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Abstract: Much of the work on industrial location, inter-
nationalization and innovation is based on firm- or firm-
network-level research, but does not consider the role of
industry-based professional communities that can be cru-
cial in providing access to knowledge, resources and per-
sonal networks. These communities, whose membership
reaches well beyond firms themselves, are indispensable
components of firms’ everyday activities, yet are often
overlooked when investigating firm behavior. This paper
focuses on the one hand on the role of local communi-
ties and those individuals that form them, and on the
other hand on how they link with international communi-
ties and become crucial facilitators of internationalization
processes. In a co-evolutionary perspective, we investigate
the role of local professional communities and the local-
global interfaces that are created in internationalization
processes, and how such localized activity may be associ-
ated with regional development. In a conceptual discussion,
we propose that local professional communities and their
local-international community connections are crucial to
the capacity to engage in internationalization projects. From
this, we discuss a number of related questions: First, who
are the members oflocal professional communities and how
do they create knowledge? Second, how do local profes-
sional communities develop and what are the driving forces
that underlie their growth? Third, what are the conditions
for the reproduction of local professional communities? We
conclude by highlighting that the interrelationship between
local and international communities is a critical feature of a
permissive environment that facilitates corporate success in
the internationalization process, and this favorable interac-
tion between firms and their environment equally impacts
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the development prospects of the city-regions where they
are located.
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1 Introduction: firms, communities
and their local-global interfaces

The work by Porter (1990) and many followers on indus-
trial clusters has shown that firms’ competitiveness does
not just depend on internal capabilities but is fundamen-
tally tied to their external business environment, espe-
cially the regional and national resource availabilities and
constraints, demand structure, competitive conditions, and
relationships with related and supporting industries with
which firms are linked. Indeed, the very development of
corporate capabilities themselves generally depends on
the munificence of the institutional environment in which
firms emerge, and especially on opportunities for collabora-
tive knowledge development, personnel hiring and training
(Murmann 2003, 2013). Recognizing the importance of the
business context has given rise to a large literature that
investigates the conditions and relations which stimulate
local industry development and growth, especially in city-
regions (Bathelt et al. 2004; Giuliani and Bell 2005; Kerr and
Robert-Nicoud 2020).

Much of the work on clusters in city-regions empha-
sizes the role of local networks in enabling tacit knowledge
flows between actors that are more likely to have ties with
one another since they are co-located (Breschi and Lissoni
2001; Gertler 2003), as well as the role of localized knowledge
spillovers that enable knowledge diffusion and strengthen
the collective competitiveness of co-localized firms (Kerr
and Kominers 2015). A common argument is that a bet-
ter connected and more active local inter-organizational
network enables firms to expand and spread out, develop
linkages with other regions abroad, and sell their products
to distant markets. While there is also a rich literature on
industrial communities as coherent social groups, especially
communities of practice and epistemic communities, within
the fields of economic geography, innovation studies and
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management (Brown and Duguid 1991; Knorr Cetina 1999;
Wenger 1998; for an overview, see Roberts 2017), it is sur-
prising that much of the related literature focuses on the
creation and maintenance of networks between firms with-
out scrutinizing the specific role of these underlying pro-
fessional communities, their capabilities and their actions
that are at the very core of the competitiveness and repro-
duction of regional economies (for exceptions, see Bathelt
and Li 2020; Cohendet et al. 2014; Li 2014; Monteiro and
Birkinshaw 2017). It is these local industrial or industry-
based professional communities (for brevity, also referred
to hereafter just as local communities) — not just in clusters
but in regional economies more generally — that are at the
core of our conceptual inquiry.

Like the cluster literature, the foreign direct
investment-productivity-spillover literature largely focuses
on firm- and firm-network-level research! and assumes that
knowledge spillovers take place merely because firms are
located in close proximity and thus have more and stronger
ties with each other (Boschma 2005; Hamida 2013). The
agenda of this paper is therefore to explore the conceptual
underpinnings of the omitted-variable bias from not
considering the role of communities. Our specific interest
in local professional communities is how they support,
facilitate and/or influence corporate internationalization
broadly defined, as a continued process that ranges from
export activities to foreign direct investments and ongoing
foreign-market presence through innovation activity. In
internationalization projects, these communities can be
crucial in providing access to knowledge, resources and
personal networks that firms would otherwise not likely
develop. Communities have the advantage that connections
between members can be quickly made and that the
selection of partners is not as costly and tedious as it would
be when developing global pipelines (Bathelt et al. 2004)
- and they enable access to wider knowledge ecologies. As
such, local industry-based communities are indispensable
components of the everyday activities of firms (Li 2018).

A professional community in our sense is a group-
ing of professionals of various kinds, coming together to
contribute to some industry-specific projects (Table 1). We
are not referring to artistic, creative or other professional
communities but are focusing on those industry-based com-
munities, consisting of managerial and technical staff, and
those engaged in a wide range of support services, such

1 Communities are similarly under-conceptualized in the global-
value-chain and global-production-network literature.

2 Their supportive role in knowledge acquisition, creativity and inno-
vation has been well-explored (Cohendet et al. 2017), but depends on
the context and purpose of the community (Roberts 2017).
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as researchers in science and engineering, lawyers, consul-
tants, or foreign country/region experts and the like, which
share knowledge and interests in activities that are applica-
ble to a particular industry context — be it in manufacturing,
service or extractive industries (Styhre 2016). Further, we
are speaking of open communities, in which participation
is voluntary and self-selecting, and is based on having expe-
rience and qualifications relevant to the industry, regard-
less of current organizational affiliation (e.g. Owen-Smith
and Powell 2004). In doing so, we distinguish between the
looser and more general category of a social network and
the more coherent and closer constellation of a professional
community (e.g. Amin and Cohendet 2004; Coe and Bunnell
2003). Communities have a clearer group-level identity than
do social networks, based on a common knowledge base and
shared commitments to develop and apply such knowledge.
This leads to greater intensity of interaction across com-
munity members as they are concerned with the develop-
ment of some industry-based area of practice and effective
conduct within that domain. Communities may thus have
a stronger degree of mutual recognition, a clearer set of
shared values or principles, and a greater degree of continu-
ity and identity (or sense of belonging) than a typical social
network. Whereas networks, especially transactional net-
works, are defined by inter-personal or inter-organizational
ties, community members do not necessarily (or may not
yet) have direct ties with each other. Although networks
can also have some communal characteristics, communities
move beyond the structure of network ties through the
association of participants with the wider community that
acts as both a reservoir and a generator of knowledge in a
specific industry context.

