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Abstract

Purpose/objectives The aim of this research is to explore the social networking
behaviours of diaspora entrepreneurs (DE) and the effect of these networks on entre-
preneurial determinants. Specifically, we investigate the social interactions and net-
work ecosystems employed by Bangladeshi diaspora communities in Malaysia to
achieve entrepreneurial success.

Design/methodology/approach We applied an exploratory qualitative methodology
to examine the nuances of diaspora in this emerging context, using in-depth inter-
views with Bangladeshi diaspora entrepreneurs in Malaysia.

Findings Our findings demonstrate that diaspora entrepreneurs benefit from two
types of social networking: ethnic ties and non-co-ethnic ties. The findings also
establish that these social ties are built on two specific network motivators: (i) friend-
ship and personal/familial ties, and (ii) economic interest and mutual benefits.
Originality Our research contributes to the extant literature by shedding light on how
diaspora entrepreneurs capitalize on personal networking to develop non-ethnic ties,
and how this affects the subsequent identification and exploitation of opportunities
in foreign markets. The research provides practical insights into how Bangladeshi
diasporas leverage ethnic ties to build network relationships, in both their home and
host countries.
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Introduction

A diaspora refers to a collection of individuals or ethnic groups who migrate from
their birthplace and reside permanently in another country, while maintaining a psy-
chic link with their country of origin (Panibratov & Rysakova, 2021; Riddle, 2008;
Syrett & Keles, 2022). According to McAuliffe and Ruhs (2017, p. 305), “Diaspora
(often referred to as migrants), are the people who live outside their home country
and whose identity and sense of belonging have been shaped by their migration expe-
rience and background”. In the international entrepreneurship and global mobility
literature, transnational diaspora entrepreneurs are conceptualized as “migrants and
their descendants who establish entrepreneurial activities that span the national busi-
ness environments of their countries of origin and countries of residence” (Riddle et
al., 2010, p. 398). This makes them important drivers of development and economic
growth in both territories (Brieger & Gielnik, 2021; Chrysostome & Nkongolo-Bak-
enda, 2019; Mutai et al., 2025; Rabbiosi et al., 2019). Diasporas are also known
to contribute significantly to innovation and knowledge creation (Andonova et al.,
2023; Jensen et al., 2016; Naghavi & Strozzi, 2015; Schett, 2018; Thondhlana et al.,
2021). Diasporas often establish new contacts in the host countries as part of their
migration experience for essential support, and to open doors for new opportunities
(Karayianni et al., 2023). At the same time, they often maintain ties with their home
countries where they draw on resources and advice from friends, relatives, and eth-
nic/cultural communities abroad (Karayianni et al., 2023). As such, studying diaspora
entrepreneurship (DE) crosses many disciplines, due to the many related psychoso-
cial, economic, and cultural factors at play, which are of importance to international
business and policy makers alike (Elo et al., 2022; Yesigat et al., 2024).

In their conceptualisation of transnational entrepreneurs, Drori et al. (2009, p.
1001) note the importance of social networks, describing them as “social actors who
enact networks, ideas, information, and practices for the purpose of seeking business
opportunities or maintaining businesses with dual social fields”. The social networks
of these diasporas are a key resource that affects entreprencurial initiative and growth
in host countries (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Rana & Nipa, 2019). By interacting
with home and host country networks, they can attain required resources, and link
customer bases, leveraging multiple opportunities by tapping into two cultural intelli-
gences (Ndofor & Priem, 2011). This can lead to improved information accessibility,
human resources, and the minimisation of initial risks (Bagwell, 2018; Brzozowski et
al., 2014; Williams & Krasniqi, 2018). However, social networks are often heterog-
enous due to the cultural differences inherent (Aluko & Mswaka, 2018; Michailova
& Worm, 2003; Schett, 2018; Simba & Ojong, 2018). Every society has its tacit
patterns of relationship building and interaction (Aluko & Mswaka, 2018; Chand &
Ghorbani, 2011; Simba & Ojong, 2018). To recognise this nuance, we restrict our
investigation to a specific cohort, Bangladeshi diaspora communities, exploring their
social interactions and network ecosystem within the Malaysian context.

Our study employs social capital theory to examine the social network develop-
ment and use in this context. Social capital is conceptualised as “the sum of the
resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of pos-
sessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual
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acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). Since the
dynamics of economic exchanges are embedded socially, examining social capi-
tal factors enhances our understanding of the functioning and network strategies
employed by diaspora entrepreneurs (Stoyanov et al., 2018; Turkina & Thai, 2013).
However, despite the importance and influence of social networks in entrepreneur-
ship and firm internationalisation, studies on DE have paid little attention to how
diasporic social network ties are formed across countries. Empirical evidence further
indicates that networking capability is a key predictor of venture success in underde-
veloped economies (Riaz et al., 2024), highlighting the importance of social ties for
opportunity exploitation and business survival. Specifically, a theoretical understand-
ing of the effects of social capital on diaspora entreprencurship at the micro-level,
considering the networking and trustworthiness norms at play in a country, remains
limited (Panibratov & Rysakova, 2021; Turkina & Thai, 2013). This gap is especially
salient in developing-country contexts, where entrepreneurial activity is character-
ized by high uncertainty, institutional weaknesses, and limited formal support mech-
anisms. Prior studies suggest that under such conditions, informal network-based
governance can substitute for deficient institutional structures and provide critical
resources for entrepreneurs (Ba Awain et al., 2025; Cisi et al., 2020; Hjorts, 2015;
Satar et al., 2024). We seek to address this gap by investigating Bangladeshi dias-
pora communities and their social interactions and network ecosystem within the
Malaysian context. In doing so, we advance micro-level theorization of social capital
by examining how networking practices and trust-based relations facilitate diaspora
entrepreneurship in a developing-country setting. The following question will guide
this study: How does the social network of Bangladeshi diaspora communities facili-
tate diaspora entrepreneurship in Malaysia?

