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Abstract. Transnational entrepreneurship is an evolving field of research which 
occupies an interface between social and regional sciences. The phenomenon of 
transnational entrepreneurship is driven by entrepreneurs that migrate from one 
country to another whilst maintaining business-related linkages with their former 
country of origin and the adopted country. The most critical distinguishing feature 
of transnational entrepreneurs is bifocality or the ability to function across two 
different business environments. Most writings on transnational entrepreneurship 
concentrate on business individuals from the global South operating enterprises 
in the global North. Absent are empirical studies of the nature and behaviour of 
transnational migrant entrepreneurs who operate across or between emerging or 
developing economies. This South-South gap in international research concern-
ing transnational entrepreneurship is addressed in the paper which provides an 
exploratory analysis of the nature of transnational entrepreneurship occurring in 
Southern Africa using evidence of Zimbabwean transnational entrepreneurs based 
in Johannesburg, South Africa.
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1. Introduction

International migrant entrepreneurs and their busi-
ness activities have garnered considerable attention 
in recent academic research (Zhou, 2004; Honig 
et al., 2010; Portes, Yiu, 2013). In a seminal study 
Portes et al. (2002) a decade ago highlighted that 
the new concept of ‘transnationalism’ launched an 
alternative stance in scholarship around internation-
al migration and business development. As a theo-
retical perspective Chen and Tan (2009) point out 
transnationalism emphasizes that knowledge of cul-
ture, language and markets of the home country can 
be applied as a competitive advantage to advance 
transnational practices. For Henn (2013: 1782) the 
rising debates around transnationalism are root-
ed in “the quantitative and qualitative changes of 
worldwide migration patterns” which are outcomes 
of globalisation processes occurring since the mid-
1960s. From the lens of transnationalism it was 
observed that instead of “focusing on traditional 
concerns about origins of immigrants and their ad-
aptation to receiving societies, this emerging per-
spective concentrates on the continuing relations 
between immigrants and their places of origin and 
how this back-and-forth traffic builds complex so-
cial fields that straddle national borders” (Portes et 
al., 2002: 279). More recently, the phenomenon of 
transnationalism is described by Patel and Conk-
lin (2009: 1047) as a process by which migrants 
through their daily activities and social and eco-
nomic relationships forge social fields that cross na-
tional boundaries. For Sequeira et al. (2009: 1023) 
it is delineated as focused “on the ongoing relation-
ships that immigrants maintain with their home 
countries and the resulting social fields that span 
national borders”. The concept of transnationalism 
has given birth to research on transnational en-
trepreneurship and the activities of transnational 
entrepreneurs. Transnational entrepreneurship rep-
resents an evolving and consolidating field of re-
search which occupies an interface between social 
and regional sciences. For Drori et al. (2009: 1001) 
the phenomenon of transnational entrepreneurship 
is an emergent aspect of international business ex-
pansion that was insignificant until recent decades. 
Light (2010) avers that the advance of globalisation 
is responsible for the surge of interest. Over the past 

decade in particular there has occurred a growth in 
international scholarship around this phenomenon. 
Much of the literature concerns clarifying what is 
a contested phenomenon in its definition and char-
acteristics. In terms of geographical focus it is ob-
served that, in large part, the existing scholarship on 
transnational entrepreneurs is dominated by stud-
ies of transnationalism with entrepreneurs from de-
veloping countries moving to advanced economies. 
Indeed, there has been extensive work on the en-
trepreneurial activities in several American cities 
of migrants originating from El Salvador, the Do-
minican Republic and Colombia (Portes et al., 2002; 
Drori et al., 2009). Likewise, in Nordic countries the 
transnational activities of migrant communities in 
Sweden have come under academic scrutiny (Adi-
guna, Shah, 2012; Radulov, Shymanskyi, 2014). In 
a series of publications the industrial geographer, 
Henn (2010, 2012, 2013) unpacks the impacts upon 
the Antwerp diamond district in Belgium of trans-
national entrepreneurs from India.