Professional communities in this understanding are
associated with social interaction at the communal level,
which is not reducible to the sum of individual actor ties
that represent networked social interaction. They are the
holders and arbiters of what we might term the commu-
nal or public knowledge base of an industry, while firms
hold complementary private knowledge depending on their
own capabilities. By public knowledge we do not refer to
knowledge that is freely available to any actor, but rather
the knowledge of professional experts in a domain, which is
accessible through the active participation of those experts
in the relevant community (for the case of a technological
community,® see Nelson 1989). Table 1 provides an overview
of the different types of communities we distinguish. While

3 Note that this kind of technological community might be thought of
as an innovation commons (Potts 2019), which builds on conceptualiza-
tions by Ostrom (1990).
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Table 1: A definition of types of (industry-based) communities.

Name of communal entity

Type of community

Nature of community type and relationship between types

Social networks

Professional
communities

Communities of
practice

Epistemic
communities

Knowing
communities

Local professional
communities

International
professional
communities

National
subdivisions of
international
professional
communities

Transnational
communities

Loose constellations of actors linked by ties
of various kinds

Groupings of professionals of various
kinds, from relevant professions that come
together to contribute to business projects
in a given industry

Coherent groupings of individuals
engaged and proficient in some common
domain of practice

Coherent groupings of individuals with
shared principles and values in the
development and application of some
common domain of knowledge

Coherent groupings of communities of
practice, epistemic and virtual
communities that develop a mutual,
coherent understanding of a common
domain of knowledge

Coherent groupings of individuals
co-located in a region or localized knowing
communities, having a cross-industry
representation which reflects the
specialization of the region

Coherent groupings of geographically
dispersed individuals in some common
domain of industry-based expertise, who
regularly interact with others in the
development of frontier expertise of
potential interest across various spatial
contexts

Coherent groupings of individuals within
an international professional community in
a common country of residence, who
interact with others at a national level as
well as internationally

Coherent groupings of individuals that
emerge during internationalization
processes as local communities merge
with international communities and
develop transnational capabilities

Inter-actor ties may develop due to transactional linkages, or some
mutual interests or common activities, or personnel movements

- and be enhanced by different forms of proximity

Intentional identification with and voluntary participation in a
community whose members share an interest and experience in a
variety of types of specialized expertise that are needed to support
international business projects in a given industry context
Intentional identification with and voluntary participation in a
community characterized by shared and reciprocal commitments to
develop an industry-based domain of practice

Intentional identification with and voluntary participation in a
community built upon a strong foundation in a body of knowledge
in a specific industry-based domain of expertise, with a shared
commitment to develop that body of knowledge over time
Intentional identification with and voluntary participation in a
community that shares and develops knowledge in a common
domain that combines know-how (practice) with know-why
(understanding and scientific or conceptual interpretation) in some
given industry context

Identification with a spatially defined community concentrated in
the main industries of specialization in a region, developing best
practice and exchanging knowledge, often relying on shared
backgrounds and experiences, and in tune with the local
institutional context; local communities fuse together communities
of practice and epistemic communities in the domains of the
strongest industries in the region

Identification with a domain-defined community in some particular
industrial setting, having a shared commitment to develop and
apply the best expertise in the domain, often linked to or organized
around some international professional associations; international
communities establish channels for the dissemination of the best
knowledge and practice in a domain across space; local
communities can connect to a select set of international
communities concordant with the range of local industry
specialization

Identification with a domain-defined community that is active in
bringing together expertise on a certain kind of industry-specific
projects in a given country; often linked to a national subdivision of
an international professional association, which facilitates
connections between the relevant international community and
local communities in the country in question

Identification with a domain-defined community in a given
industrial context, in which members of select local communities
collaborate directly in their support of international business
projects, and in disseminating knowledge about the relationship
between projects undertaken in different locations

we acknowledge that local professional communities have
both an important epistemic and practice base and form
what could be referred to aslocalized knowing communities
(Boland and Tenkasi 1995; see also de Groot et al. 2014;
Styhre 2016), the underlying communities of practice and
epistemic communities are primarily the building blocks in

our analysis of professional communities and not part of the
analysis themselves.

Since this paper is concerned mainly with the influ-
ence of communities on corporate internationalization pro-
cesses, it is important to note that the public or communal
element of knowledge we refer to is not restricted just to
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knowledge of or experience in internationalization projects
as such, but ranges far more widely. Relevant knowledge
relates to many issues which are germane to the implemen-
tation and continuation of internationalization processes,
such as knowledge about the legal and institutional, or
linguistic and cultural context of particular countries and
regions, and about how practices and applications vary
across different industry or market contexts (Bathelt and Li
2020). We view internationalization projects as successful
when firms establish, maintain or extend an international
market presence and are able to grow through this. In
aggregate form, internationalization then has an immediate
impact on regional development and is closely connected to
it.

In contrast to conventional perspectives, our argument
revolves around communities that are associated with dif-
ferent spatial levels. Our goals in this conceptual paper are
threefold: First, we focus on the role of local professional
communities, the individuals that form them and the way
in which they support internationalization processes. These
communities become a core part of the skilled labor force
of aregional economy and play an essential role in enabling
knowledge flows between firms and their environment and
guiding corporate internationalization projects.

Second, rather than focusing on the role of local com-
munities in isolation, our goal is to show that they con-
nect with international communities and other local com-
munities and through this expand their competence base.
Our argument is that local-international community con-
nections play a crucial role in enabling firms to engage
in internationalization projects. International communities
(and their national subdivisions*) are typically related to
professional/industry associations of lawyers, accountants,
engineers, patent examiners and so on with domain-specific
expertise that have developed across a wide range of indus-
tries. Whereas local communities have a strong practice
base emanating from their involvement in international-
ization projects, international communities in comparison
have a defining epistemic foundation. International profes-
sional communities have especially been discussed in the

4 These national subdivisions may have a community life of their
own as their reproduction is shaped by national institutional contexts
with specific regulations, practices and traditions (Berns et al. 2021).
A primary role of these subdivisions in internationalization processes
is to link local communities with international communities. In some
instances, where a country is itself sufficiently large and diverse in
character and internationally connected, these national subdivisions
(for instance in the case of some American associations) may have the
character of de facto international communities. In internationaliza-
tion processes, foreign chapters of these subdivisions can sometimes
operate like extensions of local communities abroad.
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context of particular communities that are not industry-
based, such as migrant or ethnic communities (e.g. Cai et al.
2021; Hajro et al. 2021; Hartmann and Philipp 2022; Henn and
Bathelt 2017; Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993; Shukla and
Cantwell 2018).

