after several years to their 

COO to start a venture. 

Network Theory in Entrepreneurship 

According to Hoang and Antoncic (2003), who made one of the major contributions in 

network research in the context of entrepreneurship by their literature review, research 

on networks within the field of entrepreneurship emerged as an important stream in the 

late 1980’s. Starting with Aldrich and Zimmer (1986) who argued that the embeddedness 

of entrepreneurs in social networks plays a critical role in the entrepreneurial process, 

a number of scholars agree that networks have a considerable importance to entrepre-

neurship (Davidsson & Honig, 2003; Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Shane & Cable, 2002; 

Slotte-Kock & Coviello, 2009). 

Based on their extensive literature review, Hoang and Antoncic (2003) identified 

three main research areas: (i) the nature of the content that is exchanged between ac-

tors; (ii) governance mechanisms in relationships; and (iii) the network structure created 

by the cross-cutting relationships between actors. Slotte-Koch & Coviello (2009) addi-

tionally considered the process of network within the field of entrepreneurship. 

The research on network content is highly related to network benefits. Researchers 

have argued that the role of networks for entrepreneurs is to access both tangible and 

intangible resources. A few studies focused on tangible resources such as capital (Light, 
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1984; Zimmer & Aldrich, 1987; Chen & Tan, 2009). Byusing networks, entrepreneurs gain 

access to financial capital including financing by angel investors and venture capitalists 

(Hoang & Yi, 2015). 

Previous research put stronger emphasis on intangible resources such as emotional 

support, which reduces entrepreneurs’ perception of risk (Brüderl & Preisendörfer, 1998; 

Gimeno et al., 1997). Another key benefit of networks for entrepreneurs is the access to 

different information. Freeman (1999) argues that social ties to various actors may pro-

vide entrepreneurs with market information and the access to key talent. A number of 

studies confirmed that networks also help entrepreneurs to recognize entrepreneurial 

opportunities (Joannisson, 1990; Birley, 1985; Ozgen & Baron, 2007). 

Such intangible network benefits originate from entrepreneurial role models within 

networks. For instance, Klyver, Hindle & Meyer, 2008) found that personal ties to entre-

preneurs offer an entrepreneurial role model, which increases the probability of becom-

ing an entrepreneur. The importance of the presence of entrepreneurial role models 

within networks are confirmed by other researchers as well (Hoang and Gimeno, 2010; 

Nocolaou & Birley, 2003). 

A network has different dimensions. According to O’Donnell et al. (2002), one of the 

most common dimensions used for entrepreneurship research is formal and informal 

(social) network (Brown & Butler, 1993). The inter-organizational network describes all 

formal linkages, the contacts new firms are embedded in, and that define “the opportu-

nities potentially available” and related to business organizations and maybe even non-

profit organizations (Uzzi, 1996). In contrast, social networks rest on personal, not organ-

izational relationships with the informal contacts entrepreneurs have – such as family, 

kinship and friends. 

When investigating networks in entrepreneurship, researchers should be aware of 

the difference in terms of the nature of network such as size, centrality and density 

(Brüderl & Preisendörfer, 1996). Size and centrality display the amount of resources an 

entrepreneur can attain from a certain network. The density, in contrast, describes the 

extent to which an entrepreneur can reach new information (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003). 

Granovetter (1973) highlighted the role of weak ties and argues that entrepreneurs can 

benefit from ties that are located outside the regular contacts (weak ties). Weak ties are 

loose relationships between individuals which can extend networks by linking individuals 

and organizations. These weak ties can also function to bridge the so-called “structural 

holes” (Burt, 1992), which means that entrepreneurs can benefit from developing ties 

that bridge unconnected actors. In contrast, Coleman (1990) develops the ‘network clo-

sure argument’ which states that networks of strong ties enable information transfer 

because they prove commitment, understanding and trust. Following this reasoning, 

Arenius and De Clercq (2005) suggest that a ‘high level of cohesion’, a network of many 

strong ties, is effective in terms of knowledge transfer. 

There are several benefits entrepreneurs can gain from their networks. One of the 

main benefits is an access to new information and knowledge through network, which 

supports their opportunity recognition (Arenius & De Clercq, 2005). Second, networks 

with (potential) customers and suppliers are useful to entrepreneurs in order to build 

reputation as well as to gain market information (Brown & Butler, 1993; Shane & Cable, 

2002). Third, entrepreneurs can receive informal financial capital from network partici-
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pants. Besides the economic support, networks especially with family can offer emotion-

al support, motivation as well as unpaid labor (Brüderl & Preisendörfer, 1996). 