In reviewing the contemporary challenges and 
knowledge deficits in transnational entrepreneur-
ship research Drori et al. (2009) direct attention 
to a need to shift away from an exclusive focus 
on studies of entrepreneurs from the global South 
functioning in the global North. Instead they urge 
for the pursuit of empirical studies to examine the 
nature and behaviour of transnational migrant en-
trepreneurs who operate across or between emerg-
ing or developing economies. It is this South-South 
gap in international research concerning transna-
tional entrepreneurship that is addressed in this pa-
per. The article offers an exploratory analysis of the 
nature of transnational entrepreneurship occurring 
in Southern Africa using evidence of Zimbabwean 
transnational entrepreneurs based in Johannesburg, 
South Africa’s economic capital and Africa’s aspir-
ant ‘world class city’ (Rogerson, Rogerson, 2015). 
Two sections of material are presented. The first 
section offers a clarification of the domain of trans-
national entrepreneurship and a review of the di-
rections of existing research in the field. The second 
section turns to the case study of transnationalism 
in South Africa and of the activities of Zimbabwe-
an transnational entrepreneurs. The case study of 
these entrepreneurs who transcend the business 
spaces between South Africa and Zimbabwe repre-
sents a modest opening-up of research and debates 
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around South-South forms of transnational entre-
preneurship. 

2. Transnational entrepreneurs 
and transnational entrepreneurship

At the outset, the activities of transnational entre-
preneurs must be understood as entirely different 
in character from those of so-termed ethnic entre-
preneurs (Zhou, 2004; Portes, Yiu, 2013). Ethnic 
entrepreneurship is reflected in business develop-
ment by migrant entrepreneurs in such activities 
as restaurants which are low market entry activities 
usually anchored on ethnic solidarity as well as spa-
tially concentrated in particular urban areas (Light, 
1972; Light, Bonacich, 1988; Razin, Light, 1998; 
Zhou, 2004). The activities of ethnic businesses are 
viewed as adaptations by international migrants 
to their receiving countries and societies. Entry to 
self-employment is often as a consequence of the 
disadvantages they face in host countries as immi-
grants try to engage with the general labour mar-
ket. Importantly, such ‘enclave entrepreneurs’ are 
bounded by a particular location and usually reliant 
on local resources (Drori et al., 2009). Among oth-
ers Henn (2012: 498) argues that the distinguishing 
characteristics of transnational entrepreneurs mark 
a departure from the narrow geographical focus and 
range of operations of ethnic entrepreneurs. 

Although there may be other claimants, the term 
transnational entrepreneurship is usually credited 
with the work of Portes et al. (2002). Their origi-
nal definition of transnational entrepreneurs is of 
“self-employed immigrants whose business activities 
require frequent travel abroad and who depend for 
the success of their firms on their contacts and as-
sociates in another country, primarily their coun-
try of origin” (Portes et al., 2002: 287). Radulov and 
Shymanskyi (2014: 4) forward that debates around 
transnational entrepreneurship have consolidated as 
a subsection of international entrepreneurship with 
both engaged in activities that cross national borders 
and take advantage of being placed in two different 
institutional environments. This said a distinction is 
drawn between these two forms of entrepreneurship 
(Patel, Conklin, 2009). It is argued international en-
trepreneurs “merely conduct border-crossing activi-

ties” whereas “the transnational entrepreneurs stand 
out with their business idea being fully dependent 
on the dual institutional and cultural environment” 
(Radulov, Shymanski, 2014: 4). Patel and Conk-
lin (2009: 1047) assert transnational entrepreneurs 
are distinguished from the category of internation-
al entrepreneurs as they “commercialize a business 
idea across multiple institutional settings” as op-
posed to conducting the business-related activities 
of a particular venture across international borders. 
For Terjesen and Elam (2009) transnational entre-
preneurs leverage individual experiences and insti-
tutional environments in their business operations.