Third, we aim to illustrate that city-regions without
dynamic local professional communities and without a
population of firms that draw on these communities do
not as a rule have the required capabilities and connec-
tions to engage in continued internationalization processes
— although some firms in these locations that have their own
international connections may be able to make up for this.
Importantly, the latter places do not benefit from the same
regional development impulses as city-regions with well-
developed communities. In a co-evolutionary perspective,
we suggest that there is an intricate connection between
corporate internationalization processes, local professional
community activities and regional development. The over-
arching agenda of this paper is thus to provide a bet-
ter understanding of the conditions under which regional
firms can engage in continued internationalization projects
by investigating the role of local professional communi-
ties, international professional communities and their local-
global interfaces. The co-evolutionary dynamic we propose
depends on the economic and institutional structure of
the city-regions under consideration and the capabilities
of local firms, as well as on the capabilities and connec-
tions of their local professional communities (Cantwell and
Iammarino 2003; Murmann 2003).

The argument of our paper proceeds as follows: In
Section 2, we propose that local (industry-based) profes-
sional communities crucially impact corporate internation-
alization processes by developing transnational capabilities
that can bridge institutional differences between locations
in different countries. They do this by accessing interna-
tional professional communities and creating intersections
with them. These local-international community connec-
tions are crucial to the capacity to engage in continued inter-
nationalization processes. If successful, ongoing involve-
ment in internationalization stimulates development in the
corresponding home regions through reverse knowledge
flows, market access abroad and export activity, which in
turn has a positive, reinforcing impact on the growth of local
professional communities and firms. Having emphasized
the critical role of local professional communities, we take a
closer look at their members in Section 3 and how they cre-
ate knowledge. Section 4 investigates how these communi-
ties grow and identifies connecting, clustering/specializing,
migrating and educating/training as key driving forces that
underlie their development. Section 5 then lays out the
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conditions for the reproduction of local professional com-
munities. It is argued that self-sustaining feedback process
are supported when local professional communities reach
a critical mass, have local amenities, when they are open
for an influx of new knowledge and people, have place-
based policies and support organizations, individual lead-
ers and anchor firms, and/or when they establish a mid-
dleground where community members can get together.
Section 6 concludes by highlighting the linkages between
local and international professional communities, which
have changed over time, thus creating a dynamic perspec-
tive of their co-evolution. The interrelationship between
local and international communities is a critical feature of
a permissive environment that facilitates corporate success
in the internationalization process, and this favorable inter-
action between firms and their environment equally favors
the development prospects of the city-regions where they
are located.

2 Conceptual framework: local and
international professional
communities in the
internationalization process

The starting point of our inquiry is to investigate the role
played by local (industry-based) professional communities
in urban settings in firms’ internationalization processes.
By an internationalization process, we refer to the evolu-
tionary process by which firms establish international mar-
ket presence and develop resources and competencies, and
how they sustain this international involvement through a
multinational coordination of economic activities, such as
production and innovation (Cantwell et al. 2010; Hitt et al.
2016). In short, we refer to internationalization as ongo-
ing processes associated with trading products across bor-
ders, investing in foreign locations and generating products
and innovating for international markets. This entails con-
tinuous adjustments of a firm’s portfolio of international
projects (potentially including divestments) as they may
target natural resource-seeking, market-seeking, efficiency-
seeking or strategic asset-seeking (especially knowledge-
seeking) objectives (Dunning 1993, 2000). The kinds of com-
munity knowledge or expertise likely to be called upon
in this process differ for each of type of motivation and
stage of engagement, as well as the degree of inter-firm
collaboration in each project. In the early stages of corporate
development, there may be small and medium-sized local
firms which become competitive and grow. Subsequently,
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they engage in cross-border trade and make investments
abroad (Hakanson 1979; Johanson and Vahlne 1977; Vahlne
and Johanson 2013). In the later stages of development, more
mature firms may develop a multinational production struc-
ture (Dunning and Lundan 2008), access foreign markets
with customized products and utilize international knowl-
edge connections to support their innovation activities in
specialized locations or urban centers (Cantwell 2009).

Local professional communities are crucial compo-
nents in a steadily rising knowledge connectivity across
actors and across space (Bathelt and Li 2020; Cantwell and
Zaman 2024). The membership of these communities com-
prises those individuals in a city-region that have had rele-
vant training in some domain of expertise, and some of them
become part of the local industrial workforce with com-
petencies related to internationalization processes in pro-
duction, innovation and/or investment planning (Table 1).
Local professional communities incorporate both epistemic
communities (Knorr Cetina 1999) that share a common body
of knowledge owing to their similar backgrounds, training
and common understandings about technologies and tech-
nological change in a particular domain, and communities
of practice (Brown and Duguid 1991; Wenger 1998) that have
similar experiences from working in related jobs relying
on similar technologies or methods in a given industrial
context. Members of these communities directly or indi-
rectly interact in day-to-day economic activities and solve
problems through exchanges within or between corporate
teams, through producer-user interaction, or via local asso-
ciations that operate as contact agencies or support services
(Bathelt and Cohendet 2014). They interact through what
can be referred to as the presence of more or less local
buzz (Bathelt et al. 2004; Storper and Venables 2004), i.e. a
specific local knowledge ecology that involves all sorts of
relevant information flows and constant updates thereof
leading to intended and unintended learning processes in
organized and random encounters, based on face-to-face
interaction and a shared institutional context (Gliickler and
Bathelt 2017). Such interaction triggers knowledge transfer
and knowledge generation processes.’

As specialized employees, experts or consultants, par-
ticipation in these local professional communities helps
enable firms to become competitive and engage in inter-
nationalization projects. Local professional communities

5 Local communities are not only important in vertical value-chain-
related knowledge transfers but also in horizontal learning processes.
Li (2017a) identifies four crucial mechanisms that stimulate such pro-
cesses: socially embedded learning, labor mobility, interaction and
monitoring, and collective invention.
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develop distinct transnational capabilities during interna-
tionalization processes that provide them with relevant
knowledge about different countries and foreign business
contexts (Harrington and Seabrooke 2020). They develop the
capability to communicate and explain institutional differ-
ences between locations and to develop networks across
borders (Bathelt et al. 2018).% As local communities in a city-
region grow, they become increasingly internationally con-
nected (Cohendet et al. 2014), and their transnational capa-
bilities are reinforced when they get involved in successful
investment and export activities (Bernard and Moxnes 2018;
Buchholz et al. 2020; Faulconbridge 2007; Forsgren et al.
2006; Rauch 1999). These activities contribute to urban
growth through income increases, reverse knowledge flows
from abroad and market opportunities, which altogether
stimulate production and innovation activities in the home
location and, in turn, trigger further community develop-
ment (Bathelt and Buchholz 2019; Crescenzi et al. 2022).
Local communities draw parts of their strength from
the wider international professional communities they con-
nect with. These international communities are primarily
defined through their shared epistemic base (Adler 2019;
Cohendet et al. 2014) within an industrial or technology field
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983). They develop frontier exper-
tise in some specific domain (for instance as international
lawyers, patent examiners or mechanical engineers) and, as
a whole, become global repositories of expert knowledge.
As opposed to local communities, they are less connected
through quotidian direct interaction and personal relation-
ships. Instead, they exchange knowledge based on a com-
mon reference to publication series, news blogs, online plat-
forms and all sorts of codified knowledge channels, yet they
are also linked through international trade fairs, business
conferences and other local-global interfaces where knowl-
edge is informally exchanged and reproduced (Bathelt and
Sydow 2025; Maskell et al. 2006).” International communities
can be formed and sustained, and become visible globally,

6 We might refer to the individuals that develop transnational capa-
bilities or have these based on prior lived experience as transnational
professional communities (Faulconbridge 2010; Faulconbridge et al.
2021; Saxenian 2006). Members of such transnational communities,
as we define them, collaborate with others across selected locations
based on kinship/friendship relations or shared experience (Bathelt
and Li 2020; Kennedy 2004). They tend to be more self-referential and
cohesive, with access being more narrowly regulated than in local and
international communities.