This study makes several contributions to literature. First, we advance theoretical
understanding and knowledge on the types of social networking within the context
of diaspora entrepreneurship. We develop an integrated framework that delineates
social network typologies within the Bangladeshi diaspora entrepreneurial commu-
nity in Malaysia. Second, while much of the past literature tends to show how a social
network is used to develop ethnic ties within the diaspora entrepreneurship network
(Elo et al., 2018; Minto-Coy, 2019; Panibratov & Rysakova, 2021; Simba & Ojong,
2018; Stoyanov et al., 2018), this study demonstrates how Bangladeshi diasporans
capitalize on both ethnic and non-ethnic ties to create entrepreneurial opportunities.
Third, while entrepreneurship research increasingly recognizes opportunity exploi-
tation as a socially embedded process facilitated through networking, the extent to
which networking activities shape entrepreneurial outcomes remains insufficiently
theorized, particularly for diaspora entreprencurs operating in developing host coun-
tries (Ba Awain et al., 2025; Satar et al., 2024). Existing DE studies have largely
focused on outcomes rather than on the underlying social interaction processes and
network ecosystems through which diaspora entrepreneurs mobilize social capital.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. First, we offer a critical
appraisal of the existing literature on diaspora entreprencurship and the role of social
networking in facilitating entrepreneurship beyond national borders. Next, we pres-
ent our methodology and findings, which lead to our conceptual framework. The
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paper concludes by discussing theoretical contributions, practical and policy implica-
tions, and avenues for future research.

Social networks on DE social capital

With international mobility and numerous economic and social factors influencing
emigration rates, the diaspora community in many countries continues to rise (Guer-
rero & Hakak, 2019). Factors influencing migration include wars and poverty (Chrys-
ostome & Nkongolo-Bakenda, 2019), fulfilling the labour force requirements for the
regional development of some countries (Aliaga-Isla & Rialp, 2013), rising need for
specialized skills (Baycan-Levent & Nijkamp, 2009), and other demographic fac-
tors. Once migrated, many diasporans engage in entrepreneurial or self-employment
options, oftentimes pushed by structural factors such as social exclusion and dis-
crimination, or poor access to labour markets due to education and language defi-
ciencies (Ojo, 2013). In turn, cultural factors, such as internal solidarity and loyalty,
flexibility, personal motivation, strong work ethics, informal network contacts with
the ethnic group, and flexible financing arrangements may spur more towards self-
employment options (Baycan-Levent & Nijkamp, 2009).

A social network is a “web of personal connections and relationships for the pur-
pose of securing favours in personal and/or organizational action” (Zhou et al., 2007,
p. 674). Studying an entrepreneurs’ network can provide useful insights regarding
their activities and their use of personal and professional contacts (Burt, 2000, 2009;
Hosseini & Dadfar, 2012; Johanson & Kao, 2010). Since entrepreneurial firms have
limited resources, social networks provide complementary resources essential to
establish and run a new venture (Greve & Salaff, 2003; Moghaddam et al., 2018).
In addition, social networks play a vital role in facilitating entrepreneurial learning,
with context and network serving as essential learning mechanisms (Kebede, 2020;
Wasim et al., 2024). Social networks act as a dynamic ecosystem where learning is
enhanced through interactions and relationships, and this environment allows entre-
preneurs to continuously adapt, grow, and navigate the complexities of their ventures
(Kebede, 2020; Wasim et al., 2024).

Social networking is especially important for immigrant entrepreneurs to access
local contacts, localized knowledge and support (Turkina & Thai, 2013) and are thus
an important resource for immigrant-run enterprises (Chung & Tung, 2013). Extant
research points towards the value that DE derive from their immediate social net-
works includes access to finance, market knowledge and other resources (Evansluong
et al., 2019; Lassalle et al., 2020; Meister & Mauer, 2019). In fact, many entrepre-
neurs choose their new territory based on network bonds, such as family, community,
religious, socio-political, and economic ties (Bruneau, 2010), and on the ethnic rela-
tionships of their diaspora network (Harima, 2015). Often, for members of diaspora
networks, new venture creation or new institutional creation follows a bottom-up
process, using social networks and cultural intelligence to effect change (Rana & Elo,
2017). Member entrepreneurs interact and share knowledge using a predominantly
diaspora-based network, creating a culture of trust and reciprocity (Iyer & Shapiro,
1999). This network helps to foster interpersonal relationships, which can reduce the
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risk and cost of investment in their new market, thus reducing liability of foreignness
(Elo et al., 2018; Harima, 2015; Stoyanov et al., 2018).

Social networks have also been linked to the concept of embeddedness, or “personal
linkages; brokering relationships and dyadic economic interaction”, which allow an
individual to feel connected and rooted within a social group or context (Bizzi &
Langley, 2012, p.228). Noting the extent to which networks can help individuals feel
connected, and their usefulness in formulating strategies, garnering resources and
moving internationally, it is imperative that the social network of the diaspora entre-
prencur be further investigated. Transnational entrepreneurs are likely to build strong
ethnic relationships both in their COR (Country of Residence) and COO (Country
of Origin), a phenomenon known as dual embeddedness (Moghaddam et al., 2018).
Extant research stresses the importance of social networking with ethnic and co-
ethnic groups when engaging in DE. However, due to their transnational status, DE
are at risk of over-embedding within their social networks (Lassalle et al., 2020). Our
study examines the concept of embeddedness to discern what strengthens this feeling
of social and structural embeddedness for the DE in this context.

The spectrum of available resources, both tangible and intangible, found within
social networks are typically referred to as social capital, a critical resource for the
diaspora entrepreneur (Moghaddam et al., 2018; Prashantham, 2011). Social capital
relates to the actual and potential resources rooted within a network, derived from the
relationship between individuals or social units (Kontinen & Ojala, 2012). Rooted
in sociology, the concept of social capital includes a network, its members, and the
resources available through it (Lindstrand & Hanell, 2017; Portes, 1998). In a less
tangible sense, social capital also encapsulates aspects of social norms and social
contracts, noting inherent norms of reciprocity, cooperation and trust between actors
(Nieto & Gonzalez-Alvarez, 2016). Social capital can be categorized into three forms:
bonding, bridging, and maintaining (Ellison et al., 2007; Williams, 2006). Bonding
represents the relationship with family members or close friends and neighbours.
Bridging establishes links among individuals, friends, and friends of friends (Wil-
liams, 2006). Maintaining embodies the ancestral relationship that preserved across
generations (Ellison et al., 2007).