While a few studies have been conducted on this topic in this context (Smans et al., 

2014; Harima, 2014; Zhoug & Liu, 2015; Mustafa & Chen, 2010), the way how diaspora 

and returnee entrepreneurs use their network is still underexplored.On one side, diaspo-

rans and returnees are assumed to have an access to extensive networks both inCOOs 

and CORs due to their mixed embeddedness. There are, however, some studies which 

argue that they lose their social capital due to long absence in their COOs and therefore 

do not gain significant benefits from networks for their entrepreneurial activities (Wahba 

& Zenou, 2011). 

Previous research shows different results in terms of network structure of returnee 

entrepreneurs. Farquharson and Pruthi (2015) find that Chinese returnee entrepreneurs 

greatly rely on strong ties with family and close friends back in China during the process 

of establishing a business and weak ties with governmental agencies in COR. There is, 

however, a contradictory study that claims that returnee entrepreneurs work more 

closely with the Chinese government and the role of friends in China is more important 

to local entrepreneurs than returnees (Vanhonacker, Zweig & Chung, 2005). 

In the next section, we will briefly discuss the possible impact of different types of 

networks on diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs based on findings of previous re-

search. 

Current Research Status on Ghanaian Diaspora and Returnee Entrepreneurs 

To understand the overall constellation of Ghanaian diaspora and returnee entrepre-

neurs, we start with general information about migration between Ghana and Germany. 

Ghana is one of the representative nations of diasporans and migrants living in Germany. 

According to statistics, Ghanaians are the largest group of migrants from Sub-Saharan 

Africa in Germany (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2013). Furthermore, Ghana’s economy has 

been rapidly growing in the last years, which attracts overseas Ghanaians to return to 

their COO eventually to become returnee entrepreneurs. 

Ghanaian diasporans have not attracted much research attention, especially in the 

context of entrepreneurship. There are only a few studies conducted on Ghanaian re-

turnees, but mostly on the macro level (Nieswand, 2009; Black, King & Tiemoko, 2003; 

Ammassari, 2004; Black & Castaldo, 2009). We still know little about how Ghanaian dias-

pora and returnee entrepreneurs benefit from their networks. However, some former 

research contributions illuminate the situation where Ghanaian diasporans are placed. 

Previous research on Ghanaian returnees has mainly focused on the role of capital trans-

fers (Black & Castaldo, 2009) and on home country contributions of high-skilled return-

ees (Ammassari, 2004; Avle, 2014). For instance, Avle (2014) finds that the main motiva-

tion of returnee entrepreneurs to return to Ghana is to support the development of their 

home country, and secondarily to benefit from economic opportunities. These findings 

support the findings by Riddle (2008) that returnees have strong linkages and emotional 

ties to the COO during the time abroad and want to support the development of their 

homelands with their human, social and financial capital they have gained abroad. 
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Networks of Ghanaian Diaspora and Returnee Entrepreneurs 

In this part, we discuss from which networks Ghanaian diaspora entrepreneurs in Ger-

many and Ghanaian returnee entrepreneurs who got back from Germany can possibly 

benefit in their economic activities– and how, based on the literature. The aim of this 

section is not to develop concrete research propositions, but rather developing our un-

derstanding of overall constellations of such entrepreneurs including country-specific 

conditions and environment, which is required to explore their network dynamics. 

Due to the mixed embeddedness (Kloosterman, van der Leun & Rath, 1999), Ghana-

ian diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs are assumed to have different types of net-

works in Ghana and Germany. When they are first generation migrants, they are likely to 

still have strong ties with their family and relatives as well as friends and acquaintances 

in Ghana. As indicated by Wahba and Zenou (2011), they may have lost some of weak 

ties during the time they spent abroad. Additionally, it may also be the case that they 

have some formal networks such as business relationships with former employers, col-

leagues and some contacts with companies (suppliers or customers) when they have 

working experience in their COO prior to their migration to Germany. Particularly for 

returnee entrepreneurs, they may have some additional networks established after their 

return such as community with other returnees. 

Many years of experience in Germany allows Ghanaian diaspora and returnee entre-

preneurs to establish extensive networks there as well. They are assumed to have estab-

lished informal networks such as family and relatives as well as friends and acquaintanc-

es and formal networks through vocational experience in Germany. Additionally, they 

are often in regular contact with the ‘diaspora community’ (diaspora network) in Germa-

ny. Diaspora networks can both be informal and formal. Chrysostome and Arcand (2009) 

also find that the Ghanaian ethnic market niche, the ethnic social network, the ethnic 

labor and the ethnic emotional support are significant benefits for Ghanaian diasporans. 

Network types of diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs are visualized in Figure 1 and 

Figure 2. 

As for network benefits, Ghanaian diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs are as-

sumed to be able to gain the following benefits from networks: (i) access to information 

and knowledge, (ii) access to customers and suppliers, (iii) reputation, (iv) access to fi-

nancial support, (v) access to human resources, and (vi) emotional and motivational 

support. 

