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ABSTRACT

As technology entrepreneurship is on the rise, many individuals around the world aspire 
to enact the ideals embedded in highly visible entrepreneurial success stories. But how do they 
perform technology entrepreneurship in their distinctive environments? Based on ethnographic 
research in Kenya’s ICT sector, we develop an open-ended process model that captures the
micro-phenomenological perspective of globalization.

INTRODUCTION

Technology entrepreneurship today is largely broadcasted as an unambiguously positive 
force that advances socio-economic development. Entrepreneurship, however, is not simply 
portrayed as a pragmatic approach to wealth creation, but is best understood as a powerful 
idealized, cultural narrative (Ogbor & Avenue, 2000; Audretsch, 2007; Brandl & Bullinger,
2009). Dedicated technology entrepreneurs are at the core of this trend. They are celebrated for 
their innovative and transformative business approaches, known to disrupt industries, impact 
human interaction and create immense wealth (EIU, 2012). The rich stories on heroic 
entrepreneurs produce ideals that traverse the globe and capture the imagination of many 
individuals in distant markets who aspire to wealth, progress and change. However, the 
necessary resources for success implied in these stories are uncommon and rarely available
outside of prominent high-technology industry clusters. Yet, Chilecon Valley (Chile), Silicon 
Gulf (Philippines) or Silicon Savannah (Kenya) are just a few among many other locales around 
the world that seek to put a by-now “global” technology entrepreneurship template into practice.

But how do participants enact the global lure of technology entrepreneurship in their 
distinctive environments? To our surprise, research on globalization in management and 
organization studies avails limited insights into this question. Extant research has produced a 
remarkable understanding of the mechanisms at play in diffusion and translation processes, by 
focusing on the implementation, adoption and adaptation behavior at the receiving end (Guillén,
2001; Meyer et. al, 1997; Fiss and Zajac, 2004; Weber et. al, 2009; Drori, 2008; Sahlin and 
Wedlin, 2008). Yet, the sender-receiver imagery in which these studies are grounded suggests an 
end-point of stasis to globalization processes that is, in reality, elusive. More immediate effects 
such as tensions, unforeseen consequences and new opportunities are part of globalization but 
rarely undergo academic scrutiny. In sum, little is known about the dynamics that the co-
existence of elements in the course of global influences can trigger.

We used a micro-phenomenological approach (Meyer et. al 1997) to study these local 
dynamics of globalization and investigated how global ideas were presented and negotiated in 
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the locale to which they diffuse. An interpretive study on the emerging Information and 
Communications Technology (ICT) sector in Kenya provided the ideal ground for such an 
investigation, with two field visits during 2012 and 2014. We explored how participants 
understood technology entrepreneurship in Kenya’s ICT sector, using grounded theory and 
semiotic methods. Early on we realized that entrepreneurship was represented by two stylized 
templates—ideal-typical representations of activity that serve as interpretive lenses and guides to 
action (Sahlin and Wedlin, 2008)—that we coded alternatively as “local” and “global.” The co-
existence of two templates and their incompatibility introduced tensions at the level of
entrepreneurial practice, such as, how to be a competent founder or the best entrepreneurial 
strategy to exploit market opportunities. Hence, the main inquiry of this study became: How do 
actors reconcile the tensions between the local and global template in practice? We distilled
from the empirical material six strategies of action (Swidler, 1986) that actors used to navigate
the tensions. Yet, these solutions were incomplete and only temporarily effective, which resulted 
into unforeseen outcomes that created a renewed need for action. We captured this dynamic in a 
cyclical process model that complements globalization research on the macro level with a micro-
phenomenological perspective on the open-ended consequences of globalization. 

THEORETICAL FRAME

We focus on a micro-phenomenological view of globalization (Meyer et. al 1997)—an 
investigation of local heterogeneity and processual views that challenges three assumptions that 
are widely shared in extant globalization research.

First, the focus on invasive economic policies reinforced a sense of ongoing 
Americanization (Djelic, 1998) and McDonaldization (Ritzer, 1996), construing globalization as 
a powerful force that replaces variation in local economic, social and cultural configurations with 
a one-size-fits-all approach. While a more nuanced and multi-dimensional image of globalization 
has emerged (see Guillén, 2001 for review), the conception of globalization as a unidirectional 
“push process” driven by actors at the global core remains highly prevalent. But global ideas can 
also serve as inspirational sources that are appropriated by actors at the periphery (Büyükokutan, 
2011). Hence, a micro-phenomenological study needs to start with the local representation of 
global ideas. 

Second, the behavior and actions of protagonists in the globalization narrative emphasizes 
the strategic and intentional adoption and implementation of global ideas, illustrated by 
theoretical terms such as translating, abstracting, editing, importing and transposing (Boxenbaum 
& Battilana 2005; Ansari et al. 2010; Sahlin & Wedlin 2008). While deliberate projects clearly 
exist, a micro-phenomenological investigation is concerned with actions that are prompted by 
situational demands (Ross & Nisbert, 2011) and may connect only loosely to interests and 
theorized beliefs in globalization.