7 These local-global interfaces are temporary organizations (some-
times organized by international business associations) where local
community members can make contact with other local communities
and through which future transaction networks may be forged (Bathelt
and Henn 2025; Li 2017a). Such events also play an important role in the
reproduction of international communities (Bathelt and Sydow 2025).
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through professional associations, industry consortia and
standard-setting organizations. By getting involved in these
associations/organizations, local communities gain access to
alatent contact network worldwide that can be mobilized if
needed.

By connecting with international professional commu-
nities, local communities are able to extend and update
their knowledge about foreign locations and provide cru-
cial advice to firms during the internationalization process,
for instance with respect to site selection and facilitation
of cross-border knowledge linkages (Bathelt and Li 2020;
Faulconbridge 2007; Monteiro and Birkinshaw 2017; Phelps
and Wood 2018). Government agencies, transnational ser-
vices or membership in business associations may help
establish initial crucial contacts for firms investing abroad.
In this way, they help firms to overcome the liability of
foreignness (Zaheer 1995) and reduce the risk of operat-
ing in an unknown or little-known business context. Even
though established multinational firms may not face such
challenges, their reliance on local professional communities
in connecting with international communities may be at
least as great as for other firms since, for instance, con-
tinued innovation in international markets crucially relies
on familiarity with relevant specialized journal publica-
tions, awareness of prior inventions (e.g. patent citations)
and background state-of-the-art or practitioner knowledge
(Cantwell and Zaman 2024). Knowledge flows through such
local-global interfaces often benefit from a defined pool of
knowledge that is codified or otherwise familiar to those
active in the world community, so it can then be accessed
and understood by local communities in the form of global
buzz (Maskell et al. 2006) — for instance at an international
trade fair, business conference or convention (Bathelt and
Henn 2025).

Being part of an international professional community
also helps making connections with different local commu-
nities that develop in other city-regions and countries and
have their own distinct local knowledge ecologies (Henn
and Bathelt 2018; Li 2018). Local knowledge ecologies are
shaped by their specific institutional-sectoral contexts and
thus develop specializations which can differ from coun-
try to country and from place to place. When connections
with other local communities are made, the resulting inter-
action through cross-community linkages is more directed
and focused than informal exchanges or codified local-
global interfaces, such as community blogs. Exchanges can
develop into distinct ties with organizational relationships,
similar to global pipelines (Bathelt et al. 2004; Lorenzen
and Mudambi 2013; Owen-Smith and Powell 2004), geared



DE GRUYTER

toward specific problem-solving or collaboration in net-
works (Cantwell and Piscitello 1999). For firms that invest
in a different country, links between the local and inter-
national community help facilitate access to firms and net-
works in the host region, thus enabling affiliates over time
to participate in the host region’s local knowledge ecol-
ogy (Malecki 2009). As such, local-international community
interfaces help forge cross-community and eventually inter-
firm linkages that are instrumental to overcoming firms’
liahility of outsidership from local networks (Johanson and
Vahlne 2009).2 This then is a crucial step to conduct success-
ful business and become integrated in foreign networks.

As local communities connect with international com-
munities, they become part of these international communi-
ties but the two types of communities do not simply merge
and differences between the two remain. Especially in large
city-regions, local communities are very broad and diver-
sified in terms of their membership base, competencies
and skill base and more or less loosely connected through
some form of local buzz, whereas international commu-
nities have a more homogenous composition of members
with a shared epistemic core and strong commitments of
their members to their communities. Local communities (or
parts thereof) reach out to different international commu-
nities and members of the former become part of the latter
over time. These overlapping communities can be viewed as
intersections of various local and international communi-
ties (see also Figure 1). Overall, this suggests that the ability
of firms in a city-region to engage in internationalization
processes depends in part on the composition of their local
community and their ability to link with relevant interna-
tional communities (Bathelt and Cohendet 2014). In city-
regions where firms are international technology leaders,
internationalization is associated with strong support by
local communities and specific institutions (Murmann 2013),
which in turn helps these firms (and city-regions) to sus-
tain knowledge-seeking activities at an international level
(Cantwell and Janne 1999). Immigrants can be especially
helpful in making connections with their country of origin
(Shukla and Cantwell 2018).

As a corollary, the above discussion develops two
propositions that are closely interconnected: On the one
hand, it suggests that intersection and integration processes

8 When trying to access to business networks in the host economy,
efforts to build connections between the local professional commu-
nities at both ends play an essential role, yet it is surprising that the
international business literature largely maintains a firm perspective
in its analysis and does not focus on the supporting role of communities
(Belderbos et al. 2024; Goerzen et al. 2013; Lorenzen et al. 2020).
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of local industrial firms and local professional communi-
ties become essential for firms’ internationalization. On the
other hand, the connections between local and interna-
tional professional communities and the connections with
otherlocal communities trigger the development of transna-
tional capabilities and enable firms’ sustained internation-
alization and ongoing cross-local knowledge flows. As such,
processes of community development and firm internation-
alization go hand in hand and, in aggregate, stimulate eco-
nomic development in the home location through reverse
knowledge flows, demand triggers and exports (Bathelt et al.
2023). These propositions are relevant to scholarship in
both international business/strategy and economic geogra-
phy, but clearly also beyond. They require the inclusion
of a community perspective and creating a link between
these disciplines. And they suggest that virtuous feedback
loops of corporate and regional economic development
can unfold if local firms and professional communities
link with international communities to develop cross-local
community connections and interfirm networks.” How-
ever, clearly not all firms have the capability to engage
in internationalization projects and neither have all city-
regions the economic preconditions and institutional set-
tings to participate in and benefit from such processes.
Therefore, there are likely winners and losers in this process
(Buchholz et al. 2020).