First, they are assumed to have easier access to information and knowledge about 

institutions, cultural norms as well as markets of both COO and COR through their net-

works (Harima, 2014; Vemuri, 2014). Being familiar with a certain institutional environ-

ment and having information on the target market reduce the difficulties in operating 

a business, and therefore may have a positive impact on their entrepreneurial activities 

(Zaheer, 1995). Second, networks allow them to access potential customers in both 

countries. Auster and Aldrich (1984) argue that diaspora entrepreneurs often target co-

ethnic customers. For instance, a Ghanaian ‘Afro-Shop’ in Germany, which sells Ghanaian 

food, products, and traditional clothing, is an example of such ethnic market niches. 

Third, a network can build up a sound reputation of entrepreneurs by recommendations 

as suggested by Shane and Cable (2002). Fourth, both diaspora and returnee entrepre-
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neurs may have an access to financial resources of co-ethnics (cf. Light, 1984; Zimmer & 

Aldrich, 1987). Due to diasporans’ emotional connection to the COO, diasporans often 

invest  
 

 

Figure 1. Networks of Diaspora Entrepreneurs 

Source: own elaboration. 

 

Figure 2. Networks of Returnee Entrepreneurs 

Source: own elaboration. 

in businesses of co-ethnics (Nielsen & Riddle, 2009; Light, Bhachu & Karageorgis, 1993; 

Gillespie et al., 1999). Additionally, there are many cases of diaspora entrepreneurs who 

finance their business through financial support from family members (Aldrich & Cliff, 

2003). Fifth, especially diaspora networks can offer low-wage labor as addressed by 

many researchers (Evans, 1989; Aldrich, Waldinger & Ward, 1990a; Basu & Goswani, 

1999; Altinay & Altinay, 2008). Such people may also offer skills specific to the ethnic 

groups. For the reason of solidarity with co-ethnics and/or difficulties in finding a job 
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outside of ethnic market niche, co-ethnics often work for low wages (Chrysostome & 

Arcand, 2009). As insufficient financial resource is one of the most frequently named 

reasons for entrepreneurial failure, reducing labor costs is assumed to be a substantial 

benefit to entrepreneurs. The last possible benefit is emotional and motivational sup-

port. Networks offer, for instance, successful entrepreneurial role models (Bosma et al., 

2012). Furthermore, patriotic sentiment of returnee entrepreneurs is assumed to be 

positively related to motivation maintenance toward entrepreneurial activities. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

The aim of this study is to explore network benefits of Ghanaian diaspora and returnee 

entrepreneurship by answering the following two research questions: (i) how do diaspo-

ra and returnee entrepreneurs use their networks in COO and COR? (ii) What are the 

benefits of networks in their entrepreneurial activities? 

To respond to these research questions, we employ an explorative research design 

that takes into account the rather early state of research in connection with the consid-

erable complexity of the topic. Prior research informs us about first insights but does not 

provide causal relationships that could undergo first empirical checks. Against this back-

ground, we are in an intermediate state that could advance our knowledge by collecting 

more data, trying to identify structures based on a growing body of data and preparing 

causality checks at a later point in time. Description of the relevant phenomena and first 

interpretations stand at the forefront of this step of research and do not call for a case 

sampling logic that is needed for dealing with already formulated research propositions 

for the sake of pattern matching in the Hayekian (Hayek, 1967) sense (cf. Yin, 2013; Ei-

senhardt, 1989). Whereas, for first reality checks of causalities, four or even more cases 

are needed (Yin, 2013; Eisenhardt, 1989), this kind of ‘early exploration’ intends to bene-

fit from understanding one case or a smaller number is useful for the first understanding 

(Lervik, 2011). Against this background, the question is whether to start data structuring 

and interpretation based on a single case or a situation with first comparisons. To gain 

first impressions beyond an often quite subjective single case, we chose the latter option 

to have the opportunity to contrast the cases without claiming for conducting a real 

cross-case analysis that would be more appropriate in later steps of the research pro-

cess. 

As for case selection, diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs are characterized by their 

social and cultural embeddedness in multiple contexts. Therefore, their network dynam-

ics are highly situational and specific to the context. This study does not intend to find 

universal patterns in terms of network benefits, but to develop our contextual under-

standing of the role of networks in Ghanaian diaspora and returnee entrepreneurship. 

Two cases have been carefully selected: one case with a Ghanaian diaspora entre-

preneur (Entrepreneur A) and the other with Ghanaian returnee entrepreneur (Entre-

preneur B). Entrepreneur A and entrepreneur B have similar backgrounds in terms of 

age, migration experience, and timing of starting a business. Choosing cases with compa-

rable backgrounds allows us to control extraneous variations (Eisenhardt, 1989). The 

purpose is not to make a direct comparison, but to highlight situational differences be-

tween diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs (Stake, 2010). Entrepreneur B has taken 

over a business of his mother and became the owner of the company. Although he did 
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not establish the company from the scratch, he drastically renewed a number of aspects 

of this business, which results in transforming the original company into a new one. Inso-

far, B can be regarded as an entrepreneur for this study. Table 1 comprises an overview 

of characteristics of entrepreneur A and B. 