Drawing these elements together, social capital enacts the social network (Baron
& Harima, 2019) which facilitates the exchange of knowledge and information
among social actors (Bagwell, 2018; Williams & Krasniqi, 2018). This social capi-
tal helps diaspora to connect with new markets, suppliers, and potential business
partners in the host country (Rusinovic, 2008; Singh & Koiri, 2018). It underlies
the trust amongst people by measuring the intensity of interaction. A high level of
social capital indicates mutual interdependence between social actors (Williams &
Krasniqi, 2018). These relations can facilitate financial benefits, dependability and
encourage diaspora to take risk to start a venture. Social capital also helps to reduce
initial entry risk and uncertainty in the foreign market and assists diaspora making
strategic alliances (Tata & Prasad, 2015; Masud, 2012). Diaspora tend to build their
network within their community where information flow is significant, thus these
network ties positively impact business success (Brzozowski et al., 2017). While
noting its many positives, social capital in diaspora business can also create a myriad
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of relationship complexities stemming from family firms in COR, colleagues, trans-
national networks, and ethnic communities (Salaff et al., 2006).

Methodology

This study has adopted a qualitative methodological approach, which is considered
a suitable approach for exploratory research of this nature (Andrade, 2009). When
studying DE, it is imperative that context be considered as central to the behaviours
of such groups. For example, using a sample of 3,593 Chinese entreprencurs in China
and 177 Chinese entrepreneurs residing abroad, Jensen et al. (2016) studied the ben-
efits of human and social capital for innovation, comparing Chinese entrepreneurs
in China with Chinese entreprencurs in diaspora. Their analysis highlighted several
findings that appear to be contrary to extant DE thinking, noting that Chinese DE
tended more towards public-sphere networking than private.

This study has selected the context of Bangladesh diaspora community in Malay-
sia specifically. Bangladesh is the sixth largest migrant-sending country in the world,
with more than 13 million immigrants living abroad (Gigauri, 2021). Yet, showing
their dual connectedness, Bangladeshi immigrants continue to play a critical role in
the economic prosperity of their home country (Gigauri, 2021). In 2020, Bangla-
deshi nationals made up the third largest group of Asian immigrants in Malaysia,
with around half a million Bangladeshi immigrants living there (Hirschmann, 2021).
Malaysia is a popular destination for the Bangladeshi immigrants (Etzold & Mal-
lick, 2015). This is largely encouraged by Malaysia, with government incentives to
promote relocation to their country, such as ‘Malaysia My Second Home (MM2H)’
long-term residency permit scheme introduced in 2002, where foreign nationals are
required to invest a certain amount in Malaysia to avail the facility (Financial Express,
2019). This incentive scheme approved applications for 11,820 Chinese immigrants,
4,618 Japanese, and 4,018 Bangladeshis (Financial Express, 2019). The Malaysian
government have also provided various policy incentives to attract foreign investors
and entrepreneurs’ knowledge and wealth (Rahmandoust et al., 2011).

Semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions were used in the current
study to collect data from the participants. Interviews are useful for “exploring the
perceptions and opinions of participants regarding complex and sometimes sensitive
issues and enable probing for more information and clarification of answers” (Bar-
riball & While, 1994, p.330). To maintain consistency in data collection, we applied a
similar set of interview questions for all the participants. Table 1 presents the sample
interview questions.

One of the authors of this study administered in-depth (45-60 min) interviews
that facilitate creativity and self-expression. These open-ended questions related to
participant migration status, social networks within their COO and COR, venture
characteristics, personal traits, and demographic characteristics. Follow-up and prob-
ing questions helped the research team to obtain enhanced depth and clarity.

Participants were selected based on the following criteria: (i) a minimum length of
residence in Malaysia of one year; (ii) ownership of a small or medium-sized enter-
prise (SME); (iii) initiation of business operations in Malaysia; (iv) active associa-
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Tablel Background Informa- List of Gender  Age Education Yearof  Year of
tion of Participants Participants Entry in  Experi-
Malaysia ence in
Malaysia
El Male 50 High 1991 9
School
E2 Male 50 High 1991 28
School
E3 Male 50 High 1991 26
School
E4 Male 46  High 1995 26
School
ES Male 40  High 1994 26
School
E6 Male 45  High 1995 26
School
E7 Male 23 Graduate 2015 6
E8 Male 34 High 2007 5
School
E9 Male 53  High 1996 13
School
E10 Male 48  High 2015 6
School
Ell Male 47  Graduate 2012 9
El12 Male 53  High 1991 28
School

tion with co-ethnic community organizations in Malaysia; and (v) being the primary
decision-maker in the venture firm. These criteria ensured that participants possessed
sufficient experiential knowledge of diaspora entrepreneurship within the Malaysian
context. The study employed opportunistic (convenience) sampling to recruit partici-
pants from the Bangladeshi diaspora entrepreneurial community in Malaysia. This
approach was deemed appropriate given the absence of a formal sampling frame for
diaspora-owned SMEs and the dispersed, relatively inaccessible nature of the tar-
get population (Patton, 2015; Saunders et al., 2019). Opportunistic sampling enables
researchers to recruit participants who are accessible and meet predefined inclusion
criteria and is commonly used in exploratory and qualitative research involving hard-
to-reach populations.

Recruitment was conducted in two phases. In the first phase (fourth quarter of
2017), sixteen eligible entrepreneurs were identified through community networks
and approached directly. Of these, five agreed to participate in face-to-face interviews.
In the second phase (first quarter of 2020), the eleven entrepreneurs who had initially
declined were re-contacted to expand the sample and enhance the diversity of busi-
ness experiences represented. Seven additional entreprencurs agreed to participate
in this phase. The two-stage recruitment strategy resulted in a final sample of twelve
participants, each representing a distinct diaspora-owned business (See Table 2). This
approach reflects the iterative and pragmatic nature of qualitative sampling in con-
texts where access is constrained and participant availability is uncertain. The final
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Table 2 Sample Interview Section

Sample questions

uestions - -
0 Background information

of participants

The meaning of
networking in the
context of diaspora
entrepreneurship

Social networking
facilitating diaspora
entrepreneurship

* When did you first come to Malaysia?
» How long you are staying in Malaysia?
* When did you open this business in
Malaysia?