Drori et al. (2009) and Adiguna and Shah (2012) 
point out that the definition of transnational en-
trepreneurship and of transnational entrepreneurs 
shifts over time. It is considered that a spectrum ex-
ists from a narrow to a broad definition. For Portes 
et al. (2002) much importance was attached to the 
notion of ‘frequent travel abroad’ as a definitional 
base for transnational entrepreneurs. This concept 
has been modified, however, in subsequent inves-
tigations (Adiguna, Shah, 2012). Building upon 
a  multitude of perspectives from different disci-
plines in a benchmark analysis Drori et al. (2006) 
offer a unifying framework to advance the scholar-
ship on transnational entrepreneurship. They pro-
vide a fresh theoretical lens which “is grounded in 
the theory of practice and the concept of ‘habitus’, 
which refers to aspects of culture that are anchored 
in daily practices of individuals, groups, societies 
and nations” (Drori et al., 2006: Q1). Essentially, 
this framework contends “that transnational entre-
preneurs possess a distinct background that is ben-
eficial to them and that being embedded in the 
context of two countries, they become open to new 
opportunities” (Radulov, Shymanskyi, 2014: 4). 

The process of transnational entrepreneurship 
is therefore driven by entrepreneurs “that migrate 
from one country to another, concurrently main-
taining business-related linkages with their former 
country of origin, and currently adopted countries 
and communities” (Drori et al., 2009: 1001). Lin and 
Tao (2012) consider transnational entrepreneurs as 
migrants involved in border-crossing business prac-
tices albeit which are anchored on the leveraging of 
networks from the country of origin and facilitate 
establishing business ventures in the country of des-
tination. The most precise definition acknowledges 
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that these transnational entrepreneurs thus occupy 
two geographical spaces and can be viewed as “so-
cial actors who enact networks, ideas, information 
and practices for the purpose of seeking business 
opportunities or maintaining businesses within dual 
social fields which in turn force them to engage in 
various strategies of action to promote their entre-
preneurial activities” (Drori et al., 2009: 1001). Patel 
and Conklin (2009: 1050) build upon this concept 
by adding the notion of ‘bifocality’ which is “the 
ability of individuals in transnational settings to ad-
just to two different environments”. 

Overall, “transnational firms can be viewed as 
bridges helping to keep ties alive with the home 
countries and even strengthening them over time” 
(Portes et al., 2002: 294). It is argued transnational 
entrepreneurs exhibit the essential qualities of en-
trepreneurs in general such as high levels of self-ef-
ficacy, personal drive, perseverance and human 
capital (Urbano et al., 2011; Goktan, Flores, 2014). 
The most critical distinguishing factor of transna-
tional entrepreneurs is, however, that of bifocality 
and their capacity to operate in (at least) two dif-
ferent business environments. Networks are of cru-
cial significance as they provide access to support 
and resources that can enhance business develop-
ment. Accordingly, by tapping into networks in 
two countries transnational entrepreneurs are en-
abled to identify and exploit a number of business 
opportunities unobserved by or unavailable to en-
trepreneurs embedded at only a single geographical 
location (Goktan, Flores, 2014). 

From a review of leading works in the field 
(Portes et al., 2002; Drori et al., 2009; Light, 2010) 
three distinguishing features of transnational entre-
preneurs can be discerned. First, they are self-em-
ployed and carry out business across two different 
countries with the success of their enterprises crit-
ically reliant upon their contacts and associates 
from the origin country. Second, Henn (2013: 1783) 
points out “their presence in two or more differ-
ent locations allows them to constantly compare 
different locations” which provides them a com-
petitive advantage relative to local entrepreneurs. 
Third, typically such transnational entrepreneurs 
belong to communities with strong social and cul-
tural relations which contribute to building trust re-
lationships (Henn, 2012: 499). It is suggested that 
the maintenance of close networks and ties with 

relatives, friends or co-ethnics facilitates efficient 
communication and knowledge-sharing which en-
genders a ‘pipeline’ of knowledge and information 
flows that supports transnational enterprises (Henn, 
2012). Indeed, for the success of transnational en-
trepreneurs much significance attaches to the crit-
ical role played by networks (Drori et al., 2009). 
Portes et al. (2002: 288) consider individuals “with 
more extensive and diverse social networks will be 
in a better position to initiate and sustain transna-
tional enterprise”. 