Table 1. Profiles of Entrepreneur A and Entrepreneur B 
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A Male 20-55 1980-1985 
10-20 years craft 

business 

2000-2010 in 

Ghana 
Industrial 

Diaspora 

entrepreneur 

B Male 50-55 1980-1985 
10-20 years craft 

business 

2000-2010 in 

Ghana 
Service 

Returnee 

entrepreneur 

Source: own elaboration. 

Ghana has been chosen as a target country for this study. Ghanaian migrants show 

strong presence in Germany. In 2013, 24 790 persons with Ghanaian citizenship were 

registered in Germany (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2013), which is the largest number of 

migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa in Germany. The overall number of Ghanaian diaspo-

rans is assumed to be higher than official statistics as the number from Statistisches 

Bundesamt does not cover all of the Ghanaian diaspora in Germany and neglects, e.g., 

second- and third-generation Ghanaian migrants (Federal Ministry of Economic Coopera-

tion and Development, 2009, p. 7). 

Face-to-face semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted as amethod of col-

lecting emic knowledge of entrepreneurs in February 2015. The interview consists of 

three parts. The first part focuses on personal information about the interviewee and his 

company. The second part seeks information about the interviewee’s career progression 

in the past. The third part explicitly deals with network benefits. For the last part, inter-

view guideline was developed based on our assumption regarding networks of Ghanaian 

diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs described above. In the interview, mostly open-

ended questions were used in order “to have the participant reconstruct his or her expe-

rience within the topic under study” (Seidman, 2005, p. 15). 

The interviews took approximately 45 minutes and were recorded and transcribed in 

original language (German). Quotations used in this paper have been analogously trans-

lated by the authors. The transcripts of the interviews are analyzed in line with our as-

sumption above. For the sake of investigator triangulation (Denzin, 1970), two authors 

analyzed the transcribed interview text separately in line with a priori structure devel-

oped in the previous section. Moreover, for triangulation purposes, the research team 

collected additional data wherever possible (e.g. field observations, documents). 

Ghanaian Diaspora in Germany 

Before presenting the findings, the historical background of Ghanaian diaspora is briefly 

outlined. This information is helpful to understand special cultural and societal settings 

of Ghanaian diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs. There have been many reasons for 
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Ghanaians to migrate to other countries: in the first half of the 20th century, Ghanaians 

mostly migrated to English-speaking nations for educational or business purpose. Since 

the mid-1960s, political and social crises forced a number of Ghanaians to emigrate. The 

United Kingdom, Germany, and the Netherlands became primary destinations. In the 

1990s, the motive of having a better life without poverty and supporting the family back 

home by remittances became major reasons for migration (Federal Ministry for Econom-

ic Cooperation and Development, 2009, p. 7). Total remittances to Ghana in 2010 

reached 119 million USD, 8 million USD out of this total amount was transferred from 

Germany. The Ghanaian diaspora has a few organized communities in Germany. Those 

intend connecting and supporting co-ethnics as well as preserving Ghanaian culture. 

The migration relation between Ghana and Germany has recently experienced a cli-

max. Due to the economic growth in Ghana, Ghana has now joined in the trend of receiv-

ing returnees. In 2011, Ghana’s annual economic growth rate marked 15%, which is even 

higher than China’s (Harding, 2012). Motives for returning back to Ghana are not only to 

“seize opportunities from booming economy” (Hirsch, 2012), but also the intention to 

support the COO with the acquired skills as returning experts (cf. Ammassari, 2004; Avle, 

2014). The significance of returnee entrepreneurs has also been recognized by policy-

makers in Ghana. The Ghanaian government collaborates with the German government 

to support the knowledge transfer back to Ghana in official projects (CIM-Centre for 

International Migration and Development, 2015). 

Data Collection and Interpretation 

Entrepreneur A – Ghanaian Diaspora Entrepreneur in Germany 

Entrepreneur A is 54 years old and emigrated from Ghana to Germany in 1985 at the age 

of 24 due to the political turmoil in his home country. He finished his high school with 

the focus on economics in Ghana. In 1990, he started working in an automobile factory 

and became shift foreman soon after. Due to his responsibilities and labor-intensive daily 

work, entrepreneur A decided to become an entrepreneur. In the first three years, he 

was preparing for the establishment of his own cleaning company, while he still worked 

as a full-time employee of the factory. In 2003, he registered his company at the local 

chamber of commerce in Eastern Germany together with his wife. His company had 13 

employees at the time the interview was conducted. The maximum number of employ-

ees was about 40 when the business was most successful. 