» What type of businesses you are
involved in?

* How many employees work in your
business? (Size of the business)

* How do you hire employees?

* Do you utilize your network to hire
people? If so, how?

» What is the consideration you have
taken to select your business location?

* Why did you select this customer
group?

* Why did you decide to serve this
community?

* How do you market/ create awareness
of your business?

* How do you source your products?

* What was the purpose of your coming?
* Why did you choose Malaysia to come
and not any other country?

* Is there anyone you know before com-
ing to Malaysia?

* Did you get any help or encourage-
ment to come here from anyone, who
are staying in Malaysia for sometimes?
« Is any of your relatives or friends live
here and what type of connection you
hold with them?

+ Can you elaborate your entrepreneur
journey- beginning stage, middle stage
and expansion stage? Like how did

you utilize your network to primarily
establish your business?

* Do you think network plays any role
to establish any entrepreneurial business
in Malaysia?

* Did you only contact with your own
clan or preferred to communicate with
others as well?

» What is the relationship/what type of
connection you had/have with Malay-
sian people (like Chinese/Malay/Indian)
or with government?

* Does this relationship helped to en-
hance the entrepreneurship?

» How will you define the importance of
network in diaspora community?

sample size was considered adequate for achieving analytical depth and thematic

saturation within the scope of this exploratory study of diaspora entrepreneurship.
Thematic analysis was employed to interpret and classify the transcribed inter-

views and generate themes from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006), using NVivo to
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manage and facilitate the process. Grodal et al.’s (2021) data analysis technique was
applied which includes three stages of data analysis: generating initial categories,
refining tentative categories, and stabilizing categories. In stage 1 of the data analy-
sis, the authors of this study independently reviewed the transcripts, and identified
themes based on the research questions. This practice identified total six themes on
motivational factors driving diaspora social network, and a further 18 themes relat-
ing to the facilitating factors. In the second refining stage, the initial themes (2) were
categorised under these motivational factors that drive the diaspora social network
(i.e. friendship and personal/familial tie and economic interest and mutual benefits)
that drive diaspora social network, and facilitating factors (6) (i.e. need-based and
opportunity-driven, support from close ties and social network, information channel
and source of co-ethnic social capital, information channel via non-co-ethnic ties,
support from co-ethnic suppliers & customer base, support from non-co-ethnic sup-
pliers & customer base) that drive DE.

In stage 3 of the data analysis, the themes were cross-checked with the raw data,
and the categories were further validated. It was considered that the research themes
in the proposed conceptual model (see Fig. 1) were logically connected and represent
the driving factors of DE, as linked with extant studies within the domain.

Findings and discussion

Our conceptual framework (see Fig. 1) depicts how different types of social networks
are underpinned by different entrepreneurial motivations facilitating DE in Malaysia.
Our data analysis offers the themes underpinning social network: ethnic vs. non-co-
ethnic ties, necessity-based vs. opportunity-driven entrepreneurship, and information
and resource-seeking behaviors in social networks.

All the entrepreneurs emphasized the importance of building a network with peo-
ple who have common interests, and one which is not confined to their own com-
munity. They supported the point that interaction with different social groups can
enhance business opportunities for entrepreneurs.

Typologies Motivators Facilitating Factors

® Need-based &
opportunity-driven

o Support from close
ties and social

Friendship & network

¢ Information channel
and source of co-

Personal/familial
Co Ethnic Ties tie
Diaspora ethnic social capital
ECONOMIC Social ¢ Information channel
Network via non-co-ethnic ties
*  Support from co-
ethnic suppliers &

Non-Co-Ethnic Ties

interest and

mutual benefits

customer base

e Support from non-co-
ethnic suppliers &
customer base

Fig. 1 Conceptual framework of diaspora entrepreneurship
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“Social network is very important as that can expedite business potential.”
(E2).

“Business is about building the relationship. You get the opportunity because
they know who you are and who to be trusted.” (E3).

............. to get opportunity, you need to be connected with others” (E4).

The participant entrepreneurs were well-connected and socially active, many of them
associated with different community clubs in Malaysia. E2, E4 and E12 were politi-
cally and socially active. E12 obtained the highest honour of citizen as “Datto” in
Malaysia despite being a Bangladeshi.

Ethnic-identity ties and non-co-ethnic ties

Bangladeshi DEs are often seen to be primarily involved in building personal rela-
tionships based on kinship, friendship, or regional collegiality. Two types of social
networking i.e., ethnic-ties and non-co-ethnic ties within the Bangladeshi DE com-
munity are evident in Table 3.

As noted previously, DEs primarily depend on their own ethnic group by main-
taining the traditional approach of interconnectedness among them. Bangladeshi DEs
initially contacted their family, close friends or other personal contacts from co-eth-
nic groups to come to Malaysia, creating close ties organically due to the inherent
trust applied from personal or familial connections. The following quotes confirm
our claim:

“My uncle invited me in Malaysia to look after his business by giving me the
ownership. He had a garment factory. Later, I started different other businesses
through expanding my network reach to different nationality especially in Ban-
gladeshi community”. (E2)

“My uncle and elder brother had business in Malaysia and they encouraged me
to join them by providing information regarding business opportunity and by
showing me quite promising lifestyle”. (E7)

Although family and friends are considered weak ties for information, they appear
to have a key influence on the career or venture decision-making of our DE respon-
dents. After close relatives and friends, our DEs preferred to rely on personal contacts
within theire ethnic group. For instance, E7 stated that those from similar cultural
backgrounds always attract one other and build a latent relationship unconsciously
due to their home country association. This sentiment was echoed by other respon-
dents (E1 and E11). Additionally, E8 knew nobody before coming to Malaysia. Later,
he came to know many Bangladeshis who were living in Malaysia for many years. E8
developed a strong connection with them, which presents a great business prospect
for him. His ethnic ties helped him to take business opportunities. Even though par-
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Table 3 Social Structure of Diaspora Entrepreneurial Process

