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Motivation of Japanese Descending Diaspora
Entrepreneurs

Aki Harima™

This paper explores entrepreneurial motivation of Japanese diaspora entrepreneurs conduct-
ing their business in emerging countries. While diaspora entrepreneurs play an increasingly
significant role in the modern transnationalizing economy (Newland & Tanaka, 2010), previ-
ous scholars have predominantly focused on those who originate from developing countries
and migrate to more developed ones. There are, however, also entrepreneurs who originate
from developed countries and establish their business in emerging countries. These people
are almost invisible in the previous research even though their entrepreneurial activities are
assumed to have positive impacts on the local economy. They transfer knowledge, resources
and information from developed countries to emerging countries. In the first place, it sounds
rather counter-intuitive that they move from richer and more secure contexts to apparently
less attractive conditions. We know still very little about their entrepreneurial motivations.
This paper takes a first step to investigate their highly complex motivations by conducting
multiple case studies with Japanese entrepreneurs in several emerging countries. The central
research question to be answered is: what drives Japanese diasporans to become entrepreneurs
in emerging countries? A grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014) approach will be chosen and the
empirical data will be analyzed descriptively and coded. At the end of this paper, six main
motivational factors are identified through an empirical study.
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Motywacja przedsiebiorcow diaspory japonskiej
bedacych potomkami emigrantow

W artykule zaprezentowano motywacje przedsiebiorczq czlonkow diaspory japoriskiej prowa-
dzqcych dziatalnos¢ gospodarczqg w krajach wschodzqcych. Pomimo zZe odgrywajq oni coraz
wazniejszq role we wspolczesnej transnarodowej gospodarce (Newland i Tanaka, 2010), badacze
dotychczas glownie koncentrowali sie na przedsigbiorcach pochodzqcych z krajow rozwijajg-
cych sie i migrujgcych do krajow bardziej rozwinietych. Niemniej jednak takze przedsigbiorcy
pochodzqcy z krajow rozwinietych zakladajq przedsiebiorstwa w krajach wschodzgcych. Osoby
te byly z reguly pomijane w dotychczasowych badaniach, chociaz zaklada sie, ze ich dzialania
przedsiebiorcze majq pozytywny wplyw na gospodarke lokalng. Wnoszq one bowiem do krajow
wschodzqcych wiedze, zasoby i informacje z krajow rozwinietych. Przede wszystkim stosunkowo
sprzeczne z intuicjq wydawac si¢ moze to, Ze przenoszq si¢ ze srodowisk bardziej bezpiecznych
w miejsca o warunkach najwyrazniej mniej atrakcyjnych. Wiedza o czynnikach sklaniajgcych
je do podejmowania dzialan przedsiebiorczych jest nadal niewielka. W artykule po raz pierwszy
przedstawiono bardzo zlozone czynniki motywacyjne na podstawie wielu studiow przypadku
przeprowadzonych wsrod przedsiebiorcow japoriskich w krajach wschodzgcych. Glowne pytanie
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badawcze brzmi: co sklania czlonkow diaspory japoriskiej do podjecia dzialar przedsiebior-
czych w krajach wschodzqcych? Wybrang metodq jest teoria ugruntowana (Charmaz, 2014),
zgodnie z ktorg dokonano opisowej analizy i kodowania danych empirycznych. W koricowej
czesci artykulu, opierajgc si¢ na badaniu empirycznym, okreslono szes¢ glownych czynnikow

motywacyjnych.

Stowa kluczowe: motywacja przedsigbiorcza, przedsigbiorczoS¢ diaspory, przedsigbiorcy

diaspory-potomkowie emigrantow.
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1. Introduction

Globalization enables different forms of
human mobility around the world. While
previous researchers have focused on the
migrants who migrate from developing or
emerging countries to developed countries
in migration waves (cf. Brinkerhoff, 2004;
Cohen, 2008; Newland & Tanaka, 2010;
Ojo, 2012; Ojo et al., 2013; Tchouassai
& Sikod, 2010), we recently observe dif-
ferent types of human mobility beyond
national borders (Elo, 2013; Horiuchi,
2010; Harima, 2014). For instance, there
are German entrepreneurs in South Africa
and American entrepreneurs in Latin
America. They migrate to economically
less developed contexts and become entre-
preneurs. These entrepreneurs are named
as “Descending Diaspora Entrepreneurs”
(Harima, 2014). These people are assumed
to have positive impacts on both their coun-
try of origin and country of residence, as
they not only create jobs, but also transfer
knowledge, technology, institutions as well
as financial capitals from developed coun-
tries to emerging and developing countries.

In the previous research on diaspora
entrepreneurship, their presence is almost
invisible. Therefore, we do not know why
these people migrate to less economically
developed contexts and become entrepre-
neurs. Traditionally, one of the primary
reasons for migration was to seek a bet-
ter life (cf. Cohen, 1996). Migrants are
believed to move to the countries which
have better economic, political and societal
conditions. However, the home countries
of descending diaspora entrepreneurs are
developed countries and therefore offer
preferable conditions. For this reason, this
paper addresses the research questions:
(i) Which multi-level environmental fac-

tors influence motivation formulation of
Descending Diaspora Entrepreneurs?;
(ii)) What are the key motivational factors
of such entrepreneurs?