Entrepreneur A already accumulated human capital resting on high-school educa-

tion in Ghana and 17 years of work experience in Germany including management expe-

rience as shift foreman in the factory before he started his own business. His business 

was strongly backed up by his family and close friends in Germany who supported him 

both emotionally and practically. For instance, entrepreneur A’s son developed a design 

for his business cards. His Ghanaian wife and daughter emotionally supported him. His 

German close friends played significant roles as well by offering advice and ideas for his 

business. Entrepreneur A also had certain connections with former colleagues, friends 

and acquaintances. This network can be described as weak ties, as he did not interact 

with them on a regular basis. These people sometimes provided business opportunities 

through recommendations. Besides that, entrepreneur A had a broad client network, 

some of which provided him with locations and opportunities where he could promote 
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his business and seek for new business opportunities. These clients also actively recom-

mended his business to others. Entrepreneur A perceives this network as very important 

to his business, since he values honesty in his business and, therefore, relies on a word-

of-mouth marketing of satisfied customers. 

Notably, entrepreneur A is the chairman of a Ghanaian diaspora association 

(founded in 1994) in a city where he lives in Germany. This network aims to preserve 

Ghanaian culture and language and has also contacts with other Ghanaian diaspora net-

works all over Europe. About 100 members belong to this association. These members 

support each other not only on the business level, but also on the private level. There are 

monthly meetings where many (60-70 on average) of the members get together. Being 

the chairman of this network allows him to have relationships with a number of Ghana-

ian diasporans in the region. Entrepreneur A hired several people from this network, 

who were seeking for a job. Entrepreneur A has relations with Ghanaian diasporans in 

other European countries such as France and the Netherlands, since there are meetings 

for Ghanaian diaspora associations from different countries. Such meetings with Ghana-

ian diasporans in Europe energize and motivate him to conduct his business further. 

His network in Ghana is limited only to informal contacts with his family and friends. 

Entrepreneur A described that they did not have any impact on his business in Germany, 

even though he regularly visits them in Ghana. Only very close friends know what Entre-

preneur A is doing in Germany. 

Entrepreneur B – Ghanaian Returnee Entrepreneur Back in Ghana 

Entrepreneur B is 53 years old and immigrated to Germany in 1984 after finishing his 

lower secondary education and working as a repairman in Ghana. Entrepreneur B chose 

Germany as he got a job offer from his relative to work in his restaurant. In 1987, entre-

preneur B started working for a shipyard company. Since then, he had worked there for 

20 years until the company went bankrupt. The bankruptcy of this firm was a turning 

point in his life. Actually, Entrepreneur B has supported his mother’s business in Ghana 

with his knowledge and tried in vain to establish an export business to Ghana - before he 

started his current business. In other words, he gathered somehow entrepreneurial ex-

perience while he was working for the shipyard company in Germany. Then he recog-

nized a business opportunity through a conversation with a former co-worker, which 

made him decide to return to Ghana to start his own business. 

After returning back to Ghana, he took over a bakery of his mother and started radi-

cally re-organizing her business. He knew the business well, as he had already been sup-

porting his mother with his knowledge from Germany. He renovated workflows and 

restructured the value-added process by providing new machines. This change enabled 

an innovation to an old small bakery. The company was registered in 2007, under entre-

preneur B’s name. Currently, 15 employees are working for his company. This company 

is not a family firm, since Entrepreneur B was the only one within his family who was 

involved in business and invested substantial amount of money. His siblings are not in-

volved in this business. His 82-year-old mother emotionally supports him. 

Lower secondary school education, 20 years of work experience in Germany and in-

dustry-specific experience by learning from his mother in his early age built up Entrepre-

neur B’s human capital, which is accompanied by his social capital. Entrepreneur B does 

not have many close friends both in Ghana and in Germany. He has two to three close 
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friends in each country with whom he can share any of his problems. In Germany, entre-

preneur B has an intensive network with his family (including his German wife). These 

strong ties supported him emotionally and also practically in his business, as they help 

him on both private and business levels whenever he has problems. Moreover, entre-

preneur B has not actively participated in any co-ethnic networks. 

Currently, entrepreneur B is in a difficult situation. He is pulled in two different direc-

tions: one from Ghana by his elderly mother and the other is from Germany – from his 

German wife who does not consider moving to Ghana in any case and does not support 

his return to his COO. The current solution for this problematic situation is that entre-

preneur B spends a year working in Ghana and then visits Germany for two months to 

see his wife and then returns again to Ghana for a year. 

Entrepreneur B described his former colleagues and friends as weak ties who do not 

have influence on his venture, but taught him work practices and wisdom, which indi-

rectly influenced the way he manages his business. In particular, values of ‘German’ 

punctuality, cooperativeness and accuracy that he learned from Germany, distinguish his 

company from other local Ghanaian firms in a positive manner, which is described as 

‘social remittances’ in the literature (Levitt, 1998). His core Ghanaian network is with his 

mother, who supports him emotionally with her knowledge and labor. He also has an 

access to formal networks such as customers, employees and retailers. Some steady 

customers build a weak tie of his network and indirectly support his business with their 

feedback to improve his goods. His employees are trained to work with German stand-

ards and qualities such as punctuality and cooperativeness, which make them core re-

source of his company. His employees seemed to play a significant role in his business 

with their know-how and skills. Interestingly enough, Entrepreneur B also receives moti-

vational support from retailers, who always admire the way he is managing his business. 