Goktan and Flores (2014) assert that transna-
tional entrepreneurship is a relatively unexplored 
field of study, albeit one that is gaining in schol-
arly interest over the past 15 years. Radulov and 
Shymanskyi (2014) consider it a phenomenon that 
has only become possible in recent times because 
of revolutionary improvements in communication 
and transportation systems that facilitate affordable 
frequent travel and connectivity across geograph-
ical borders and continents. It is pointed out that 
whereas in the past the choice of conducting busi-
ness across international borders was available only 
to large enterprises with sufficient resources and ca-
pacities to internationalize, these changes in tech-
nology and transportation now also allow small 
scale companies as well as individuals to exploit 
business opportunities between countries (Radulov, 
Shymanskyi, 2014: 4). Goktan and Flores (2014) 
identify a set of micro and macro-level factors that 
either encourage or constrain transnational entre-
preneurship. At its heart the most critical factor is 
that of international migration itself as transnational 
entrepreneurs constitute people who have left their 
home countries, migrated to another country, and 
started a business engaged in cross-national activ-
ities (Drori et al., 2009; Light, 2010). Supporting 
the growth of transnational business practices are 
other factors such as political turbulence, internal 
conflicts (often violent) and economic disruptions 
which compel people to migrate as well as the im-
pact of such technological advances as jet travel, in-
expensive long-distance communication, including 
emails, teleconferences, and the internet which en-
able easy and fact connectivity over long distanc-
es (Portes et al., 2002; Urbano et al., 2011; Goktan, 
Flores, 2014).

Among a range of themes that have been in-
terrogated in the growing empirical scholarship 
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around transnational entrepreneurship attention 
centres mainly on the nature of these entrepreneurs 
and their distinguishing features from local entre-
preneurs, the determinants of success of business 
ventures, social capital and network formation; and, 
their role in the evolution and development of par-
ticular cluster formations (Portes et al., 2002; Drori 
et al., 2009; Sequeria et al., 2009; Honig et al., 2010; 
Adinguna, Shah, 2012; Henn, 2012, 2013; Portes, 
Yiu, 2013; Goktan, Flores, 2014). Radulov and Shy-
manskyi (2014: 5) bemoan the fact that current em-
pirical works on transnational entrepreneurship “are 
mostly fragmented and cover migrant communities 
in America”. More recently, we have seen the ap-
pearance of a small number of studies conducted 
in Europe (Henn, 2010; Urbano et al., 2011; Adigu-
na, Shah, 2012, Radulov, Shymanski 2014). Howev-
er, in the majority of cases these studies centre on 
migrants from the global South establishing trans-
national businesses and are based within host coun-
tries in the global North. Drori et al. (2009) draw 
attention to the lacuna in respect of comparator 
studies of the nature or behaviour of transnation-
al entrepreneurs across two emerging economies 
which is the empirical focus in the next section. 

3. Transnationalism 
and transnational entrepreneurs: 
evidence from Southern Africa

3.1. Transnationalism 
and migrant entrepreneurship 
in Southern Africa

In Southern Africa the concept of transnationalism 
has gained wide currency in investigations of mi-
gration and migrant entrepreneurship. In particular, 
the concept of transnationalism is applied in local 
studies of informal cross-border entrepreneurship. 
Crush and MacDonald (2000: 5) point out the fall 
of apartheid “inserted South Africa into regional 
and transcontinental informal trade networks”. This 
transformed the character of the country’s informal 
economy which “has gone from a largely domestic 
affair in the 1980s to a truly transnational enterprise 
in the 1990s” (Crush, MacDonald, 2000: 6). In par-
ticular, Johannesburg is host to a large circulating 