Multiple case studies with 8 Japanese
entrepreneurs in emerging countries have
been conducted. Based on an inductive
analysis, this paper suggests a possible
mechanism of influencing factors and
presents six main motivational factors of
Japanese entrepreneurs. The main contri-
bution of this paper is that it illuminates
diaspora entrepreneurs from developed
countries and explores their complex mixed
motivations by considering their country
specific contexts as well as the literature
on diaspora entrepreneurship and entre-
preneurship.

2. Conceptual Background

2.1. Entrepreneurial Motivation

Motivation has been regarded as an
essential factor in entrepreneurship by
previous researchers (Van Gelderen et al.,
2008; Yalcin & Kapu, 2008). Motivation has
significant impacts on entrepreneurship.
Van Eerde and Thierry (1996) argue that
an entrepreneur’s motivation may influ-
ence his or her intention, intended effort,
task performance, and time spent on their
task. The impact of entrepreneurial moti-
vation on venture success has also been
investigated by some researchers (Kuratko
et al., 1997; Robichaud et al., 2001).

In the early days, reasons for becom-
ing an entrepreneur were considered to be
economic (Schumpeter, 1934). Yet, previ-
ous studies find out that it is typically not
a primary motivation to start an own busi-
ness to make more money (Hamilton, 1988;
Scheinberg & MacMillan, 1988). There-
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fore, previous researchers have made con-
siderable efforts to explore non-economic
psychological motivations of entrepreneurs.

Among others, achievement motivation
(a need for achievement) is probably most
frequently argued as an essential entrepre-
neurial motivation (cf. McClelland, 1961;
Homaday & Bunker, 1970; Atkinson, 1957;
Davidsson, 1989; 1991). Achievement moti-
vation refers to one’s expectation of doing
something better or faster than anybody
else or better than the person’s own earlier
accomplishments (Hansemark, 2003). It
could be learned and may develop accord-
ing to how the individual’s existing frame
of reference is put against the individual’s
own desire to achieve (McClelland, 1990).
McClelland’s argumentation that those
with high motivation of this kind will be
more likely to pursue entrepreneurial
career than other populations has been
tested by researchers in different contexts.
While McClelland (1961) concluded, based
on empirical research, that achievement
motivation is not a major determinant of
entrepreneurship, a number of studies have
proven a positive relationship between
achievement motivation and a decision
to become entrepreneurs (Johnson, 1990;
Babb & Babb, 1992; Shaver & Scott, 1991;
Collins et al.,, 2004). Several research-
ers have further conducted research on
sub-dimensions of this concept including
mastery needs, work orientation and inter-
personal competitiveness by arguing that
different dimensions of achievement moti-
vation co-exist within individuals (Carsrud
& Brinnback, 2011).

Besides achievement motivation, there
are several types of entrepreneurial moti-
vation. The need for independence has
also been frequently stated as a reason for
founding an own firm (Bamberger, 1986;
Scheinberg & MacMillan, 1988; Hamilton,
1988; Robichaud et al., 2001). Scheinberg
and MacMillan (1988) identified six cate-
gories of entrepreneurial motivation based
on their survey in 11 different countries:
(i) the need for approval; (ii) the instru-
mentally perceived wealth, (iii) degree of
communitarianism, (iv) the need for per-
sonal development, (v) the need for inde-
pendence, and (vi) the need for escape. In
a similar vein, Westhead (1994) identified
seven motivational factors based on a sur-
vey with British entrepreneurs: (i) the need
for approval, (ii) the need for personal

development, (iii) welfare considerations,
(iv) the perceived instrumentality of wel-
fare, (v) tax reduction, and (vi) the example
of role models. While such categories offer
a certain understanding, they do not pro-
vide a holistic view of this topic.

In order to create a big picture, some
researchers have attempted to develop
a more systematic view of entrepreneur-
ial motivation. A well-known example is
a classification into push and pull moti-
vational factors for entrepreneurship.
According to Amit and Muller (1995),
“push” entrepreneurs refer to those who
are pushed out of the current employment,
while “pull” entrepreneurs are pulled out
of the current position. Amit and Muller
find out that pull entrepreneurs are more
successful than push entrepreneurs. Similar
concepts to “pull” and “push” factors are
opportunity and necessity entrepreneur-
ship (Smallbone & Welter, 2004). Another
example is a classification into intrinsic
and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motiva-
tion refers to psychological rewards, for
instance, being one’s own boss or having
ultimate responsibility for ventures, while
extrinsic motivation is financial or other
tangible rewards from business (Choo &
Wong, 2006). In some previous studies,
entrepreneurs who are mainly motivated
by intrinsic motivation are more success-
ful (Bird, 1989; Volery et al., 1977). Dit-
ferences between genders have been also
considered by several studies (cf. Okafor
& Amalu, 2010; Singh, 1993). There are
also some attempts to look at how indi-
viduals perceive the overall combination of
different extrinsic and intrinsic factors and
make a decision to become entrepreneurs,
for instance, the concept of reward struc-
ture (Baumol, 1990; Campbell, 1992; Praag
& Cramer, 2001; Renko et al., 2012). An
expected reward depends on assessments
of individual ability, attitudes towards risk,
perception of entrepreneurial feasibility.