3 Local professional communities:
who are they and how do they
create knowledge?

Local professional communities incorporate different com-
binations of communities of practice and epistemic com-
munities that when they come together constitute localized
knowing communities (Boland and Tenkasi 1995) in a city-
region (Table 1). If local communities are spread across
different industry contexts, they may not have much over-
lap and be only loosely connected in city-regions charac-
terized by a diversified economic structure, but their syn-
ergies become stronger and connections tighter if some
core domain of economic specialization emerges. In this

9 In debates about the role of various proximities in regional devel-
opment (Boschma 2005), these community effects are imperfectly cap-
tured since geographical proximity is a category that is too broad and
organizational proximity too narrow. Within a regional context, itis the
local professional community that drives interaction in knowledge and
practice, while interaction that occurs within firm boundaries (within
or between firms) is merely a subset of overall community interaction.
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case, they develop a mutual understanding and interac-
tion between community members increases. Members of
local professional communities can be particularly found
as employees in multinational enterprises (MNEs), inter-
national organizations and institutes of higher education
(especially universities), and public policy agencies, but
some may also be spread more widely within various seg-
ments of the local economy, for instance within service
organizations, business associations, media outlets and so
on. They consist of managers, accountants, engineers, tech-
nicians, practitioners, consultants, experienced workers,
researchers, foreign country/region and language or pol-
icy experts and so on that self-identify with the commu-
nity and are recognized by others as members. Large city-
regions with sophisticated business services and manufac-
turing sectors that host many MNEs are in an advantageous
position as they attract skilled professionals and immigrants
that become part oflocal communities (Cantwell and Zaman
2024; Sassen 2001; Taylor and Derudder 2004). They can be
drivers, facilitators and/or influencers of internationaliza-
tion processes and stimulate regional development through
their aggregate action. In a co-evolutionary perspective
their growth is affected by the outcomes of the internation-
alization processes they support.

Some members of local communities have a transna-
tional multi-cultural background in that they have lived
and worked in one national context and then moved to
another context for family, education or work reasons
(Bathelt and Henn 2025; Fitzsimmons et al. 2011). For
instance, foreign students may be admitted to university
programs and later be hired by local firms that engage in
international investments and utilize the students’ transna-
tional knowledge and contact base. Additionally, manage-
rial and technical staff in MNEs become part of local pro-
fessional communities when they collect work experience
in other national contexts over their professional career
and develop transnational competencies. Members of immi-
grant groups and their children may not initially be part
of local professional communities but can become mem-
bers if they participate in specific training and education
programs that put their transnational knowledge base into
economic context. Whether referred to as transnational
entrepreneurs (Henn and Bathelt 2017; Portes and Sensen-
brenner 1993), industry experts or New Argonauts (Saxe-
nian 2006; Saxenian and Sabel 2008), they have in com-
mon that they ease and speed up local firms’ international-
ization processes as they already have cross-local commu-
nity connections that can be utilized for new ventures and
do not have to be built up from scratch. The capacity for
local migrant populations to facilitate internationalization
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processes depends on the degree of institutional affinity
and connectedness between the region in which they reside
and their countries of origin. This capacity also depends on
whether migrant populations have achieved a critical mass
locally (Buchholz 2021; Kloosterman 2010; Sandoz et al. 2022;
Shukla and Cantwell 2018).

But immigrant groups do not automatically play a sig-
nificant role in firms’ internationalization processes. Many
may lack the necessary skills or professional experience or
their skills are not recognized (Shukla and Cantwell 2023).
While there is a positive association between migrant net-
works and professional communities in a location (Cai et al.
2021; Hajiro et al. 2023; Shukla and Cantwell 2016), in general
we can distinguish between active and passive members of
local communities depending on how their transnational
capabilities are used. Active members are directly involved
in mature MNE activities or in firms’ early internationaliza-
tion stages, or in other organizations or freelance activities
which support internationalization processes. They are in
a position to successfully link corporate networks across
locations in different countries. Passive members may have
been overlooked or are unknown to firms, or not trusted
by them. It is also possible that they may choose not to be
actively engaged in projects or related discussions. Passive
members are individuals that have the skills or potential to
become active community members but may not always be
in jobs that would allow them to do so. They may not them-
selves self-identify as community members, but are likely
to be recognized by at least some others, and so they may
be indirectly consulted about projects, even though they are
not involved in them. As such, they may still contribute to
community knowledge dissemination.

In our conceptualization, those who identify with a
community do so voluntarily, and their participation in
community activities or knowledge sharing is self-selecting
(Cantwell and Zaman 2024; Owen-Smith and Powell 2004;
Rappa and Debackere 1992), given that they hold the rele-
vant skills and capabilities. The key characteristic of a com-
munity (as opposed to just a network) is that as it develops,
knowledge spreads across its members, especially the most
active ones, through a variety of informal social connec-
tions, rather than through intentionally created channels
of communication or cooperative endeavors hetween spe-
cific actors. This describes the difference between commu-
nal buzz and organized pipelines in disseminating ideas
(Bathelt et al. 2004). Participants become aware of the value
of the contributions of other community members and the
potential relevance of the knowledge that others have devel-
oped or acquired. Thus, individuals that identify with a
community enjoy mutual recognition by other members,
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even if they do not know one another personally or have
any direct ties.

Given its informal, socially dispersed or impersonal
nature, a community can also be described as an ‘invisible
college’ (Crane 1972; de Solla Price and Beaver 1966), yet
it is not to be confused with a collective actor. Based on
a large variety of informal channels, whether through
direct interaction face to face in meetings or events, or
virtually in online fora or via websites, by referrals, or
by using the same sources of codified knowledge, com-
munity participants learn about the experiences of other
members which may have relevance for themselves. These
processes of course differ; depending on whether interac-
tion takes place inside local communities or with inter-
national communities. In the case of the local buzz ele-
ments within local communities, the knowledge which
is communally disseminated tends to be more practice-
oriented, with tacit elements related to the shared local
industry context. When interaction involves international
communities, the knowledge which is communally dissem-
inated tends to be more narrowly defined, and is often
more technical and more abstract with stronger codified
elements.