community of informal business travellers, mostly 
informal traders who cross South Africa’s borders 
on a temporary basis to trade, shop and buy-and-sell 
(Rogerson, 2011; Jamela, 2013). Although these net-
works of informal cross-border trading span much 
of sub-Saharan Africa they have become especially 
dense in Southern Africa since South Africa’s dem-
ocratic transition in 1994 and the subsequent dereg-
ulation of the informal economy which facilitated a 
burst in cross-border business travel as a livelihood 
strategy (Crush, 2005). These new migrant business 
entrepreneurs have been shown as connected “to 
strong informal and formal transnational networks 
of trade, entrepreneurship and migration” (Pe-
berdy, Rogerson, 2000: 22). Transnationalism thus 
is utilised to interpret the phenomenon of informal 
sector business tourism as conducted by migrant 
entrepreneurs as a widespread element of trade in 
Africa (Timothy, Teye, 2005; Rogerson, 2015). As is 
demonstrated by a number of independent research 
investigations as well as a cluster of work linked to 
the Southern African Migration Programme this 
form of informal business tourism is widespread be-
tween South Africa and other countries in South-
ern Africa and most importantly in the example of 
Zimbabwe (Muzvidziwa, 1998; Peberdy, 2000; Pe-
berdy, Rogerson, 2000, 2003; Jamela, 2013). 

Beyond the growth of informal cross-border en-
trepreneurship by temporary Zimbabwean business 
tourists, another root of migrant entrepreneurship 
in South Africa has been escalating longer-term 
migration flows from Zimbabwe (Fig. 1). For the 
past 25 years Zimbabwe has been a major source 
of migrants to South Africa (Tevera, Zinyama, 2002; 
Crush, 2014). As is shown both by Crush and Teve-
ra (2010) and Crush (2014) underpinning this rise 
in Zimbabwe migration to South Africa has been 
the accelerating social, political and economic un-
ravelling of the country. Under the leadership of 
President Mugabe the economy has been in freefall 
with de-development, soaring inflation and unem-
ployment, the collapse of public services, political 
oppression and deepening levels of poverty (Crush, 
Tevera, 2010). 

Several landmark events in Zimbabwe’s economic 
decline account for the surge of migration to South 
Africa. A watershed was the introduction during the 
1990s of the neo-liberal Economic Structural Ad-
justment Programs (ESAP) which resulted in a re-
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laxation of labour market regulations. By 1995, after 
four years of ESAP it was evident that declines in 
formal employment in Zimbabwe’s major cities were 
significant and even those households “on formal 
incomes were finding it difficult to make ends meet” 
(Potts, 2006: 289). Market liberalisation and dereg-
ulation triggered a burst of informal entrepreneur-
ship associated with the hollowing out of the formal 
economy (Zimbabwe Economic Policy Analysis and 
Research Unit and Bankers Association of Zimba-
bwe, 2014). The harsh economic downtown was 
particularly felt in the country’s cities – most nota-
bly Harare - where the formal economy continued 
a downward spiral under the auspices of ESAP with 
a further ratchet downturn after the budget crisis in 

1997 and then again declining ever more precipi-
tously after 2000 (Gumbo, 2013). The deteriorating 
economic climate was exacerbated by Zimbabwe’s 
involvement in the 1998-2003 war in the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo and by the controversial 
radical land redistribution programme which com-
menced in February 2000 (Kamete, 2009). Especial-
ly since 2000 Zimbabwe has experienced a period 
of well-documented sustained economic and polit-
ical crisis. During 2006 Bratton and Masunungure 
(2006: 23) could observe that “faced with an econo-
my that had shrunk by 40 percent over five years, an 
unemployment rate of 70 percent, and triple-digit 
inflation, many Zimbabweans had turned to the in-
formal sector as a source of livelihood and survival”.

Fig. 1. Location map of Southern Africa 

Source: Authors
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The years 2006-2009 represent the height of po-
litical and economic turmoil including the collapse 
of the local currency (Zimbabwe Dollar) amidst a 
situation of hyperinflation which in 2008 reached 
an extraordinary annual inflation level of 231 mil-
lion percent. Following the abandonment of the 
Zimbabwe Dollar in January 2009 a multi-currency 
system was introduced which brought a stabilising 
element to the economy. Among the repercussions 
of this era of economic and political instability, 
however, has been mass emigration from the coun-
try with a crippling flight of professionals that has 
left chronic skill shortages in the public and private 
sector (Mandiyanike, 2014). South Africa has been 
the leading destination for Zimbabwean migrants 
with a substantial growth of migrant flows recorded 
particularly since 2000 (Crush, Tevera, 2010; Crush, 
2014). Although the actual numbers of Zimbabwe-
ans in South Africa are disputed there are current 
estimates of at least one million people (Crush, Te-
vera, 2010). As shown below, a segment of these 
Zimbabweans now are engaged in the activity of 
transnational entrepreneurship. 