Individuals who conduct an own business
are highly diversified regarding nationality,
culture, demographic characteristics and
qualifications. Entrepreneurial motivation
can be influenced by several factors. For
instance, personal motivation to become
an entrepreneur is related to individual
income (Smallbone & Walter, 2001) or
educational background (Arenius & Min-
niti, 2005). The nature of business can also
influence entrepreneurial motivation. For
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instance, advocacy motivation character-
izes social entrepreneurs (London, 2010).
Despite a number of studies conducted on
this topic, a transnational dimension has
not fully been considered in the previous
research.

2.2. Diaspora Entrepreneurship

The diaspora refers to the migrants and
their descendants who maintain a strong
relationship to their country of origin
(Safran, 1991). Diaspora and their busi-
ness activities have attracted increasing
research interest due to the growing migra-
tion phenomenon as well as its changing
nature (Aldrich et al., 1990; Sanders et al.,
1996; Riddle et al., 2010; Vemuri; 2014).
According to the International Migration
Outlook from OECD (2013), there were
232 million people living outside their
country of birth around the world in 2013,
which represents 3.2 percent of the world’s
population. If migration continues to grow
at the same pace as over the past twenty
years, there will be 405 million migrants by
2050 in the world (International Organiza-
tion for Migration, 2014). As the migration
trend is increasing, the number of diaspora
is assumed to be growing. The recent tech-
nological development in communication
and transportation sector enables migrants
and their descendants to maintain a strong
emotional connection to their country of
origin (COO) and therefore identify them-
selves through COO even many years after
migration (Yeung, 2002; Riddle, 2008).

The diaspora has been regarded as
a unique contributor to the world. Remit-
tance sent by diasporans to their COOs is
probably one of the most well-recognized
contribution forms. According to the Bilat-
eral Remittance Matrix 2012 (World Bank,
2012), the total amount of the worldwide
inward and outward remittance in 2012 was
approximately USD 529 billion. The impact
of remittance is especially significant on
developing countries (Minto-Coy, 2010;
Rubyutsa, 2012; Orozco, 2009). The form
of their homeland investment is diversified.
Diaspora Direct Investment (DDI) plays
also a significant role for different reasons.
Huang & Khanna (2003) argue that the
rapid economic development which China
and India experienced in the recent years
would have not been possible without DDI.
DDI is essential not only for the national
economy of such economic giants, but

also smaller countries in difficult politi-
cal conditions such as conflicts or lack of
resources, since they cannot easily attract
usual foreign direct investment. Diasporans
are believed to invest in their COO not
only for strategic reasons, but also for phil-
anthropic reasons (Ketkar & Ratha, 2010;
Nielsen & Riddle, 2009). Besides financial
contributions, diasporans make various
forms of contributions both for their COO
and country of residence (COO) through
peace development (Brinkerhoff, 2006;
2011; Kent, 2005; Mohamoud & Osman,
2008), technology/knowledge transfer
(Saxenian, 2002; 2005; Kapur, 2001, Meyer,
2007), innovation (Lin, 2010), and institu-
tion transfer (Riddle & Brinkerhoff, 2011).

Diaspora entrepreneurship describes
entrepreneurial activities conducted by
diasporans who leverage their unique
diaspora resources. Their international
entrepreneurial activities have become
increasingly important (Nkongolo-Bak-
enda & Chrysostome, 2013). The diaspora
population possess unique resources due
to their mixed embeddedness in COO
and COR (Kloostermann et al., 1999).
For instance, diaspora entrepreneurs are
assumed to have an access to Diaspora
Network (Kuznetsov, 2006; Light et al.,
1989; Lebang, 2011; Dutia, 2011; Elo,
2014). Such a mixed embeddedness also
allows diasporans to recognize idiosyncratic
opportunities, as opportunities are closely
linked to their embeddedness in economic,
political-institutional, and social environ-
ments (Rath, 2000).

Despite their substantial contribution in
various forms, we still do not discern a big
picture of their entrepreneurial activities.
One of the main explanations is a high
degree of heterogeneity and uniqueness
of their entrepreneurial activities, which
impedes generalizations of findings of previ-
ous studies. Although there are various types
of flows in migration, previous studies have
predominantly focused on entrepreneur-
ial activities of the diasporans originating
from developing or emerging countries who
migrate to more economically developed
contexts (Harima, 2014; Elo, 2013). Harima
(2014) names them “Ascending Diaspora
Entrepreneurs”. However, there are also
diasporans from developed countries who
migrate to other countries including devel-
oping or emerging countries (“Descending
Diaspora Entrepreneurs”; Harima, 2014).
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These diasporans are assumed to make
a contribution to their COO and COR
through their entrepreneurial activities in
different ways. Only a few studies, how-
ever, have been conducted on this type of
diaspora entrepreneurs.

This paper focuses on descending
diaspora entrepreneurs. Such people
seem to have different kinds of motivation
from ascending diaspora entrepreneurs.
They make a decision to leave their home
country whose economic condition as well
as social standards are high in order to
migrate to a country with lower standards.
Their entrepreneurial motivation has not
been explored in the previous literature.

3. Motivation of Diaspora
Entrepreneurs

Although previous studies have pre-
dominantly focused on ascending diaspora
entrepreneurship, some findings on such
entrepreneurs offer a few hints to us to
understand entrepreneurial motivation
of descending diaspora entrepreneurs to
a certain extent. Among others, Nielsen
and Riddle (2007) offer an essential clas-
sification concerning diaspora motivation
into three following categories: (i) financial
motivation; (ii) social motivation; (iii) emo-
tional motivation.