Third, current empirical investigations cast the diffusion or translation of elements as a 
process that finds with adoption or integration a procedural end-point to globalization.
Translation studies similarly set assimilation at the end of the analysis. Recent research has
extended the traditional model and connected adoption to the subsequent performance of newly 
introduced institutions (Weber et al. 2009) or sees the intensity of global pressures as subjects to 
“ebbs and flows over time” that open up possibilities for renegotiation of contracts (Zelner et al. 
2009). A micro-phenomenological study more readily acknowledges tensions, unintended 
consequences and generative effects that arise once newly introduced elements form extend the 
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repertoire for action. Hence, a micro-phenomenological study conceptualizes globalization as an 
ongoing and emergent process. 

CONTEXT

Technology entrepreneurship binds together two powerful narratives. The narrative on 
digital technologies nurtures the imagination of its followers with the promise that decentralized 
knowledge production and open access to knowledge will soon become the norm (Mosco, 1998). 
It fuels the idea that technological solutions will disrupt institutionalized boundaries and create a 
level playing field by empowering the masses (Miscione, 2015). Inextricably linked to the fate of 
technological solutions is the entrepreneur. The entrepreneurial society is grounded in the belief 
that entrepreneurial achievements will positively impact economic development and national 
competitiveness (Schumpeter, 1934; Audretsch, 2007). Translated into practice, successful 
technology entrepreneurs are expected to transform advances in science and engineering into 
viable business ventures, create markets and help found new industry clusters (Beckman et al. 
2012). Vivid, highly visible and mobile stories of entrepreneurs produce ideals and recipe-like 
prescriptions about the sources of success (Brandl & Bullinger 2009; Ogbor & Avenue, 2000).

In 2009, fiber cable hit the shore of Mombasa and connected Kenya’s ICT sector to the 
global high speed communication grid. As a consequence, connectivity costs decreased 
substantially and stimulated entrepreneurial activities. In fact, technology entrepreneurship in 
Kenya has been on the rise ever since (for a detailed review see Ndemo and Weiss, 2016) with 
sector growth rates of 20% per annum (World Bank, 2010). In contrast to other nascent 
technology sectors which are known for outsourcing and offshoring (Malecki and Moriset 2008), 
Kenya’s ICT sector is pre-dominantly home to entrepreneurial ventures that mimic established
international businesses and bring new innovations to market. 

The positive sector outlook combined with wide-spread “Afro-optimism” created an 
organizational field with roles, rituals, practices and frames of reference that are common in 
technology entrepreneurship. At this surface level of activity, global diffusion and translation has 
ostensibly happened. Yet, how the infrastructure is filled with meaning and action by its 
participants—that is how technology entrepreneurship is actually performed—is less clear. This 
is where this study sets in.

METHODS

Industry and country-specific academic, consultant, IMF and World Bank publications 
provided contextual information that was supplemented by a close reading of industry specific 
social media sources (Beneito-Montagut, 2011). The core data was collected during an intensive 
three month data collection visit to Nairobi in 2014, and encompassed semi-structured 
interviews, participatory observations and office visits as well as many informal observations 
and conversations. We were able to interview through snowball sampling and online search a 
diverse set of participants across a number of characteristics such as profession, seniority, 
venture size, nationality and personal visibility in the sector. We conducted a total of 134 formal 
interviews with domestic, repatriate and expatriate entrepreneurs; domestic and international 
investors; industry participants (government, accelerator, incubators, etc.) and corporate 
representatives. 
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Data Analysis

We used inductive theorizing and used semiotic techniques to understand the variable 
conceptions of technology entrepreneurship in Kenya’s ICT sector (Charmaz 2011, Feldman 
1995, Glaser and Strauss 2012). We identified ideal-typical poles of entrepreneurship that we 
came to understand as two alternative, distinct and multi-level templates—a “global” and “local” 
rulebook for entrepreneurial activity. The first order codes and higher-order categories from 
coding our data make up the templates’ content. Templates are best understood as empirically 
derived and holistic solution approaches (Sahlin & Wedlin 2008) which are constructed in 
relation to each other and anchored in the cultural fabric of the local setting. In essence, 
templates contain recipe-like prescriptions on the know-how of entrepreneurship, that is, the 
ways of performing and evaluating roles and scripts. It is the co-existence of alternative and 
incompatible practice prescriptions that introduces heterogeneity, creates tensions and prompts 
actors to create unique solution approaches—strategies of action (Swidler 1986)—to conduct 
entrepreneurial work. We found six distinct strategies of action in the data and identified their 
limitations as well as consequences. In a final step we developed a dynamic model of the 
relationships between the different components.

We limit the discussion in this short paper to a brief depiction of the globalization model 
and a few concluding remarks. Comprehensive findings are available upon request.