Case Typology Social Actors Dyadic ties Motivators
El Ethnic Ties Agent Friends of father from Helped to come to Malaysia to
home country gain mutual financial benefit
Ethnic Ties Contacts Other workers from Personal friendship for initial
from personal same nationality surviving in a new country
networking
Non-co-ethnic  Chinese busi- Professional relation- Economic — mutually beneficial
ness Owner ship to become business
partner
Ethnic Ties Professional Business owner from Helped getting business to be
contact from who E1 bought the mutually benefitted
personal grocery shop
networking
E2 Ethnic Ties Uncle Relatives who used to Recruited and handed over busi-
stay in Malaysia ness to be mutually benefited
E3 Non-co-ethnic  Chinese Busi-  Professional relationship Recruited and handed over busi-
ties ness Owner who become good friend ness to be mutually benefited
from personal ~ and business partner
contacts
E4 Ethnic Ties Agent Own friend from home  Helped to come to Malaysia to
country be mutually benefit by financially
Ethnic Ties Friend from Colleague Personal friendship for initial
personal surviving in a foreign land
contacts
Non-co-ethnic  Chinese busi- Professional relationship Recruited and handed over busi-
ness Owner who become good friend ness to be mutually benefited
and business partner
E5 Ethnic Ties Agent Friend of Close Relative  Helped to come to Malaysia to
be mutually benefit by financially
Ethnic Ties Cousin Brothers Helped in initial surviving
by arranging job for personal
relationship
Non-co-ethnic  Chinese busi- Professional relationship Recruited and handed over busi-
ties ness Owner who become good friend ness to be mutually benefited
and business partner
E6 Ethnic Ties Agent Personal contact in home Helped to come to Malaysia to
country be mutually benefit by financially
Ethnic Ties Cousin Relatives who used to Helped in initial surviving
stay in Malaysia by arranging job for personal
relationship
Non-co-ethnic Malaysian Busi- Professional relationship Recruited and handed over busi-
ties ness Owner who become good friend ness to be mutually benefited
and business partner
E7 Ethnic Ties Uncle and elder Relatives who used to Recruited and handed over busi-
brother stay in Malaysia ness to be mutually benefited
E8 Ethnic Ties Agent Personal contact in home Helped to come to Malaysia to
country be mutually benefit by financially
Non-co-ethnic  Malaysian Professional relationship  To be mutually benefitted
ties Company
Owner
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Table 3 (continued)

Case Typology Social Actors Dyadic ties Motivators
Ethnic Ties Friend from Personal relationship Helped to start venture by
personal contact providing necessary information
in host country from many ethnic/Non-co-ethnic
sources
E9 Ethnic Ties Agent Personal contact in home Helped to come to Malaysia to
country be mutually benefit by financially
Non-co-ethnic Malaysian Personal and Profes- Business partner to help the
Ties Friend sional interest Bangladeshi (E9) friend
E10  Ethnic Ties Cousin Relatives who used to Helped with initial induction to
stay in Malaysia host country
Ethnic Ties Friends from Professional relationship Bought business from Bangla-
Personal deshi owner to capture same
Contacts in host customers
country
EIl  Ethnic Ties Neighbor from  Brother who used live in  Personal friendship for initial
same region in ~ Malaysia surviving in a foreign land
home country
Non-co-ethnic  Chinese Friend Helped get business in ~ Professional interest to be mutu-
Ties from previous ~ Malaysia ally benefitted
work contacts
E12  Ethnic Ties Agent Friends personal contact Helped to come to Malaysia to
be mutually benefit by financially
Non-co-ethnic  Wife from Business Partner To be mutually benefitted
Ties Malaysian

nationality

ticipants do not hold any previous connections, diaspora from same ethnic ties tend to
help each other out. The following quotes from the interviews confirm this:

“After a year of arrival in Malaysia my Visa expired, and I became an illegal
citizen. I had no family or close friend in here. Suddenly one day I came across
one Bangladeshi person, and few days later I shared my problems with him.
Hearing my grief he helped me finding a job with work permission”. (E1)

“After leaving my brother business in Singapore, there were nobody but one
brother from my village helped me in Malaysia with my living and looking for

new start-up”. (E11)

Different social actors helped the DE participants to survive and sustain in different
phases of their life. As previously stated, to overcome the initial challenges in the
host country, they initially sought assistance and guidance from friends and personal/
familial tie motivators, where co-ethnic ties are important. Table 3 shows that, except
the case E3, the entrepreneurs were dependent on their own ethnic ties. Personal
contacts or previous friendship helped E1, E2, E4, E5, E6, E7 and E10 to overcome
the initial challenges without any direct economic benefits after arriving to Malaysia.
For instance, DEs tend to employ people from their own ethnic origin because they
can trust them, and that they do not tend to leave the job which makes their commu-
nication, management and operations easy. The following quotes validate our claim:
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“Local people are quite rigid regarding working hours. Also their turn-over
rate is very high. However, people from same ties show loyalty at work than
people from other ties. Therefore, I recruited all Bangladeshi workers in my
business”. (E2)

“...my wife is in charge of accounts and finance, and my brother-in-law is look-
ing after the administrative and operational parts. I trust them more than any-
one else; therefore, they are given these key positions in my business.” (ES).

Diaspora entrepreneurs not only leverage ethnic ties, but they also establish non-
co-ethnic ties when required which builds on common interest, friendship and com-
plementarity. Non-co-ethnic ties evolve in diaspora network by expanding personal
connection with other clans and are not based on kinship or co-ethnic group. After
the initial period of integration for the Bangladeshi entrepreneur, more strategically
aligned motivating factors such as “economic interest and mutual benefits” were
found to spur these diasporas to connect with many social networks. These actors of
mixed ethnic origin (co-ethnic and non-ethnic) helped the entreprencurs to find new
opportunities, influenced them to start their own ventures, and show them the paths
to future growth. Almost all cases provide evidence of this.