3.2. Zimbabwean transnational entrepreneurs

The city of Johannesburg is the major magnet for 
Zimbabweans exiting their country over the past 
decade or so (Tevera, Zinyama, 2002; Crush, Te-
vera, 2010). During 2014 a snowball methodology 
was used to trace a group of Zimbabwean residents 
of Johannesburg who were operating transnation-
al enterprises. Access was made possible to the lo-
cal Zimbabwe business community by the fact that 
one of the authors is Zimbabwean, a student at the 
time of the research. Data was collected by means 
of semi-structured interviews which were undertak-
en at the business premises of respondents in Jo-
hannesburg. Meetings with interviewees provided 
the opportunity to explore in-depth the nature of 
these entrepreneurs, their businesses, reasons for es-
tablishment and current challenges. Interviews were 
conducted in either Shona or English and in some 
cases a combination of the two languages was uti-
lised. In order to allow maximum coverage of issues 
use was made of a voice recorder with the permis-
sion of respondents. The findings of this research, 
the first of its kind in the region to address the ac-

tivities of formal sector Zimbabwean transnation-
al entrepreneurs, should be read as exploratory in 
nature as this qualitative research investigation was 
limited in scope to interviews with a total sample of 
15 Johannesburg-based entrepreneurs. 

The group of 15 Zimbabwean entrepreneurs 
have initiated a range of different forms of business 
enterprise. Of this group of enterprises four are en-
gaged in transportation, two are construction en-
terprises, two are specialist legal businesses, two are 
hair salons and the remaining five enterprises en-
gaged in civil engineering consultancy, events man-
agement, au pair and domestic service recruitment, 
diesel pump and injector servicing or repair, and or-
ganisational leadership training. All these enterpris-
es would be classified as SMMEs (small, medium 
and micro-enterprises) as the number of employ-
ees ranges from three to a maximum of 23 in total 
in the case of one transportation enterprise. Person-
al savings and/or financial assistance from friends 
and family were the leading sources of start-up cap-
ital for these businesses, a pattern typical for SMME 
establishments in South Africa (Rogerson, 2008). 
In  terms of the spatial distribution of these enter-
prises within Johannesburg there is no evidence of 
a geographical cluster of Zimbabwean enterprises 
which might parallel the clusters observed of, for 
example, Ethiopian or Somali migrant enterprises in 
the city (see Thompson, Grant, 2015; Zack, 2015). 
The absence of clustering reflects, in large measure, 
the diversity of the business enterprises by Zimba-
bwean entrepreneurs who operate from a range of 
different business premises spread across Johannes-
burg’s northern suburbs, inner-city and edge-city 
areas. Significantly, none of these formal businesses 
was based in what would be described as township 
areas which have been recent sites of xenophobic vi-
olence and shocking attacks on immigrant-owned 
(mainly retail) enterprises. 

It was revealed that these Zimbabwean entrepre-
neurs are well-educated, particularly as compared 
to groups of emerging South African entrepre-
neurs (see Rogerson, 2008). Of the 15 sample re-
spondents, all had tertiary qualifications with nine 
having University degrees and the remainder pos-
sessing specialist diplomas usually in the field of 
the actual business operation. For example, the civ-
il engineering consultant stated: “I hold a degree in 
civil engineering, national diploma in construction 
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management and a diploma in strategic leadership 
management”. Likewise, the owner of a bus trans-
portation company was qualified with a diploma in 
diesel motor mechanics. At least in one case, how-
ever, the tertiary qualification was unrelated to the 
nature of the business enterprise; the (male) opera-
tor of the au pair and domestic service recruitment 
agency had a University social science degree with 
a specialisation in development studies.