First, diasporans may be driven by
a potential of financial returns of invest-
ment. Nielsen and Riddle (2007) argue that
diasporans are more likely to be driven by
financial motivation when they feel home-
land bias and investment confidence which
reduce their risk perception toward invest-
ment. According to Nielsen and Riddle
(2007), homeland bias refers to the exacer-
bated perception of the probability of suc-
cess of their investment when they invest in
their COO due to the familiarity with the
context. The investment confidence can be
enhanced through vocational experiences
of diasporans. Gillespie et al. (1999) point
out a diaspora-specific advantage in rela-
tion to the financial motivation and name
it “ethnic advantage”. Immigrants often
believe that people with the same ethnic
background can better ascertain and meet
the needs of their immigrant community.
Therefore, immigrant entrepreneurs have
a propensity to offer services and products
specific to the ethnic community (Bonacich
& Modell, 1980).

While these arguments for the financial
motivation seem to be rather opportunity-
driven, some researchers also discuss that
diasporans are driven by negative fac-
tors in COR due to a lack of vocational
alternatives or inappropriate salaries
compared to the local population (Con-
stant & Shachmurove, 2003; Constant et
al., 2002; Lofstrom, 1999). Sometimes, it
is called “the economic dead-end theory”
and regarded as one of the primary reasons
for entrepreneurial activities of migrants
and diasporans (Kalltany & Visser, 2010;
Fatoki & Patswawairi, 2012; Thomsen,
2006; Barrett et al., 2001; Basu & Altinay,
2002; Malcalf et al., 1996). In such cases,
diasporans are motivated to increase their
income through choosing an entrepreneur-
ial career. It is, however, questionable to
which extent we can apply this statement to
descending diaspora entrepreneurs.

The second category of diaspora moti-
vation is related to a social aspect. Social
motivation is related to diaspora individu-
als’ feeling of belongings to the community
or ethnic group. According to Nkongolo-
Bakenda and Chrysotome (2013), diaspo-
rans engage in homeland investment
activities, seeking for social recognition
from their diaspora and homeland com-
munities. Nilsen and Riddle (2007) further
point out the role of “homeland duty”,
which describes the feeling of diasporans
of being obliged to invest in their COO.
Such a feeling is constructed as a result of
socialization with their family, friends and
other countrymen in their daily life.

The third category is emotional invest-
ment motives. Gillespie et al. (1999) iden-
tify emotional feelings of altruism as one
of the main motivations of diasporans to
invest in their homeland. Altruistic moti-
vation has attracted considerable research
interest in the previous diaspora research
(Tchoussai & Sikod, 2010; Poirine, 2006;
Brinkerhoff, 2008). Diaspora entrepre-
neurs may be driven by the altruistic mis-
sion to improve political or economic con-
ditions as well as a quality of life of the
people in COO.

Although these previous findings cer-
tainly offer some hints regarding entre-
preneurial motivation of descending
diasporans, they do not offer convinc-
ing argumentation to allow this paper to
develop concrete assumptions. One rea-
son is overconcentration of previous stud-
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ies on ascending diaspora entrepreneurs.
As descending diaspora entrepreneurs do
have a different starting point and over-
all environments, it is unknown to which
extent earlier findings are applicable to this
context. Another reason is a lack of con-
sideration of the on-going discussion on
the topic of entrepreneurial motivation. To
many of former studies on diaspora motiva-
tion, the findings from the entrepreneur-
ship research have not even applied. Some
researchers have attempted to use a part of
the findings such as a need for achievement
as one of many socio-cultural measures in
their quantitative studies (Fatoki & Patswa-
wairi, 2012; Masurel et al., 2001; Constant
& Shachmurove, 2003). As diasporans are
in a complex transnational constellation
and have idiosyncratic emotional feelings
about their ethnicity as well as identity,
the applicability of such findings should be
carefully discussed.

4. Research Design

In order to explore entrepreneurial
motivation of descending diaspora entre-
preneurs, multiple case studies on 8 Japa-
nese entrepreneurs in emerging countries
were conducted with a grounded theory
approach (Eisenhardt, 1989; Charmaz,
2014) between summer 2014 and spring
2015 by the author. According to Charmaz
(2014), grounded theory methods “consist
of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for
collecting and analyzing qualitative data
to construct theories from the data them-
selves”. It enables an iterative research
strategy for this study to go back and forth
between inductive data from descending
diaspora entrepreneurs and emerging anal-
ysis through reflecting findings of previous
studies discussed above.

As for data selection, cases are carefully
chosen, as “selection of an appropriate
population controls extraneous variation
and helps to define the limits for general-
izing the findings” (Eisenhardt, 1989). All
of the entrepreneurs fulfill the following
requirements. First, this study investigates
only entrepreneurs who originate from
Japan in order to avoid variations caused
by COO contexts and enable incorpora-
tion of Japanese societal factors into the
analysis. Second, they left Japan in order to
start their business in emerging countries.
This selection allows this paper to avoid the

confusion between motivation for emigra-
tion and motivation for entrepreneurship.
Third, they can be regarded as diasporans
who have a hybrid identity (Brinkerhoff,
2012; Kloostermann et al., 1999) in order
to avoid confusion with expatriates. Fourth,
only the first generation of migrants are
selected so that generational variations do
not affect the results. 6 emerging countries
are selected as COR (Philippines, Guate-
mala, Chile, Argentina, India, and China)
to observe COR-variations. These coun-
tries differ in various aspects including the
availability of existing diaspora network,
history of Japanese migrants, national
institutions, culture, economic conditions
as well as political situations.