Entrepreneur B also still knows many people in Ghana, among them also some other 

returnees, but he describes them as acquaintances who have no influence on his ven-

ture. 

Entrepreneur B is not a person who proactively establishes networks. He believes in 

his own personal ability and does not invest much time and efforts in establishing and 

maintaining networks unlike entrepreneur A. 

Network Benefits for Diaspora and Returnee Entrepreneurs 

Based on our discussion on network dynamics of diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs 

depicted in Figure 1 and Figure 2, findings are systematically analyzed in line with six 

main benefits from networks discussed in the previous section: (i) access to information 

and knowledge; (ii) access to customers and suppliers; (iii) reputation; (iv) access to low 

cost labor; (vi) emotional and motivational support. 

Entrepreneur A, a Ghanaian diaspora entrepreneur, has an access to three different 

types of networks in Germany: (i) formal networks; (ii) informal networks; (iii) diaspora 

network. First, the formal network of entrepreneur A with former colleagues and clients 

is described as weak. However, this network offers significant support. Former col-

leagues and current clients support his business by giving him opportunities and loca-

tions to advertise his business. Entrepreneur A heavily relies on a word-of-mouth mar-

keting to acquire new clients, which helped establishing a good reputation of his busi-

ness. 
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The informal network of entrepreneur A in the COR consists of his Ghanaian wife 

and children as well as of a few close German friends. They support entrepreneur A both 

emotionally and practically. He shares problems in his business with them and asks them 

for advice. For instance, his son helped his business on an operational level by designing 

his business card. Through this informal network in the COR, entrepreneur A has an ac-

cess to tacit knowledge and expertise required to conduct his business. 

Entrepreneur A’s network is characterized by close connection to Ghanaian diaspora 

networks in Germany and in Europe. As a representative of a regional Ghanaian diaspora 

association, he is in regular contact with a number of Ghanaian diasporans living in his 

city. Moreover, he meets Ghanaian diasporans in neighboring countries at supra-regional 

diaspora meetings. Regular meetings with co-ethnics provide him with energy and moti-

vation to make his business successful and to become a role model for Ghanaian diaspo-

rans in Germany. This network gives him also access to co-ethnic labor. In fact, he hired 

several co-ethnics from this network. However, the case does not indicate that the moti-

vation to hire co-ethnics from the diaspora network is wage-related (Chrysostome & 

Arcand, 2009). His primary motivation to hire them is to help them find a job. Co-ethnic 

employees have advantages in contrast with local employees, since “authority can be 

secured on the basis of personal loyalties and ethnic allegiance” (Aldrich, Waldinger & 

Ward,1990b: 38). 

While it has been 30 years since he left Ghana, he still has regular contacts with his 

family and close friends. Entrepreneur A visits them on a regular basis. In line with the 

findings by Farquharson and Pruthi (2015), entrepreneur A has lost his weak ties in the 

COO due to his absence for 30 years. When sharing problems connected with his busi-

ness, entrepreneur A feels strong emotional support from this network that maintains 

his motivation to continue his business. The network benefits of entrepreneur A are 

summarized in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Network Benefits for Entrepreneur A (Diaspora Entrepreneur) 

Source: own elaboration. 
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Unlike entrepreneur A, entrepreneur B as a Ghanaian returnee entrepreneur does 

not have extensive networks in the COR. Even though he worked at a German company 

for more than 20 years, formal networks with his previous colleagues do not play any 

significant role in his business. This may be explained by the nature of his business. En-

trepreneur B conducts his business for Ghanaian people in Ghana. Therefore, German 

colleagues and acquaintances could not possibly support his business mostly due to the 

geographical distance. Since formal networks with his former colleagues were based on 

weak ties, he could not maintain these relationships after he decided to return to Ghana.  

Entrepreneur B has strong ties with his German wife and children as well as a few 

close German friends in the COR. He visits Germany to maintain these relationships for 

two months a year. While they offer emotional and motivational support to entrepre-

neur B to a certain extent, his German wife does not fully support his business activities 

due to his long absence. 

Entrepreneur B’s networks in the COO, both formal and informal, have strong influ-

ence on his business activities. Unlike our anticipations, he is not in regular contact with 

other returnees. Therefore, the case does not support the role of returnee networks in 

the COO. As for formal networks, he has relations with customers, employees and retail-

ers. His customers provide him with insightful feedback information on his products. 