4 How do local professional
communities with transnational
capabilities develop and grow?

Local professional communities are not ubiquitous across
city-regions and do not emerge in a homogenous way as
their development is strongly shaped by the institutional-
sectoral settings in their locations (Roberts 2017). Since
local communities require the presence of many mem-
bers with complementary skill levels to be able to thrive,
they are especially likely to develop in urban regions with
a sizable economy. Because of different institutional con-
texts and different triggers that can spark the growth of
local communities, their knowledge base likely differs from
city-region to city-region — even if the sectoral compo-
sition of two locations is similar (Bathelt and Li 2022).
This also suggests that international and local communi-
ties never have identical knowledge ecologies. As knowl-
edge from international communities enters local commu-
nities, it is contextualized and becomes part of location-
specific feedbacks that drive specialization. According
to Amin and Cohendet (2004: 102), “[t]he ‘stickiness’ of
knowledge ... stems from the unique interactions and
combinations of bodies, minds, speech, technologies, and
objects that can be found there” (Asheim 1999). Without
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claiming these are the only drivers of local commu-
nity development, there are at least four driving forces
that play a decisive role in their emergence and growth,
which are prevalent in certain city-regions: connectivity,
education/training, migrating and clustering/specialization
(Figure 1):

(1) Connecting. Connecting is a particularly strong
driver of community development in global/world cities
that are prime locations for the emergence and growth
of local professional communities. They are characterized
by a large concentration of headquarters of multinational
firms in finance, knowledge-intensive services and man-
ufacturing and develop close linkages with other global
cities as well as with secondary cities that become loca-
tions of subsidiaries with manufacturing and service func-
tions (Sassen 2001; Taylor and Derudder 2004). Global/world
cities exercise dominance and control through the networks
and connections they establish with a broad set of interna-
tional locations. They develop this dominance as they are
able to actively recruit, train and attract specialists with
transnational governance and knowledge creation capabil-
ities (Florida 2002). Global/world cities develop large pro-
fessional communities, which are highly connected with
international communities and have strong cross-local com-
munity linkages. Their high connectivity is based on per-
sonal networks that community members establish during
their managerial/technical career with different multina-
tional employers, as well as on membership in international
professional associations/Internet forums and shared prac-
tices of utilizing the same codified knowledge sources (e.g.
professional magazines). It is the high breadth and depth in
connectivity, both of firms and community members, which
drives the growth of local communities in these cities and
strengthens their transnational capabilities (Cantwell and
Zaman 2018, 2024).

(2) Educating/training. Educating/training plays a dis-
tinct role for community development in city-regions with
well-known, prestigious research and higher-education
facilities. It is through continuous educating/training that
local professional communities emerge and grow in these
places, subject to having a local economic base where
cohorts of graduates can find work. In most industries, uni-
versity knowledge is crucial to enable access to interna-
tional epistemic communities, especially when firms engage
in advanced research and gain legitimacy in these commu-
nities (Pavitt 1991). Places with strong local research univer-
sities attract a large international student body in business,
engineering and science programs that can trigger start-up
and spin-off processes if there is a good match between
the educational focus and the sectoral composition of the
local economy (Bramwell and Wolfe 2008). While university
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Figure 1: Driving forces and conditions influencing the development and reproduction of local (industry-based) professional communities.

graduates are initially less experienced with international
networks when they start up businesses or work for local
firms, international social science and engineering co-op
programs aim to develop such capabilities. And it may only
require a few lead firms with multinational linkages in a
city-region to then trigger the emergence of a local profes-
sional community with capabilities to connect with knowl-
edge bodies and resources abroad. Foreign students may
act as New Argonauts by setting up new ventures in their
host and home economies and establish global pipelines
between different locations, such as between Silicon Valley
and Taiwan or Israel (Saxenian 2006; Saxenian and Sabel
2008). The latter individuals are part of specific interna-
tional communities that can effectively connect and make
sense of different national production and innovation sys-
tems at home and abroad, thus sparking further interna-
tionalization (Bathelt et al. 2018).

(3) Migrating. Migrating is another important driving
force, through which local professional communities can
develop. City-regions with large immigrant and/or migrant
populations may thus develop significant, dynamic local
communities that draw professionals from other local com-
munities to connect to the regional knowledge base. This
may strengthen the local community and improve link-
ages with international communities, thus resulting in a
self-reinforcing process of community development. Like
the New Argonauts, immigrants with a pre-existing pro-
fessional background or after receiving training in their
destination countries may utilize close linkages with their

country of origin to establish new businesses that connect
both economies, exploiting their double-embeddedness in
different cultural contexts (Hartmann and Philipp 2022;
Kloosterman et al. 1966; Portes and Martinez 2020; San-
doz et al. 2022). Beyond triggering entrepreneurship, migrat-
ing can act in a broader sense as a driver of the develop-
ment of communities which helps sustain ongoing interna-
tional linkages (Cai et al. 2021; Hajro et al. 2021; Shukla and
Cantwell 2018). There are multiple triggers of how immi-
grant diversity can generate positive spillover effects on
locallabor markets (Kemeny and Cooke 2018); through inter-
action/learning, complementarity and niching processes, as
well as exposure effects, immigrants can strengthen labor
markets and increase local firms’ competitiveness (Buch-
holz 2021).

(4) Clustering/specializing. An important driving force
of community development is associated with strong indus-
try clusters and a high degree of specialization. Correspond-
ing city-regions have manifold opportunities to expand
internationally and access new markets through replicat-
ing/augmenting and connecting strategies based on compet-
itive advantages (Bathelt and Li 2022; Bathelt et al. 2004;
Giuliani and Bell 2005; Kerr and Robert-Nicoud 2020; Porter
1990). Across different industry contexts, economic cluster-
ing/specializing seems to be an important, in fact almost
natural, driver of strong local professional communities
that develop transnational capabilities. In small emerging
clusters, this may proceed initially through trial-and-error
processes but, as clusters grow and mature (Fornahl et al.
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2010), their increasing competitiveness and international
reputation make it easy to attract talent from distant com-
munities and through international community linkages.
Again, the capabilities of the local community and the local
firms’ successful internationalization are connected in a
reflexive manner. As in the case of global/world cities, large
urban centers are often characterized by multiple industrial
milieus or clusters (Crevoisier 2001) and thus develop large
diversified local communities with broad specialized skill
portfolios. They form highly attractive labor markets for
talent and are, at the same time, attractive locations for
firmsinrelated industries (Krugman 1991). Not only do these
places develop dynamic and rich localized knowledge ecolo-
gies with high internal innovation potential, they also build
global pipelines with other sophisticated clusters abroad
and become priority destinations of investment linkages
from foreign clusters (Bathelt and Li 2022; Owen-Smith and
Powell 2004).

While the four driving forces are of fundamental
importance for the development of local professional com-
munities, they may hardly ever operate in the same way.
Due to different combinations, empirically there will likely
be multiple different growth trajectories in different places.
Firms in other, less urban places or normal regions (Stor-
per 1997), which are smaller and have a diverse set of
industries, do not benefit from strong community growth.
However, they may be able to make up for the lack of
local buzz and find a different pathway to develop inter-
national market presence. Faced with a weakly-developed
local community and a lack of meaningful local buzz, cer-
tain technical or managerial staff may link with interna-
tional communities that have a matching epistemic base
through online forums and Internet blogs, which are used to
support ongoing problem-solving and innovation activities.
While these connections may be virtual, firms will typically
also send specialized staff members to participate in inter-
national trade fairs and business conferences to present
their new production programs to customers, enquire about
new developments and market dynamics, and make contact
with potential future partners and members of other local
communities worldwide (Bathelt and Henn 2025; Bathelt
and Sydow 2025; Maskell et al. 2006). Former virtual com-
munities may thus get personalized as the staff members
meet peers from international communities. Through tem-
porary and virtual proximity, firms in these normal regions
can therefore develop routines that help strengthen their
competitiveness and support internationalization. If suc-
cessful, this may, in turn, stimulate other local firms to
engage in similar processes and also engage with interna-
tional markets. Gradually, this can lead to the development
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of a small local professional community, encourage more
internationalization and stimulate regional development.
As opposed to the urban contexts discussed before, how-
ever, the local communities in normal regions may lack
effective feedback and growth triggers and be vulnerable
as their existence depends on a few firms and their staff
members.