Both primary and secondary data are
collected. In the data collection process, the
author fully considered the following points
to evaluate the quality of data: (i) to collect
enough background data about entrepre-
neurs, processes, and setting to have ready
recall and to understand and portray the
full range of contexts of the study; (ii) to
gain multiple views of the entrepreneurs’
views and actions; (iii) to gather data that
enable this study to develop analytic cat-
egories (Charmaz 2014:33). As for the
primary data, the author visited company
locations in the Philippines, Chile and
Argentina. This visit allowed the author to
conduct an on-sight observation and casual
interviews with various related people like
employees, family members and customers.
During the stay, pictures and notes were
taken. On the locations which the author
could not physically visit, Skype interviews
with founders and related people like
employees were conducted which took on
average 80-120 minutes. As for the second-
ary data, corporate websites were analyzed
in detail for the purpose of data triangula-
tion (Denzin, 1970) in all of the 8 cases.
Additionally, daily and weekly updates in
social media such as Facebook and Twitter
of founders were screened in Cases 1, 2,
3, 4, 6, 8. The overview of primary data is
given in Table 1.

Interviews were conducted in Japanese
and English all by the author. Conducted
interviews were transcribed and manually
coded after descriptive analysis. After ini-
tial coding, value coding (Saldana, 2008)
was made with theoretical sampling, which
means “seeking and collecting pertinent
data to elaborate and refine categories in
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Table 1. Overview of 8 empirical cases

COR Sector Start year | Age Primary Data
Philippines | Online English course | 2010-2015 |30-35 | Skype (founder + employee)
2 | Philippines | English school 2000-2010 |35-40 |Field research (founder,
employees & customers)
Guatemala | Online Spanish school | 2010-2015 |25-25 | Skype (founder)
Chile Café & Hostel 2010-2015 |35-40 |Field research (founder, partner)
5 | Argentina |Trading, logistics 1980-1990 | 65-70 | Field research (founder,
employees)
India English school 2010-2015 |30-35 | Skype and face2face (founder)
7 | Philippines | Manufacture, HR 1980-1990 | 65-70 | Skype and field research
(founder, employees)
8 | China Consulting 2010-2015 |25-30 | Skype (founder)

your emerging theory” (Charmaz 2014;
192). Based on the analysis, a possible
mechanism of entrepreneurial motivation
is discussed. In the end, this paper presents
5 generic types of motivational combina-
tions based on 6 main factors which are
significant to the observed entrepreneurs.

5. Motivation of Japanese Descending
Diaspora Entrepreneurs

The conducted case studies present vari-
ous factors which influence entrepreneurial
motivation of descending diaspora entre-
preneurs on macro, meso and micro levels.
In this section, it is shown how different
factors on different levels of the analysis
may be interrelated to each other to formu-
late their entrepreneurial intention.

On the macro level, mainly three factors
which indirectly influence their entrepre-
neurial motivation are identified: (i) glo-
balization, (ii) technology development,
and (iii) economic gap. First, globalization
here refers to the worldwide movement
toward economic, financial, trade, and
communications integration as well as the
global human mobility. Second, the cases
show also that technological development
especially in communication and transpor-
tation sectors was relevant to their motiva-
tion. Third, the overall economic situation
in Japan and in CORs plays also an impor-
tant role in their environment.

These three macro-level factors change
various environmental factors of individu-
als in Japan on the meso level. First, the
worldwide trend of globalization enables

the Japanese to move to foreign countries
more easily than before. In a similar vein,
Japanese people have the natural privilege
of meeting people from other cultural con-
texts in their course of life.

Due to the first environmental change,
Japanese people have more chance to
learn about co-ethnics living and working
outside their home country. Some former
success stories of such people offer them
a concrete role model of Japanese diaspora
entrepreneurs. Role models are regarded
as one of the significant factors of entre-
preneurial motivation in the previous lit-
erature (Bosma et al., 2012). In fact, 6 out
of 8 entrepreneurs (1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8) con-
firmed that they had a certain role model
of Japanese diaspora entrepreneurs. For
instance, entrepreneur 3, who founded an
online Spanish school in Guatemala, was
inspired by the online English school mar-
ket in the Philippines which was established
by Korean and Japanese diaspora entrepre-
neurs a decade ago.

The second environmental change plays
a role in altering people’s perception as
well as networks. The frequent contact with
people from different cultural backgrounds
in their childhood as well as in their work-
ing place fosters people’s overall curiosity
about foreign cultures. Entrepreneur A,
for instance, decided to move to England
when he was 19 due to the aspiration to
get to know foreign cultures. Entrepreneur
3 also made a choice to quit his well-paid
job to make a world trip with his friends in
his mid-20s. Such curiosity is an important
element of one’s global mindset, which is
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the concept defined as one that combines
an openness to and awareness of diversity
across cultures and markets with a pro-
pensity and ability to synthesize across this
diversity (Gupta & Govindarajan, 2002).
According to Gupta and Govindarajan
(2002), curiosity about the world is shaped
strongly by early childhood experience as
well as working environments when one is
a younger workforce member. Besides, an
increasing number of people have friends,
acquaintances, or colleague who have other
cultural backgrounds in their personal net-
work. It makes a contribution for some
Japanese to have an emotional connection
to a certain country. For instance, entre-
preneur 1 decided to found his company
to improve working conditions for a Fili-
pino English teacher he got to know via the
internet. Entrepreneur 4 got to know his
Chilean wife in Japan, who played a deci-
sive role in his decision to become an entre-
preneur in Chile. In a similar vein, entre-
preneur 7 chose Philippines as his COO
because of his Filipino wife.