PROCESS MODEL

The starting point for our process model are the new situations, demands and 
opportunities that became available once technology entrepreneurship was adopted in Kenya. 
The new context for action instantiated new task environments, roles and scripts which were 
accompanied by new action options that detailed how to perform and evaluate those—the 
content for action that is epitomized by entrepreneurship templates. Templates specify 
appropriate ways to reach entrepreneurial goals such as how to find the right employees or how 
to build strategic partnerships in practice. They encompass and interlink multiple levels of 
entrepreneurship (i.e., individual characteristics, entrepreneurial process, relationship 
management, capital market configuration and institutional environment) into a systemic, holistic 
and integrated construct. 

In our study, a distinct ‘local Kenyan entrepreneurship’ template co-existed with a ‘global 
technology entrepreneurship’ template which prescribed alternative and contrasting action 
guidelines. For example, the ‘local’ template promotes a divergent entrepreneurial process that 
prompts adherents to entertain multiple ventures concurrently. In contrast, the ‘global’ template 
emphasizes a convergent entrepreneurial process and prescribes to adherents that they should 
attend to multiple business opportunities in sequence, paying full attention to one business at the 
time. These contrasts create tensions as it remains ambiguous for participants how best to solve 
common entrepreneurial challenges in Kenya. Hence, the co-existence of two alternative 
templates did not simply produce a cultural repertoire that participants can draw on to reach 
entrepreneurial goals; it also prompted participants to seek for ways to resolve the tensions. 

We observed six strategies of action (Swidler, 1986)—emergent approaches participants 
used to construct lines of action. We grouped these strategies of action into three higher-order 
categories, namely passive compliance, pragmatic enactment and active modification. These 
approaches represent varying degrees of entanglement with both templates. Passive compliance 
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denotes strategies of action that regard both templates as incompatible and thus no integration is 
attempted. Participants strictly enact the prescriptions of only one template. Pragmatic enactment 
strategies are approaches to recombine templates in a pragmatic way for individual benefit,
making use of both templates in a form of bricolage. Active modification labels strategies that 
seek to alter and change template structures by promoting dominance of one template over the 
other or synthesizing action guidelines into unprecedented designs.

All strategies of action, however, fell short in permanently resolving tensions. The reason 
behind their limitation is the holistic and systemic template structure. Templates are coherent 
meaning structures, so that prescriptive action options on one level of the template are 
interlinked with action options on other levels. The template structure is further reinforced as 
participants base their expectations and evaluations of actions in the domain on the templates, 
severely complicating selective enactment or re-combinations of prescriptions from both 
templates.

To illustrate this point, think of the tension that arises once seemingly incompatible action 
options of the divergent and convergent entrepreneurial process are put into practice. From the 
perspective of the ‘global’ template, focusing on only one business and seizing multiple business 
opportunities in sequence will be interpreted as a positive signal and an important ingredient for 
entrepreneurial success. It necessitates a disruptive growth orientation of the founder (individual 
characteristics) and is contingent upon a thriving venture capital investment scene (capital 
market configuration). Conversely, evaluated through the lens of the ‘local’ template adherents 
will eye this approach as counterintuitive, too risky and ill-suited for an environment in which 
high uncertainties about future economic trends (institutional environment), and a strong reliance 
on loans and grants (capital market configuration) are part of social reality. The ‘local’ template 
will rather promote an organic growth orientation (individual characteristic) and encourage 
adherents to seize business opportunities as they present themselves. Multiple businesses become 
then a pivotal buffer from external shocks. 

Satisfying both audiences and accessing the required resources (e.g., knowledge, strategic 
partners or investment) adherents of the templates hold thus becomes a complicated task. While 
achieving desired outcomes, strategies of actions also produce unintended consequences that 
hinder a permanent resolution of tensions. The on-going nature of the globalization process then 
unfolds as unintended consequences of initial action generate new tasks and situations, and so 
create the need for renewed action. 

CONCLUSION

The circulation of templates for economic action across international boundaries gives 
rise to complex cultural dynamics in local settings. This study adopted a micro-
phenomenological understanding of globalization that seeks to understand globalization 
dynamics from the perspective of the locale. The appropriation and construction of global ideas 
by local actors offers a complementary view to globalization studies that cast global forces as 
unidirectional and mechanical. Consequently, globalization can also be understood as a ‘pull’ 
process, emanating in the receiving locale and what is perceived as global is therefore also a 
local phenomenon. Variation across locales then emerges due to the varied constructions of 
globality that happen in relation to local realities, implying the existence of multiple globalities
across the world. This process is brought about by the co-existence of templates and the extended
action options in a domain, which result in heterogeneous responses within a locale. It opens up 
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the possibility of indirect and non-deterministic outcomes in globalization processes of which the 
synthesis of existing solution approaches into unprecedented designs is a promising avenue for 
future research. In sum, this study parts ways with conceptions of globalization as solely a 
transmission process and instead supports the view of globalization as an open-ended local 
process which brings unintended consequences and indirect effects through the creation of new 
social realities into the fore.
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