5 How do local professional
communities reproduce
themselves?

Once local professional communities have emerged in spe-
cific city-regions, a number of localized conditions can play
an important role to ensure their continued growth and
reproduction, some of which are emphasized below: (i) local
amenities and a critical mass, (ii) openness for an influx
of new ideas, knowledge and people, (iii) place-based poli-
cies and support organizations, (iv) individual leaders and
anchor firms, and (v) a middleground where local communi-
ties can get together and interact (Figure 1). These conditions
should not be viewed as having deterministic effects and
can be found in forms and combinations that differ between
industry contexts and city-regions. Two important prerequi-
site conditions for community reproduction are related to
scale and the attractiveness of place. First, it is necessary
that local communities reach a critical mass to trigger self-
sustaining, positive feedback processes where foreign direct
investments stimulate community development that in turn
enables further investments (Buchholz et al. 2020). Sec-
ond, if the corresponding city-regions are dynamic urban
economies with a high quality of life and attractive ameni-
ties, they may develop into prime locations of the creative
class (Florida 2002) that forms a critical core oflocal commu-
nities. In city-regions with strong community-building trig-
gers that satisfy these conditions, positive feedback loops
almost automatically enable the continuous reproduction of
local professional communities.

The four driving forces supporting the development
of local professional communities, discussed in the pre-
vious section, are also crucial in the reproduction of
these communities. Connecting, educating/training, clus-
tering/specializing and migrating are conditions that sup-
port ongoing growth and renewal of community member-
ship and continuous upgrading of community skills. Impor-
tant triggers of local reproduction are co-evolutionary ties
between firm internationalization and community growth.
Successful internationalization processes of firms, at the
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same time, have direct positive effects on regional devel-
opment (Bathelt and Buchholz 2019) by channeling addi-
tional demand and new knowledge into home regions. On
the one hand, ongoing internationalization supports the
continued growth of regional industries and drives further
specialization in the home regions (Birkinshaw and Solvell
2000; Solvell and Birkinshaw 2000). On the other hand, this
generates an incentive structure that encourages both the
growth oflocal communities and drives further internation-
alization. Connecting processes thus lead to an expansion of
local professional communities (Bathelt et al. 2023).

Continued immigration and the attraction of work-
ers with complementary skills from outside a city-region
is an important way of broadening knowledge about for-
eign markets, cultures and institutions (Hajro et al. 2021;
Henn and Bathelt 2017; Shukla and Cantwell 2018). This
is associated with the openness of local networks for an
influx of new ideas, different sets of knowledge (even
deviating from existing knowledge bases) and new people.
Migrants and immigrants are associated with important
boundary-spanning capabilities (Aldrich and Herker 1977;
Fuchs et al. 2017) that enable firms to connect with for-
eign locations and make sense of different production and
innovation systems. The establishment of new and revi-
sion of existing postsecondary education and training pro-
grams is another essential way of updating local community
skills and supporting the ongoing specialization of knowl-
edge bases. Such educational opportunities may include the
leading-edge entrepreneurship and engineering programs
that attract a substantial foreign student base, as well as
inter-cultural training programs for managerial and tech-
nical staff (Bramwell and Wolfe 2008). Continued migrating
and educating processes in city-regions can thus be impor-
tant drivers of the reproduction of local communities that
enable firms to overcome liabilities of foreignness and out-
sidership in internationalization processes (Bathelt and Li
2020; Johanson and Vahlne 2009; Zaheer 1995). These driving
forces are related to local firms’ hiring practices, and their
capacity to attract and manage talent globally (Collings et al.
2019). On the one hand, actively hiring graduates from
local educational programs strengthens these programs and
makes it attractive for talent from outside to apply to them.
On the other hand, local firms directly contribute to the
expansion and enrichment of local communities when hir-
ing internationally.

Reproduction processes can also crucially benefit from
business associations and specific policy agendas that
stimulate local community development (Martinez-Vazquez
and Vaillancourt 2008; Oughton et al. 2002; Valler 2011).
These are particularly important in the context of smaller
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city-regions with a diversified economy that neither have
well-developed local communities, nor the capabilities nec-
essary to develop them. For instance, national industrial
and innovation policies may support the growth of spe-
cific industries and provide subsidies for new infrastruc-
ture and research capacity to promote the development
and specialization of local communities. The focus of these
policies is often on firms’ international competitiveness and
therefore primarily benefits existing technology regions. In
contrast, education and migration policies that focus on
the development of advanced skills and attract qualified
labor from abroad may have a broader geographical effect,
albeit in a more indirect fashion. Related policies can pos-
itively impact the development of smaller and secondary
city-regions if implemented with place-based strategies that
target the specific needs and potentials of these locations
(Iammarino et al. 2019). Indirectly or directly, targeted poli-
cies can support the reproduction of local professional com-
munities and help strengthen transnational capabilities.
The effects of policies on regional development are
especially persistent if they lead to shared future visions
and collective action within the local community. The ini-
tiation of collective action often depends on the presence of
individual community leaders, such as outstanding author-
ities in business or politics that can convince community
members to engage in joint projects and mobilize resources
for internationalization (Clark 2022; Evren and Odabas 2024;
Grillitsch and Sotarauta 2020). Collective action may also
be driven by specific lead or anchor firms as shown in
studies on the development of technology clusters (Agrawal
and Cockburn 2003; Feldman 2003; Kerr and Robert-Nicoud
2020). Cohendet et al. (2010) emphasize that city-regions
need to develop an effective “middleground” that sup-
ports interaction processes and knowledge transfers within
the local professional community (parts of which may be
referred to as “underground”) and with firms/business
organizations (the “upperground”). Since the actions of
firms/organizations versus those of community members
are associated with different rationales, there needs to be
a fitting local environment in the form of a “middleground”
consisting of specific places and events that enable ongoing
community-firm interaction and where a mix of local com-
munity members and firm representatives regularly meet.
These places and events become part of the local commons
that form a critical platform for projects to be discussed,
implemented, revised or dropped (Cohendet 2022; Cohen-
det et al. 2017).1° Specific “middleground” organizations may

10 In a local commons, organized by a local community (as opposed
to firms), resources — including potentially public knowledge — are
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support interaction within the local community and actively
help to create links with international communities, for
instance by providing support to attend international indus-
try events and community gatherings. Such organizations
can be established through government policies and/or
be linked to local industry associations. “Middleground”
structures can develop into a central hub where local
and global buzz merge to support internationalization
processes.