The second factor is technological devel-
opment especially in the communications
and transportation sector. Such techno-
logical advancement changes mainly two
aspects of Japanese diaspora entrepre-
neurs. The first aspect is in line with the
points argued by Yeung (2002) on general
diaspora entrepreneurs that technological
development of information and commu-
nication technology reduces the barriers to
changing locations in the modern society.
Unlike the earlier time, modern migrants
are able to maintain their connection to
their COO more easily through a great
variety of communication channels includ-
ing digital social media such as Facebook
and Skype as well as low cost transporta-
tion methods.

Another impact of technological devel-
opment could be observed in their business
model. New and innovative information
and communication technology enables
entrepreneurs to create an innovative busi-
ness model. While classic business fields
of migrants are trading and ethnic busi-
ness (cf. Cohen 2008), especially younger
entrepreneurs observed in the cases inte-
grate such a digital component strongly
into their business model. Entrepreneur 1’s
business model is a representative example.
Although entrepreneur 1’s firm has its cor-
porate address in Japan, it does not have

a physical facility. He has more than 20
employees all of whom are located in the
Philippines and Argentina. He himself is
currently living in Mexico and outsources
many managerial tasks including legal and
accounting issues to professionals in India,
Argentina, Bolivia, and the Dominican
Republic. His business model relies heavily
on digital elements. Besides entrepreneur
1, entrepreneurs 3 and 7 also offer their
services through the internet.

The third significant factor on the macro
level is economic situations both in Japan
and in emerging countries. Japan has suf-
fered from an economic stagnations since
1991, when Japan experienced the Japa-
nese asset price bubble (Dehesh & Pugh,
1999). People in Japan lost economic
perspectives due to this stagnation. For
instance, entrepreneur 3 carefully describes
his career situation as follows: “I had seen
my Senpail! (at the company). If I work 2 or
3 more years, I will be maybe in that kind
of position (...). That didn’t really moti-
vate me.” Additionally, most of the Japa-
nese people face the so-called “middle-
class dilemma” as pointed out by Horiuchi
(2010). “Middle-class dilemma” describes
the frustration that more than 95% of the
Japanese people feel they belong to the
middle class regardless their career efforts.
Some people start seeking for alternative
opportunities outside Japan due to the
severe working conditions which do not
even offer an appropriate outcome (e.g.
getting out of the middle class). On the one
hand, Japanese entrepreneurs felt a sort of
frustration in the Japanese economic situ-
ation as well as their own working condi-
tions. On the other hand, they saw rapidly
growing emerging economies. Entrepre-
neur 1 indicates it as follows “(...) in terms
of opportunities, sure, there are a lot more
opportunities here (= Latin America) than
for instance in Japan.”

To sum up, changing factors on the
macro level also influence the meso-level
factors, which eventually changed their per-
ception on the micro level. What is worth
mentioning here is that all of 8 observed
entrepreneurs confirmed that they would
not have become entrepreneurs in Japan,
even though they were interested in start-
ing their own business.

However, having an interest in becom-
ing an entrepreneur was not sufficient to
have them make a decision to become
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Figure 1. Changing Factors
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entrepreneurs in Japan. Interviewed above in Japan into unique opportunities

entrepreneurs named mainly three points
lacking in Japan: (i) lack of opportunities,
(ii) lack of contribution, and (iii) lack of
challenge. First, entrepreneurs thought that
Japanese markets are saturated and it is
difficult to find promising opportunities.
Second, observed Japanese diaspora entre-
preneurs do not perceive offering novel
and additional values to Japanese custom-
ers as a significant social contribution, as
Japanese people already enjoy a high living
standard. Entrepreneur 3 explained why he
did not make a decision to start his own
business in Japan: “I did not have WHY
in Japan. WHY do I really wanna do this
business? WHY do I need to do this busi-
ness?” The case studies show that some
find more meanings in offering more val-
ues to the people in emerging economies.
Third, some entrepreneurs have a strong
need for achievement and did not perceive
it as a recognizable achievement to become
entrepreneurs in Japan. They found it more
challenging to start their own business in
emerging countries due to institutional dif-
ferences.

The cases show that various factors on
the macro level influence the meso-level
factors, which eventually change an indi-
vidual’s perceptions on the micro level.
Owing to these changes, they perceive
unique chances in emerging countries as
realistic life options. Observing the cases,
a mechanism becomes visible how Japanese
individuals turn the three lacks discussed

through adding a transnational dimension.
The mechanism discussed in this section is
illustrated in Figure 1.

6. Six Main Motivational Factors

Through data coding (Saldana, 2008)
of eight empirical cases, six main motiva-
tional factors are identified: (i) contribu-
tion to COR, (ii) contribution to COOQ, (iii)
seeking for challenge, (iv) aspiration for
freedom, (v) opportunity exploitation, and
(vi) intercultural curiosity. In this section,
these six factors are briefly defined and
possible measures are discussed.

