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ABSTRACT 
 
This study focuses on immigrant ethnic entrepreneurs and their involvement in 

international business (IB) activities. This is a growing area of research in the IB field 

which has commonly focused on the internationalisation process with little attention 

being given to how immigrant ethnic entrepreneurs may implement such a process. Thus 

the broad research problem of this study is ‘how do immigrant ethnic entrepreneurs 

internationalise?’ 

 

An extensive and critical literature review revealed that, relying heavily on the network 

perspective (Blankenburg 1995) and social network theory (Burt 1992; Granovetter 

1985), the existing immigrant ethnic entrepreneur research has examined their 

membership of the ethnic labour pool (Chrysostome 2010) and the prevalence of their 

self-employment in the ethnic market (Piperopoulos 2010) and non-ethnic market of the 

country of residence (Ilhan-Nas, Sahin & Cilingir 2011). Limited research explores 

immigrant ethnic entrepreneurs’ involvement in IB activities; that which does focuses on 

their use of ethnic and kinship ties and their link to the country of origin to explain their 

internationalisation (Jean, Tan & Sinkovics 2011).  

 

Relying primarily on the network perspective (Blankenburg 1995), upper echelons theory 

(Hambrick & Mason 1984) and institutional theory (North 1990; Scott 2008), research 

has emphasised how various factors drive an entrepreneur to internationalise (Abebe & 

Angariawan 2011) and the process by which firms become more involved in IB activities 

(Johanson & Vahlne 2009). Two aspects of the process have received particular attention 

– the identification of international market opportunities (Kontinen & Ojala 2011) and the 

international market selection (Nasra & Dacin 2010). As yet little research has included 

consideration of immigrant ethnic entrepreneurs’ approaches to these aspects of the 

processes. Consequently, with a focus on the influence of networks, manager 

characteristics and institutions, this study explores the immigrant ethnic entrepreneur 

internationalisation process by addressing three questions. First, factors that drive the 

immigrant ethnic entrepreneur internationalisation process (How do managerial, firm and 

institutional level factors drive the process?) Second, how do immigrant ethnic 

entrepreneurs identify international market opportunities? Finally, how do immigrant 

ethnic entrepreneurs select international markets? 

 



xv 

 

Australia was chosen as the context because it has a rich history of immigration, yet the 

economic contribution of immigrants in Australia has received little attention (Collins & 

Low 2010). Italian immigrant ethnic entrepreneurs were selected as the focus of the study 

as the Italian community in Australia is large, well-established and has had a positive 

economic impact (Cresciani 2003). While research has focused on examining Italians in 

Australia as a labour source and self-employers (Collins, Gibson, Alcorso, Castles & Tait 

1995; Lampugnani & Holton 1989), their involvement in IB is yet to receive the same 

attention (Baldassar & Pesman 2005).  

 

The qualitative analysis indicates that a combination of networks (the network 

perspective), manager characteristics (upper echelons theory) and institutional factors 

(institutional theory) drive the immigrant to consider internationalisation and influences 

the identification of international market opportunities and international market selection. 

This study shows that an integrated multi-theoretical explanation can result in a rich 

understanding of the internationalisation process. Based on these findings a conceptual 

framework is presented and contributes to the IB field as, to date, no such framework has 

been developed. 
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