Retailers play also a significant role in his business. Since they are convinced of the quali-

ty of his products and his way of doing business, they recommended his products to 

other people and maintain his entrepreneurial motivation by their complements. His 

COO informal network consists of his family, especially his mother, who supports him 

both emotionally and practically with her industrial knowledge and know-how based on 

many years of experience in the same sector. Network benefits for entrepreneur B are 

summarized in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4. Network Benefits for Entrepreneur B 

Source: own elaboration. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The case studies highlight several novel aspects of network benefits in the context of 

diaspora and returnee entrepreneurship. 

First of all, two cases highlight the impact of degree of embeddedness on entrepre-

neurs’ networks. Entrepreneur A has benefits mainly from his COR network and  
 

entrepreneur B from his COO network. While there is a general assumption that diaspora 

and returnee entrepreneurs may gain benefits from their mixed embeddedness 

(Kloosterman, van der Leun & Rath, 1999.) which is assumed to offer diversified net-

works both in COO and COR, little is known about how various factors influence the ac-

tual network usage of such entrepreneurs. Some of previous researchers argue that the 

times in which entrepreneurs are absent have an impact on available networks in the 

country (Wahba & Zenou, 2011; Farquharson & Pruthi, 2015). The findings of the case 

studies above are consistent with their reasoning. Entrepreneur A has lost weak ties in 

the COO due to not spending enoughtime in Ghana over many years, while entrepreneur 

B has lost weak ties in the COR after returning back to Ghana. Despite of regular travels 

between COOs and CORs, a long absence from a country seems to be related to the loss 

of weak ties. 

Another dimension which may have an impact on the network structure of diaspora 

and returnee entrepreneurs is the nature of business. On one side, diasporans’ transna-

tional entrepreneurial activities in the context of international trade have attracted much 

research attention in the previous literature (Cohen, 2008; Kyle, 1999; Sequeira, Carr & 

Rasheed, 2009). The diasporans and returnees who engage in such transnational ven-

tures may rely on networks in both the COO and the COR, as their business activities are 

closely related to actors on both sides. On the other side, entrepreneurship within ethnic 

enclaves has been studied as typical economic activities of diasporans (Salaff et al., 2003; 

Ndofor & Priem, 2011). Those involved in enclave entrepreneurial activities have inten-

sive networks within the enclave. Both of the two presented cases, however, can be 

classified neither as transnational entrepreneurship nor as ethnic enclave entrepreneur-

ship. Entrepreneur A offers his services to the local population in the COR and entrepre-

neur B offers his products to the local population in the COO. Their economic activities 

are neither transnational nor limited to the ethnic enclave. The nature and structure of 

business influence the way entrepreneurs use different types of networks. 

One additional point in this regard is the difficulty of maintaining networks in two 

different countries. Even though diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs are embedded in 

two different societal and cultural constellations, it does not automatically mean that 

they have similarly broad and strong networks in both countries. Entrepreneur B’s case 

shows some evidence. Although a year ago he spent two months in Germany, this time 

was mostly used for spending time with his family and with very close friends. He did not 

have sufficient time to maintain relationships with others, such as weak ties like his for-

mal networks from his previous vocation. As a result, he lost many relationships in Ger-

many due to his transnational living style. Their physical absence from one country natu-

rally leads to a tenuous relation with people there. This weakens the argumentation by 

Tung (2008) that diasporans can now easily maintain their relations despite great dis-

tance due to the technological development in transportation and communication sec-
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tors. It can be rather specific to Ghana, where digital communication is not as common 

as in Western countries. 

One of other significant similarities between diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs is 

strong emotional and motivational support by informal networks. They receive strong 

emotional support from their family and close friends in both the COO and COR. Family 

ties are often strong ties by nature. Therefore, they will not be lost despite of diasporans’ 

physical absence. One exception is the situation, entrepreneur B faced when his entre-

preneurial activities as returnee in Ghana were not supported by his German wife. This 

situation reveals a dimension which has not been considered in the previous research on 

diaspora and returnee entrepreneurship. Previous studies have highlighted strong sup-

port from families for entrepreneurial activities by diasporans and returnees. This as-

sumption may be correct when they are married within the same ethnic group. However, 

this looks different in case of international and interethnic marriages. Family members 

can be unsupportive when they are not flexible in terms of locations. In a similar vein, 

some studies suggest that second- or third-generation immigrants have a reluctance to 

connect themselves to their homeland, which could cause inflexibility of location choice. 

As international marriages increase and the number of diaspora and returnees whose 

spouses have other ethnic backgrounds also increases, it is necessary to consider the 

influence of locational inflexibility of entrepreneurs and their family members on diaspo-

ra and returnee entrepreneurship in future research. 