6.1. Contribution to COR

First, “contribution to COR” refers to
the degree of willingness of entrepreneurs
to have positive social impacts on the soci-
ety of CORs. It was named as one of the
main motivations by entrepreneurs 1 and 3.
In their cases, the primal motivation was
to improve teachers’ working conditions
in COR. Entrepreneurs 2 and 5 show also
a moderately high degree of “contribution
to COR” by focusing on ensuring fair treat-
ment to their local employees in CORs.
Entrepreneur 2 offers free accommoda-
tion, food, the internet access and water
for all of his employees and additionally
the start salary is twice as high as the aver-
age salary in Manila. He also offers vari-
ous skill training programs for his employ-
ees. Entrepreneur 5 has had a strong
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policy to treat all of his local employees
as family by taking care of them also
privately.

They seem to be driven by altruistic
motivation, which has a different nature
from altruism advocated by Gillespie et
al. (1999). Unlike the diaspora altruism,
Japanese entrepreneurs do not have any
ethnical connection to COOs. Their altru-
istic motivation to contribute to COR may
be explained by findings in the former
research on social entrepreneurship. Social
entrepreneurs are different from profit-
oriented entrepreneurs in terms of their
“desire to bring about social change” (Mair
& Marti, 2006). Social entrepreneurs are
driven by social mission in addition to other
motivational factors (Austin et al., 2006), as
these Japanese entrepreneurs are driven
by the strong desire to improve working
conditions in CORs.

6.2. Contribution to COO

Second, “contribution to COQO” refers to
the degree of willingness of entrepreneurs
to contribute to a positive country reputa-
tion of COO and to improve the society of
COQO through their services/products. This
type of motivation can partly be explained
by social and emotional aspects of diaspora
motivation named by Nilsen and Riddle
(2007). One thing that can be commonly
noticed among observed entrepreneurs,
except entrepreneur 6, is a strong willing-
ness to represent Japan in a foreign coun-
try. They stick to “the success as the Japa-
nese” through their business. Similar to
the suggestion by Nkongolo-Bakenda and
Chrysotome (2013), recognition from the
Japanese society seems to be very impor-
tant to them, considering the fact that
half of them (entrepreneurs 1, 2, 3, and
8) continuously update the current corpo-
rate situation on Facebook or Twitter in
Japanese instead of in English or the local
language. Since Japan has less visible social
and political problems than emerging and
developing countries, altruistic motivation
(Gillespie et al., 1999) seems to be less rel-
evant to Japanese entrepreneurs, although
all of them target Japanese customers. The
willingness to change political or economic
conditions in COO does not seem to be
their central motivation.

Interestingly enough, the observed aspi-
ration for the social contribution to COO
was not as significant as the one to COR.

While the willingness to change the Japa-
nese society was observable in entrepre-
neurs 2 and 3, other entrepreneurs use
well-endorsed Japanese resources such as
country image, technology, or lucrative
customer groups for rather commercial
purposes, even though they make indirect
contributions to COO through offering
unique service from outside of the coun-
try. Overall, observed entrepreneurs do not
appear to feel the necessity or significance
of contributions to Japan.

6.3. Seeking for Challenge

Third, “seeking for challenge” describes
one’s attitude to seek for visible and mean-
ingful challenges. This concept is similar
to the need for achievement (Hansemark,
2001; McClelland, 1990) in the literature
on entrepreneurial motivation. From such
behaviors of entrepreneurs, their strong
willingness to change existing conditions
within the COR society can be deduced.
As discussed in the previous section, Jap-
anese entrepreneurs in the case studies
did not want to become entrepreneurs in
Japan partly because of a lack of contribu-
tion, even though they were interested in
running their own business. This can be
interpreted that their need for achievement
would have not been fulfilled in Japan. In
emerging countries like their COR, social
problems entrepreneurs perceived were
more significant, which motivated them
to accomplish their mission to solve them.
Also it is noticeable that some of entre-
preneurs perceive it more challenging to
become an entrepreneur in unknown coun-
try contexts than in Japan.

6.4. Aspiration for Freedom

Fourth, “aspiration for freedom” refers
to one’s desire to be free from societal pres-
sure in COO. This concept has a certain
similarity to “the need for escape” identi-
fied by Scheinberg and MacMillan (1988).
In the case of Japanese entrepreneurs,
the reason why they want to escape can
be explained by the middle-class dilemma
suggested by Horiuchi (2010). Some of
the observed entrepreneurs felt a certain
frustration in Japan. Entrepreneurs 3, 4
and 6 were not fully satisfied with their
vocational situation in Japan, even though
they had a well-paid job. Entrepreneur 4
named a lacking work-life balance in Japan
as a crucial determinant for his entrepre-
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neurial motivation. One of the determi-
nants for entrepreneur 7 to choose the
Philippines as COR was his strong willing-
ness not to succeed to his father’s business.
If he had stayed in Japan, he would have
had to succeed to his father’s business. This
“aspiration for freedom” is the only push
factor (cf. Amit & muler, 1995) among
six main motivational factors of Japanese
descending diaspora entrepreneurs and has
not been discussed by previous scholars of
diaspora entrepreneurship.