Networking with non-co-ethnic ties helped the DE diaspora studied to develop
economically and socially (as noted via El, E3 and E9). In particular, Table 3
describes the social structure of each diaspora’s entrepreneurial process and a latent
connection with different social actors from different ties to reach and grow to the
entrepreneurial stream.

Necessity-based vs. opportunity-driven entrepreneurship

The rationale for becoming a DE can be due to necessity or for the entreprencurial
opportunity. Recognizing the opportunity and utilising social networks are funda-
mental requirements for DE (Brzozowski et al., 2014). Our findings infer that almost
all the interviewees were found to be opportunity seekers. Ten out of twelve came to
Malaysia in search of jobs with a good salary potential. Over time, as they became
familiar with the Malaysian environment and established contacts with different eth-
nic and non-co-ethnic people, they began looking for opportunities to improve their
economic conditions. Consequentially, they could be considered as both necessity-
based and opportunity-driven entrepreneurs. The following quotes validate our claim:

“While working in the agency, I was very famous among Bangladeshi people
who came here in Malaysia through me and my agency. I always maintained
good connection with them. Once I figured out that these people miss their
country’s products, I realized that there is a very good business opportunity.
So, targeting these people, I started importing products from Bangladesh and
selling to them. ”(El).

“Before settling in Malaysia, I visited few countries for business opportunities.
When I came here, I joined a company under a Chinese owner. However, [ was
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always looking for something of my own. When the owner decided to sold his
business to someone, I grabbed the opportunity”. (E3)

“I was working in a Malaysian company during 1990s. At that time there were
large numbers of immigrants coming from Bangladesh to Malaysia for work.
I found a big demand of Bangladeshi products among this people. When I saw
this opportunity I took the risk of leaving my job with the Malaysian company,
and started importing those products from Bangladesh that Bangladeshi immi-
grants were looking for. That is how I started my own venture”. (E8)

“My cousin used to live in Malaysia. He encouraged me by giving information
regarding working opportunities. I met different Bangladeshi people in Malay-
sia. I also connected with people from other nations. They were my very good
information source to help getting my business scope”. (E6)

The majority of the studied entrepreneurs’ necessity for improving their economic
well-being directed them towards the identification and exploitation of business
opportunities. This is evident in cases E1, E8, E9 and E12. Realizing their economic
well-being is dependent on self-employment, they began looking for business oppor-
tunities. On the other side, E2 and E3 were opportunity-driven entrepreneurs. They
had previous job or business experience that helped them to be extroverted and to
associate with different social actors. Hence, they established business opportunities
by utilizing social networks.

There are several additional factors (i.e. reduce initial risk and cost of investment
through social network) that influence the decision to become an entrepreneur in this
context. For instance, several DEs received help from their relatives and friends in
Malaysia. Thus, the social network encourages diaspora to pursue an entrepreneurial
career in the host country. This is evident from the quotations below:

“Prior to my arrival in Malaysia, my uncle was engaged in business activities
in Malaysia. Joining his business I have learned so many things about business
and inspired me taking decision to start my own venture. Later I take over my
uncle business. The business and required networks were already built, that
support me a lot in initial days otherwise starting business would have been a
very difficult and struggling call in a foreign country”. (E2)

“My uncle and elder brother were doing business before I came in Malaysia. I
took over the business from them, so initial risk and struggle were less for me.”
(E7).

Ethnic bonding is instrumental in the diaspora network and this research confirms
that seven out of twelve entrepreneurs established their business to serve the need of
Bangladeshi customers only. In addition to grocery store, other three entrepreneurs
extended their business by opening a Bangladeshi restaurant with the aim of target-
ing only Bangladeshi customers. Utilizing their social network, they established their
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first business in Malaysia, and subsequently leveraged those networks to expand their
venture.

>

“I have targeted only Bangladeshi customer who are working in Malaysia.’

(El).

“All my business has established only targeting customer from Bangladesh
except the garments business.” (E2).

“My venture is based on Bangladeshi customers including the employees who
are working in my shop. My target is to give them one-stop solution where they
get every product they desire.” (E3).

“Being Bangladeshi, I feel like I can understand more about their need and
demand, therefore, I organized my business fully targeted Bangladeshi custom-
ers.” (E1l).

“I found the business opportunity observing increasing number of Bangladeshi
people in Malaysia. My full customer base is Bangladeshi people.” (E12).

“I started my business with a grocery shop where every nationality is my cus-
tomer base. Later I extended my business by opening a Bangla restaurant tar-
geting Bangladeshi people.” (E6, E7 and ES).

DEs tend to keep long-term relationships with ethnic customers. This is because eth-
nic market, particularly in immigrant countries like Malaysia, has limited demand
while many DEs tend to target the same market; building customer relationships
to make the business sustainable. This study thus shows the integration of social
network mechanisms, bonding, and bridging that helps not only to survive or facili-
tate entrepreneurship among diaspora, but also helps them to grow and expand their
businesses.

Information and resource-seeking behaviors in social networks

We found that social networks provide access to relevant business information, and
other critical resources to international entrepreneurs. All the participants stated that
the diaspora network is a great source of information and new opportunities for them,
as evident from the following quotations:

“As per Malaysian regulation, to start a business one must have a local part-
ner. It was difficult for me to manage any at that time. One of my Bangladeshi
friends who used to work for a Malaysian company brought me a contact of a
local person, who was retired air-force officer, to facilitate partnership with
him. Of course! If my friend wouldn't give me information about him at that
time, business would have been difficult to start.” (E4).
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“My friend suggested me this location to open a grocery shop inside an indus-
trial area where footfall will never go less.” (E9).

Our findings suggest that, in a country where immigrants create an ethnic market,
diaspora entrepreneurs tend to serve their own ethnic market by employing co-ethnic
immigrants in their organizations. This helps to offer better service and easy com-
munication with co-ethnic customers. In addition, supply network of the products in
such a case is linked with diaspora’s home country, and thus DEs cannot circumvent
making connections with suppliers of ethnic origin in the host country, which would
make the diaspora ethnic network more embedded and stronger in such an immigrant
host country context.