Community reproduction can also be supported
through positive feedback loops bhetween local and
international communities. As local communities reach
out to and connect with international communities in
preparation of firms’ internationalization processes,
new contact networks are being formed and local
community members become part of specific international
communities. This creates important overlap between
local and international communities and generates critical
local-global interfaces. For instance, local engineers
connect virtually with global associations or Internet
groups and become active members of these international
communities. They acquire knowledge on an ongoing
basis and transfer this into the local community and
corporate networks. Knowledge transfers can also occur
without direct interaction through publication venues of
the international community, as in the case of patenting
processes (Cano-Kollmann et al. 2022; Cantwell and Zaman
2018). The consequence of such knowledge transfers is a
continuous strengthening of local communities.

There may also be a reverse process of how special-
ized international communities reach out to distinct local
communities with the goal to integrate parts of them,
thereby injecting knowledge into the local community that
is crucial for internationalization processes (Li 2018). For
instance, such processes can be triggered if international
family or migrant networks link up with affiliated local
ethnic diasporas or religious groups across international
locations (Bathelt and Henn 2025; Li 2017b). They may reach
out and look for local community partners in city-regions
where they intend to expand their markets. If such con-
nections are durable, they can have a positive impact on
both the local and international communities, as in the
case of international family networks of Jewish and Palan-
puri Jainas diamond traders that established connections
between Antwerp and Gujarat and triggered the growth of
local communities at both locations (Henn and Bathelt 2018).

pooled communally to ensure the collective action needed to support
the development of new business opportunities (Hess and Ostrom 2003;
Potts 2019).

H. Bathelt and J. A. Cantwell: Communities in the internationalization process = 67

6 Conclusion: evolving linkages
between local and international
professional communities

While it is true, as Roberts (2017: 342) suggests, that
“technological developments in the form of the Internet and
social networking platforms have dislocated communities
from particular locations”, we have shown in this paper that
it is nonetheless essential to distinguish between local and
international communities, in our case industry-based pro-
fessional communities, as they are set up in different ways,
complement each other and develop in a co-evolutionary
fashion. As discussed throughout this paper, city-regions
need to have a mix of industry-based epistemic communi-
ties and communities of practice (localized knowing com-
munities) that are sufficiently large and are overlapping
with a broad range of related and partially different skill-
sets, experiences and views of the world to form strong local
professional communities. Through their members’ actions,
these communities support firms’ internationalization pro-
cesses broadly defined, from trading with or investing in
foreign markets to extending market presence and engag-
ing in continuous innovation in these markets (Bathelt and
Cohendet 2014). Knowledge spreads within these commu-
nities in numerous form through local buzz dynamics as
community members communicate directly with each other
face to face and hear about others’ experiences, but also
use codified exchange platforms to connect with others.
Through these processes, local communities shape regional
technology development, connect with international com-
munities and become part of them, and establish a collec-
tive order that frames internationalization processes. This
may not always happen automatically and not in all city-
regions equally, but requires a combination of triggers to
be in place related to four development driving forces we
discuss: connecting, educating/training, migrating and/or
clustering/specializing. Continued community growth and
reproduction is supported by localized conditions, such as
local amenities/critical mass, openness/influx of new ideas,
knowledge and people, place-based policies/support organi-
zations, individual leaders/anchor firms, and a supportive
middleground. However, these drivers and conditions do
not define the evolution of local professional communities
and their internal structure in a deterministic manner, as
their effects will likely vary by city-region, industry context
and over time.

In historical perspective, the relationship between local
and international communities has not been a static one. It
has evolved and become much closer and more important.
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For international business in the 19th century, it was just
the outreach of firms to local communities in their home
region/country which mattered. Since mercantilist times
industry-specific capabilities were held mainly by local arti-
sanal communities, and even after the first industrial rev-
olution technological knowledge tended to be held mainly
by self-sufficient specialized local communities of indepen-
dent inventors (Lamoreaux and Sokoloff 2001). The geo-
graphical diffusion of technological capabilities was mainly
associated with the migration of skilled workers or popu-
lation groups. Industrial firms that grew up amidst these
local technological communities internationalized through
exporting their products and/or importing raw material
inputs. The most relevant community support for interna-
tionalization in early industrializing countries came from
the national state, since trading relationships often relied
on political ties, including colonial connections, and most
foreign direct investments were natural resource-seeking,
directed to less developed and colonial territories (Dunning
1983).

By the 20th century, it became increasingly important
for internationalizing firms to connect with international
and not just local communities. Following the second indus-
trial revolution and the rise of science-based industries
at the end of the 19th century, large MNEs developed in-
house research and development facilities, administered
multi-divisional operations across national boundaries and
relied on international technology transfer (Chandler 1984;
Teece 1993). Despite (or because of) the growth of inter-
nal research capabilities, these firms cultivated relation-
ships with local communities of independent inventors in
their home regions, especially in countries that were not
technology leaders (Cantwell and Spadavecchia 2023). Still,
MNEs steadily developed relationships with communities in
host locations through their subsidiaries abroad, especially
when they needed to adapt technologies at these locations
(Cantwell 1995). This sometimes strengthened dyadic ties
between local communities in the home and host regions.

Moving into the 21st century, and the information and
digital age, corporate internationalization processes have
become increasingly knowledge-seeking in nature and rely
on global connections between major technology centers
(Cantwell 1989; Cantwell and Shukla 2025; Dunning and Lun-
dan 2008). Along with waves of globalization, communities
themselves have become internationalized, and local com-
munity development increasingly depends on the strength
and diversity of knowledge-based connections with inter-
national communities (Cantwell and Zaman 2024). Linkages
between local and international communities have become
fundamentally interdependent and have co-evolved with
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internationalization processes of firms in any major city-
region. The better the connectedness between local and
international communities in a place, the more firms’ inter-
nationalization projects can benefit from facilitating com-
munity activities (Bathelt and Li 2020). These internation-
alization processes have a critical impact on home-region
growth (Buchholz et al. 2020), as they strengthen community
development and create a favorable environment for future
internationalization and further regional development. In
innovative clusters and major city-regions, we are witness-
ing the development of strong local professional communi-
ties that go hand in hand with firm internationalization and,
in fact, become major drivers of both continued corporate
growth processes and regional prosperity, while firms in
smaller city-regions without major communities may have
more risks and struggles in the long run.
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