6.5. Opportunity Exploration

Fifth, “opportunity exploitation” de-
scribes one’s willingness to exploit perceived
opportunities in transnational settings. This
factor was more visible than other motiva-
tional components in many cases. Mainly
three types of opportunities are observed.
The first transnational opportunity is classic
trading (export & import) between Japan
and COR. Trading is not a specific oppor-
tunity to Japanese diaspora entrepreneurs.
It is rather one of the traditional and typi-
cal sectors in diaspora entrepreneurship
(Cohen, 2008; Rauch & Trindade, 2002;
Wong, 2004). Entrepreneurs 5 and 7 started
their business in the trading sector. The sec-
ond opportunity is economic gaps between
Japan and emerging countries. Using a low-
cost labor force, they offer their service digit-
ally to the Japanese customers in Japan. The
third group is selling Japanese services or
products to the Japanese expatriates or local
populations in COR. Observed entrepre-
neurs identified unique business opportuni-
ties in such transnational contexts. Such op-
portunity identifications played a crucial role
in their decision-making process to become
entrepreneurs in CORs. While it is more
than common for entrepreneurs to be driven
by opportunities (cf. Smallbone & Welter,
2004) and for ascending diaspora entrepre-
neurs to be also often motivated by oppor-
tunities such as income increase (Kalltany &
Visser, 2010) or financial rewards (Nielsen
& Riddle, 2007), the case studies show that
descending diaspora entrepreneurs possess
an ethnic advantage (Gillespie et al., 1999)
because of their COO. In the cases, all of
entrepreneurs target Japanese customers
either physically or digitally. Such Japanese
entrepreneurs have a natural legitimacy to
address the needs of Japanese customers as
explained by Bonacich and Modell (1980).
But one difference between descending and

ascending diaspora entrepreneurs is that
their ethnic customers are lucrative and
premium, unlike the customers in emerging
or developing countries, which enhances the
attractiveness of the opportunity.

6.6. Intercultural Curiosity

Sixth, “intercultural curiosity” is an over-
all interest of people in living and work-
ing in an unknown cultural context. What
was common in the observed Japanese
entrepreneurs was their overall curiosity
in foreign contexts and especially emerg-
ing countries. Entrepreneur 3 implies
as follows: “if there are two job options
with same work content and same qual-
ity, then I would always choose the one in
foreign countries.” Entrepreneur 3 lived
in the US when he was a child, which is
in line with the arguments by Gupta and
Govindarajan (2002) that intercultural
experience in childhood influences global
mindsets. Entrepreneur 5 explained his
country choice (Argentina) by saying he
wanted “to start a business in a totally new
environment.” The cases support the state-
ment that entrepreneurs who have global
mindsets are curious about foreign cultures
and, therefore, they perceive the choice to
become an entrepreneur in unknown coun-
try contexts as more attractive.

7. Conclusion

This paper explores entrepreneurial
motivation of descending diaspora entre-
preneurs. 8 case studies with Japanese
people who decided to migrate to emerg-
ing countries to become entrepreneurs
were conducted with a grounded theory
approach (Charmaz, 2003; 2014).

Based on the case studies and iterative
analysis process, this study discovered multi-
dimensional interrelated factors which influ-
ence the motivation dynamics of Japanese
entrepreneurs in emerging economies. Glo-
balization, technological development and
economic stagnation are identified as the
macro-level factors which influence meso
and eventually micro levels. To understand
such environmental impacts on the Japa-
nese society and individuals, six main moti-
vational elements are categorized: (i) con-
tribution to COR, (ii) contribution to COO,
(iii) seeking for challenge, (iv) aspiration for
freedom, (v) opportunity exploitation, and
(vi) intercultural curiosity. While some of

32

Studia i Materialy 2/2015 (19)



these elements are similar or comparable
to previous findings from the literature on
diaspora entrepreneurship and entrepre-
neurship, “contribution to COR”, “aspira-
tion for freedom” and “intercultural curios-
ity” are novel forms of motivation which is
unique to this population, also compared
to ascending diaspora entrepreneurs. This
study suggests that descending diaspora
entrepreneurs are driven by the mixture of
these six different motivations.

This study has a few limitations. First, this
study is based on one specific ethnic group.
As entrepreneurial motivation is deeply
embedded in a country’s institutional con-
text, it is unknown to which extent these
findings are applicable to other countries.
Second, the interpretation process was con-
ducted by a single author. Therefore, this
study cannot get a rid of bias especially in
scoring six motivational indicators. Involving
additional researchers in the interpretation
process will enable a collaborate analysis
(Strauss, 1987: 138-139).

Despite these above mentioned weak-
nesses, this paper offers novel insights. This
paper tackles a common challenge in the
research on entrepreneurial motivation by
considering multi-level institutional factors
which influence one’s motivation formula-
tion. It also sheds light on an overlooked
transnational dimension in entrepreneurial
motivation. For the research on diaspora
entrepreneurship, the results of this paper
emphasize the importance to consider
the complexity of mixed motivation on
a number of levels in the future research.

As a next step, more studies on Japanese
descending diaspora entrepreneurs can be
conducted to enhance the robustness of
the findings and develop measurements of
each of six motivational dimensions. It ena-
bles us to visualize and grasp an entire pic-
ture of their motivation mix. It will be help-
ful to apply the findings to other diaspora
groups.

Footnotes

L Senpai is a Japanese term which refers to the
people who started working earlier than himself.
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