“Initially I took the supply of the products from importers. They are also Ban-
gladeshi and involved in importing business for a long time. They import prod-
ucts from Bangladesh and supply to us.” (E1).

“Realizing the demand for Bangladeshi products in Malaysia, I established
the network connection with suppliers in Bangladesh. The suppliers were my
cousin and his friends. The name of their company was “Britex”. Any products,
I wanted here, they exported those to me, and I served the need in Malaysian
market.” (E3).

“My younger brothers supply product from Bangladesh.” (E1l).

Diaspora creates business links between the home and host country by passing infor-
mation and resources within same ethnic ties. Because of the intense information
flow within the diaspora community, many diaspora ventures evolved in both coun-
tries. Many large Bangladeshi companies, such as Pran Food Ltd., and Promee Food
Ltd. entered Malaysia, are based on the demand that has been created by the diaspora
network, and have established their distribution operations all over the country. They
also serve the needs of Bangladeshi diaspora entreprencurs in Malaysia by develop-
ing business-to-business relationships. For example, before the existence of these
companies in Malaysia, E1 and E2 had to directly import their basic goods from Ban-
gladesh or rely on other Bangladeshi importers. But now, the majority of their stocks
are sourced from these big companies. As E1 said:

“When I found demand for Bangladeshi products here in Malaysia, I estab-
lished the network to source those products from Bangladesh and also establish
the connection here with the supplier who imports those goods in Malaysia.
But, from the last few years, business became easy when those companies, Pran
and Promee, came in Malaysia. They supply all our required products to serve
my target customers, Bangladeshi people.” (E1).

To serve their own diaspora community, entrepreneurs selectively approached other

Bangladeshi diaspora suppliers in Malaysia. Also, they activated their home country
links to facilitate their business in the host country ethnic social network. This is how
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diasporas are connected to each other and can bridge two countries through their
social and business interactions and networks.

In addition, several respondents source their product directly from different
companies in Bangladesh. This highlights that a diaspora community can create a
distinctive network between countries to advance business relationships. Many entre-
prencurs were also sourcing their necessary raw materials directly from their home
country.

“Apart from sourcing from the Pran or Promi Food companies in Malaysia, 1
also source product directly from Bangladesh. My brother supplies my required
demand from my home country.” (El1l).

“I sourced different products from different companies in Bangladesh based on
my customer demand and need.” (E12).

Although we found that most of the interviewees have targeted Bangladeshi ethnic
customers, this eventually enhanced the brand image and credibility of the business to
others with different ethnic and cultural backgrounds. The relationship with non-co-
ethnic ties and their contribution to the DE is therefore undeniable. To expand their
business and to diversify the product range, the participants sourced products from
other ethnic groups. Prior research suggests that diaspora often create link between
countries in different locations of the world and establish businesses (Bagwell, 2018).
Diaspora serves other ethnic society based on customer’s demand.

“In additions to Bangladeshi suppliers, there are a few Chinese suppliers from
whom I source products for my grocery store” (E7).

“My majority customers are Arabian, so I had to source my products as per
their need. I have Indian, Chinese suppliers along with Bangladeshi suppli-
ers.” (E10).

“I source different product from different areas or countries. For instance, I
bring spices from India, peas from Australia, basic staple foods from Bangla-
desh and so forth.” (E11).

“Majority of the product I import from Bangladesh. I also source products from
India and China.” (E12).

Non-co-ethnic ties not only help some of the diaspora entreprencurs to find business
locations, but also support entrepreneurs by sharing strategic information to extend
their businesses. Some of them have partnered with these entrepreneurs or sold the
company to them.

“I took job under a Chinese owner. I developed a very trustworthy and friendly

relationship with him which helped me to get his business partnership and take
over the full business eventually.” (E3).
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“I worked under a Malaysian business owner. Seeing my effort and dedication,
he decided to sell his business to me when he decided to discontinue it.” (E6).

“I knew nobody in Malaysia. After learning local language I met a Malaysian
school teacher who becomes good friend of mine later. Knowing my interest in
business he helped me by sourcing information, helped me on document prepa-
ration by being a silent partner of my business.” (E9).

“My Chinese friend, who I knew from Singapore, helped me with information
to start my business in “Johar Baru” area to serve the increasing demand of
Bangladeshi people there.” (Ell).

Fostering a network with non-co-ethnic ties also facilitate their business growth in
the host country by sharing information and giving opportunities.

Consistent with the extant literature, our findings suggest that social networking
with ethnic and non-co-ethnic ties plays a critical role in facilitating DEs (Harima,
2015; Masud, 2012). Our study reveals that Bangladeshi DEs are mainly associated
with co-ethnic ties in home countries, but this is not the only contributing factor.
Networking generally means the social bonding to both ethnic and non-co-ethnic ties
to Bangladeshi DE. To overcome initial difficulties in the host country, ten entrepre-
neurs out of twelve had either someone known, or they approached to their co-ethnic
ties as first-hand contact, and others used non-co-ethnic ties for the initial help by
choice.

Theoretical implications

This study advances theoretical understanding of diaspora entrepreneurship by deep-
ening micro-level explanations of how social capital is constructed and mobilized
through different forms of social networking in a developing host-country context.
While prior research has established the importance of ethnic and transnational net-
works for immigrant and diaspora entrepreneurs (Karayianni et al., 2023; Lassalle et
al., 2020; Stoyanov et al., 2018), our findings extend this literature by demonstrating
how Bangladeshi diaspora entrepreneurs in Malaysia simultaneously leverage ethnic
and non-co-ethnic ties, guided by distinct motivational logics.