As a whole, this group of entrepreneurs can be 
classed as well-educated professionals or ‘smart en-
trepreneurs’ with the potential to adjust and operate 
across different business environments. In this re-
spect our findings appear to parallel those of Portes 
et al. (2002) whose analysis of the experience of mi-
grants to the USA from El Salvador, Dominican 
Republic and Colombia suggested “transnational en-
terprise is an exceptional mode of economic adapta-
tion, but one that is neither marginal nor associated 
with poverty or recency of arrival. On the contra-
ry, it is the better qualified, more experienced, and 
more secure immigrants who are overrepresented 
in these economic activities”. The characteristics of 
Zimbabwean transnational entrepreneurs might be 
described also as akin to Portes et al. (2002: 293) 
observation from the US experience that they are 
“part of the elite in their respective communities in 
terms of education and legal standing”. Indeed, in 
terms of their legal status in South Africa eight en-
trepreneurs are permanent residents and the other 
seven are using legal four-year (potentially renewa-
ble) work permits.

The research discloses that the economic crisis 
in Zimbabwe was the catalyst for the establishment 
of many of these transnational enterprises in South 
Africa. Of the 15 enterprises all had been launched 
in Johannesburg since 2004 with the largest share 
(12 in total) established during the worst years of 
Zimbabwe’s economic and political turmoil occur-
ring between 2003 and 2009. The most recent en-
terprise birth was during 2012. All interviewees 
revealed economic hardships in Zimbabwe were 
one of the reasons that triggered the initiation of 
businesses in Johannesburg. Seven entrepreneurs 
within the sample had functional companies regis-
tered and operating in Zimbabwe and subsequently 
adjusted their operations by relocating to Johannes-
burg primarily because of economic considerations 
surrounding hyperinflation. For example, the own-

er of one trucking company observed “my compa-
ny started off in Zimbabwe and I decided to move 
to Johannesburg because the economic situation in 
Zimbabwe was no longer viable for business op-
erations”. Another transportation business owner 
stressed the advantages of basing the enterprise in 
the more economically stable environment of South 
Africa as compared to Zimbabwe which allowed 
them to conduct business in South African Rand as 
compared to the depreciating Zimbabwean dollar. 

For other entrepreneurs the motivations to es-
tablish their businesses revealed evidence of person-
al desire to own a business and the identification of 
niche opportunities. The law firm owner revealed he 
“always wanted to own a law firm” and saw an op-
portunity in the expanding bilateral trade between 
Zimbabwe and South Africa to initiate a specialist 
legal enterprise which concentrates on trade dispute 
resolution around defaulted payments and other is-
sues around Zimbabwe-South Africa trade relation-
ships. The woman owner of an events management 
company inherited from her brother the basis of 
the enterprise when he migrated to the USA leav-
ing her a public address system which was rented 
out for events. The woman partnered with another 
events manager and established a business special-
ised in hosting events for the Zimbabwean diaspora 
in South Africa. She stated: “I realised that Zim-
babweans in South Africa need live entertainment 
events performed by Zimbabwean artists, hence 
I developed contacts with Zimbabweans artists who 
come to South Africa and play at events”.

Interview respondents stressed the strong con-
nections of their Johannesburg-based businesses 
with Zimbabwe. The most obvious linkages were for 
the transportation, trucking and logistics enterprises 
which engaged in cross-border operations. For the 
law firm the clientele is both Zimbabweans in South 
Africa and Zimbabwe-based traders conducting bi-
lateral trade into South Africa. With the large num-
ber of trade disputes and payment default issues the 
firm “gained a lot of business and managed to help 
Zimbabweans who have been unfairly treated”. The 
construction company in Johannesburg is regular-
ly engaged in consulting work for projects in Zim-
babwe. The two hair salon owners mostly cater for 
Zimbabwean women living in Johannesburg and its 
surrounds. Using distinctive Zimbabwean-sourced 
hair products these entrepreneurs offer specific ser-
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vices and argued “most Zimbabweans have a dis-
tinct manner with which they want their hair done 
and we provide that service”. The au pair and do-
mestic service agency sources house maids from 
Zimbabwe for residents of Johannesburg’s wealthy 
northern suburbs. The events management compa-
ny not only caters mainly for Zimbabwean music 
events but also operates a specialist wedding service 
for Zimbabweans to marry either in South Africa 
or Zimbabwe. The diesel pump and injector serv-
ing company has strong links with Zimbabwe with 
most clients from Zimbabwe as currently there is 
no specialist enterprise in the country. It was stated 
that the machinery used was “high tech” and “not 
readily available in Zimbabwe” compelling Zimba-
bwean diesel plant fitters to bring their engine in-
jectors and pumps to be serviced in South Africa. 