Moreover, entrepreneur A and entrepreneur B have a commonality that they both 

do not use their network as a means of accessing financial resources. Both interviewees 

operate their business in rather simple constellations where large amounts of seed or 

earlier stage capitals are not required. As discussed in the previous chapter, prior litera-

ture predominantly focused on the economic contribution of high-skilled diasporans and 

returnees (Filatotchev et al., 2009; Wang, Zweig & Lin, 2011). Therefore, networks have 

been seen as a potentially important financial source. Both entrepreneur A and B are not 

high-skilled diasporans and their businesses are also not related to technologies. It may 

indicate that diasporan’s educational background as well as the technology orientation 

of his or her business have impact on their intention to use networks for financial source. 

Both cases highlight the impact of mixed embeddedness (Kloosterman, van der Leun 

& Rath, 1999) on entrepreneurial activities of both diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs. 

While the mixed embeddedness does not necessarily facilitate networks in both of the 

two countries due to the difficulty in maintaining geographically distanced networks, 

both of the interviewees showed their unique individual human capitals as essential 

factors for their business (Black, King & Tiemoko, 2003). Entrepreneur A’s sincere efforts 

to maintain Ghanaian culture and language as a chairman of Ghanaian diaspora network 

in Germany moved network members to help his business to a large extent. Entrepre-

neur B has learnt punctuality and hardwork when he worked in Germany. He trained his 

local employees to be punctual and thrive on high-quality of products, which won the 

trust of retailers and suppliers who supported him in different manners. Through living in 

a totally different context from COO, diasporans may develop their individual human 

capitals. The above cases show that this human capital is a requirement for them to 

make effective use of networks. 



114 | Sharon Doreen Mayer, Aki Harima and Jörg Freiling 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

This paper investigates how diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs use their networks in 

COO and COR. In order to answer the research questions, one case study with Ghanaian 

diaspora entrepreneur in Germany and the other with Ghanaian returnee entrepreneur 

from Germany were conducted by focusing on network benefits. We intentionally se-

lected entrepreneurs who are not high-skilled migrants and who do not conduct their 

business in the high-tech industry so that this paper can extend previous literature on 

returnee entrepreneurship, which overemphasized such specific types of migrants. 

This paper offers first implications of network benefits for diaspora and returnee en-

trepreneurs. The case findings show that diaspora and returnee entrepreneurs may rely 

on networks in COO and COR with different degrees of intensity. This difference may be 

caused by the structure of business and the absence/presence of entrepreneurs from/in 

the country. First, diaspora entrepreneurs whose business has no transnational dimen-

sion, networks in the country where they conduct business are more significant than the 

ones in the other country. Second, physical absence from a certain country may lead to 

the severance of some relations. Also, we found out that family members are not neces-

sarily supportive of diasporans’ entrepreneurial activities in case of international mar-

riage. 

We are aware of limitations of this paper. First, two cases are rather not sufficient to 

conduct a comparative study to find certain patterns. Therefore, this paper could not 

reduce the bias of investigators. In future research, more case studies should be con-

ducted to consider additional dimensions such as educational backgrounds and industrial 

variations. In the long run, qualitative approaches should be conducted to take a first 

step to generalize findings. Second, time dimension is not considered for this study. En-

trepreneurship is a process (Santarelli & Vivarelli, 2007), which consists of different time 

dimensions. Entrepreneurs may gain benefits from different types of networks in differ-

ent phases (Birley, 1986). 

Despite these limitations, this study makes some contributions to the current state 

of research. First, we bring new insights to returnee entrepreneurship literature by fo-

cusing on an ethnic group different from the main previous research which has predomi-

nantly focused on Chinese, Taiwanese and Indian diasporans. Second, investigating en-

trepreneurial activities by migrants who are not highly skilled highlights the significance 

of their economic activities, which has been overlooked by previous research. In fact, our 

case studies show that a Ghanaian returnee entrepreneur became successful in his busi-

ness back home through transferring knowledge, culture and institutions from Germany 

(‘social remittance’). This action changed working attitudes of his employees and the way 

he does business is acknowledged by local business partners. Third, this study tackles the 

heterogeneity within diaspora entrepreneurship. Diaspora entrepreneurship consists of 

sub-divided types including returnee entrepreneurs, transnational entrepreneurs and 

ethnic entrepreneurs (Drori, Honig & Wright, 2009). However, previous studies have 

mostly compared diaspora entrepreneurs with local ones and did not attempt to explore 

the differences between sub-categories of diaspora entrepreneurs. This study compares 

a diaspora entrepreneur and a returnee entrepreneur to see how they are similar and 

different from each other. 



Network Benefits for Ghanaian Diaspora and Returnee Entrepreneurs | 115

 

Based on the current situation and our findings, we suggest that future research 

shed more light on the diversity within diaspora entrepreneurship in order to develop 

more understanding on the micro-level. Additionally, cross-country studies are a mean-

ingful method to consider country variation, as the phenomenon of diaspora and return-

ee entrepreneurship is deeply embedded in COR and COR. 
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