First, our findings corroborate existing empirical evidence that co-ethnic ties pro-
vide critical start-up resources such as labor, finance, and market access (Meister &
Mauer, 2019; Muchineripi et al., 2022; Ndofor & Priem, 2011). Like Schett (2018)
and Simba and Ojong (2018), we find that bonding social capital within ethnic com-
munities facilitates business survival by reducing uncertainty and transaction costs.
However, our study extends this stream of research by showing that ethnic ties are
not merely survival mechanisms but also act as gateways for expanding into broader
opportunity spaces through non-co-ethnic networks. This responds directly to the call
for greater attention to how diaspora entrepreneurs avoid over-embeddedness within
ethnic enclaves (Lassalle et al., 2020; Panibratov & Rysakova, 2021).

Second, our findings contribute to social capital theory by showing that diaspora
networking is structured around two distinct motivational mechanisms: (1) friend-

@ Springer



Journal of the Knowledge Economy

ship and personal/familial ties and (2) economic interest and mutual benefit. While
previous studies conceptualize social capital primarily as a static resource (Portes,
1998; Turkina & Thai, 2013), our findings suggest a more dynamic processual view
in which relational motives evolve over time. This complements recent empirical
work showing that opportunity recognition is socially embedded and relationally
driven (Campagnolo et al., 2022; Evansluong et al., 2019; Nieto & Gonzalez-Alva-
rez, 2016). Our study illustrates how personal trust-based relations initially facili-
tate entry and survival, while economically motivated ties later enable opportunity
exploitation and business expansion.

Third, this study extends recent research on necessity-based versus opportunity-
driven immigrant entrepreneurship (Chrysostome, 2010; Dabi¢ et al., 2020; Syrett
& Keles, 2022) by showing that Bangladeshi diaspora entreprencurs in Malaysia
often exhibit hybrid entrepreneurial trajectories. Consistent with Satar et al. (2024)
and Ba Awain et al. (2025), our findings indicate that entrepreneurial networking
plays a moderating role between necessity motivations and opportunity exploitation.
Although most entrepreneurs entered Malaysia for employment reasons, network
development gradually enabled opportunity recognition and venture creation. This
hybrid pathway challenges the dichotomous classification of immigrant entrepre-
neurs as either necessity- or opportunity-driven and supports recent arguments that
entrepreneurial agency evolves through embedded network interactions (Karayianni
et al., 2023; Yesigat et al., 2024).

Fourth, our findings contribute to the emerging literature on transnational and dual
embeddedness (Rusinovic, 2008; Stoyanov et al., 2018; Santamaria-Alvarez et al.,
2018) by empirically illustrating how Bangladeshi diaspora entrepreneurs maintain
business-relevant ties with both home- and host-country actors. While earlier studies
emphasize the risks of ethnic lock-in (Ojo, 2013; Ndofor & Priem, 2011), our find-
ings show that co-ethnic ties in the country of origin and residence function as rela-
tional infrastructure that enables the development of bridging ties with non-co-ethnic
partners. This supports recent evidence that diaspora entrepreneurs act as relational
brokers connecting multiple institutional environments (Baron & Harima, 2019; Elo
et al., 2022; Rana & Nipa, 2019).

Finally, by focusing on Bangladeshi diaspora entrepreneurs in Malaysia, this
study extends diaspora entrepreneurship theory beyond the dominant focus on West-
ern host-country contexts (Dabi¢ et al., 2020; Elo et al., 2022). Recent studies high-
light the need for more context-sensitive theorization of diaspora entreprencurship
in emerging and developing economies (Syrett & Keles, 2022; Karayianni et al.,
2023). Our findings show that in institutionally constrained environments, informal
social networks substitute for weak formal support structures, thereby reinforcing the
need for trust-based and reciprocity-driven ties in entreprencurship (Cisi et al., 2020;
Hjorts, 2015; Satar et al., 2024). This contextual contribution strengthens theoretical
claims that social capital operates differently across institutional environments and
that diaspora entrepreneurship must be understood as a situated and relational pro-
cess rather than a universalized model.

Taken together, this study advances diaspora entrepreneurship theory by integrat-
ing social capital, embeddedness, and opportunity-based perspectives into a unified
explanatory framework. It demonstrates how diaspora entrepreneurs dynamically
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mobilize ethnic and non-ethnic ties across time and space, thereby extending cur-
rent theorization of diaspora entrepreneurship from static network effects to evolving
relational processes.

Practical implications

Diasporas are not only a key source of foreign remittances but also a medium for
exchanging information about opportunities both within and outside their host coun-
try. They facilitate international trade, contribute to brain-drain, and support the
exchange of knowledge and information (Bagwell, 2018; Santamaria-Alvarez &
Sliwa, 2016). Thus, this study provides important insights for policymakers regard-
ing the practice of diaspora entrepreneurship. At the national level, to reduce income
inequality and boost economic growth, governments of home and host countries need
to promote diaspora entreprencurship and liberalize policies. In addition, govern-
ments need to eliminate barriers related to social networking of diaspora community.
When supported by appropriate policies, immigrants can contribute to the inclusive
and sustainable economic growth and development of both home and host countries
(UN, 2017). At the organizational level, diaspora entrepreneurs can enhance business
opportunities by building strong ties with diaspora community and engaging in more
collaborative discussions via informal meetings arranged by diaspora clubs. Such
collaboration may help to identify potential business barriers in both home and host
countries and develop strategies how to overcome them.

Limitations and the Scope for Further Research

While the research process undertaken within this study highlights a nuanced micro-
cosm of DE, this research field would benefit from longitudinal research design
facilitated by either ethnographic study and/or participant observation, or larger con-
firmative quantitative studies. Since the primary focus of our study was to explore the
role and meaning of social networking, further research could explore other related
factors, such as role of formal networking, and institutional factors in facilitating
DE. In addition, little emphasis was placed on the mediums of communication (e.g.,
face to face and virtual) used to forge these relationships, and thus future studies
may explore how such medium of communication affects social networking. This
research also studied only Bangladeshi diaspora entrepreneurs in Malaysia. Future
studies may explore other nuances of diaspora community in Malaysia, as evidence
suggests that ‘self-employment among immigrants in Malaysia takes place under dif-
ferent conditions depending on the country of origin, the immigrant’s status, size, and
concentration of the ethnic community, and the cultural and geographical distance
between home and host countries’ (Mosbah et al., 2018; p.353).
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