One further linkage with Zimbabwe was through 
the employment mix of these enterprises. Of the 15 
respondents, 14 provided information concerning 
the numbers and nationalities of their employees. 
In total the 14 enterprises provided 128 regular em-
ployment opportunities with the construction en-
terprises expanding this number dependent upon 
the nature of their project work. The largest share 
of employees is Zimbabwe nationals; of the total 
regular employees 100 or 78 percent are Zimba-
bweans, 26 or 20 percent are local South Africans 
and 2 percent from other countries. Although the 
preference for recruiting Zimbabweans can be ac-
counted for by ‘ethnic’ networks, the interviewees 
stressed their preference for Zimbabwean employ-
ees on the grounds that “Zimbabweans work harder 
under tougher conditions compared to South Afri-
cans”. A further advantage of hiring Zimbabweans 
was stressed by the construction companies, namely 
that “they are able to work harder, for longer hours 
and are likely to accept lower wages as compared to 
South African workers”. Often South Africans were 
hired only in the most unskilled areas of work such 
as cleaners and general labourers. 

The contemporary challenges faced by these 
transnational entrepreneurs elicited a number of 
business development issues. For some businesses, 
notably those operated by work permit visa hold-
ers, access to the formal banking system was a 
problem as banks sometimes demanded a South Af-
rican identity document to open a business account. 
Common complaints were of the rising cost of rent-

al space for business premises, ineligibility for South 
African government contracts which give preference 
to black South African-owned enterprises, threat-
ened changes in visa regulations which would im-
pact the employment of Zimbabwean nationals, and 
the inevitable problems of property theft and crime 
in Johannesburg. Despite these difficulties the in-
terviewees were relatively optimistic regarding the 
future prospects of their businesses and especially 
as compared to possibilities for business develop-
ment in Zimbabwe. Support for business expansion 
was given by the Zimbabwean Business Network. 
This Johannesburg-based association was founded 
in 2011 and seeks to create a dedicated platform 
to enable Zimbabwean entrepreneurs in South Af-
rica to network and expand their business relation-
ships. Its membership of Zimbabwean professionals 
and SMME business entrepreneurs seeks to foster 
linkages with local South African entrepreneurs for 
mutual business growth through referrals, allianc-
es and education.

4. Conclusion

The concept of transnational entrepreneurship must 
be viewed as “a distinctive attribute of globalization” 
and inseparable from the changing character of in-
ternational migration (Drori et al., 2009: 1002) in 
a globalized world (Honig et al., 2010). Arguably, 
transnational entrepreneurship is a relatively new 
field of academic research (Portes et al., 2002; Honig 
et al., 2010; Adiguna, Shah, 2012; Goktan, Flores, 
2014). At present the dominant strand in writ-
ings concerns the activities of Southern entrepre-
neurs who have migrated and established businesses 
in North America and Western Europe. This arti-
cle offers an alternative research perspective on the 
topic of South-South transnational entrepreneur-
ship. It shows that political turmoil and economic 
collapse in Zimbabwe triggered an exodus of mi-
grants, including of educated professionals, to South 
Africa which provided the foundations for a group 
of Johannesburg-based Zimbabwean transnational 
enterprises. The activities of these formal enterpris-
es show marked contrasts to those of Zimbabwe’s 
community of informal cross-border business trav-
ellers. In addition, they exhibit considerable differ-
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ences to the findings reported by Thompson and 
Grant (2015) and Zack (2015) on ‘ethnic entrepre-
neurialism’ in South Africa. A need is for further in-
vestigations to explore the activities of transnational 
entrepreneurs as part of a wider scholarship on in-
ternational migrants and their business operations. 
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