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The internal workings of how overseas intermediaries serve to accelerate the evolution process of start-ups remain in
a ‘black box’in the current literature on international entrepreneurship. This paper uses qualitative research methods and
the “complex adaptive system” concept to explore interactions between Taiwan's overseas start-up intermediary, the
Taiwan Innovation and Entrepreneurship Center (TIEC), and three Taiwanese start-ups to examine the evolution process
and the role played by TIEC in each start-ups’ emergence.

Our results show that: (1) self-organizing behavior—such as reshaping the business model, reconfiguring various
resources, and re-connecting with networks—are the keys to a start-up's successful emergence in the international market;
(2) market-oriented activities act as an attractor for actors in different levels of the complex adaptive system; (3) the role
of an overseas start-up intermediary is to act as a catalyst for the emergence of a start-up s internationalization. This study
contributes to the extant literature on international entrepreneurship by both proposing and providing evidence of the role
of overseas start-up intermediaries. We also outline practical management implications and provide policy suggestions for

emerging economies that wish to accelerate the evolution and internationalization of their start-ups.
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For Taiwan’s high-tech industrial development,
Taiwan has sought to become globally linked to Silicon
Valley (SV). In response to the difficulties facing new
ventures, the government of Taiwan has established an
overseas start-up intermediary in SV, namely, Taiwan
Innovation and Entrepreneurship Center (TIEC). The
purpose of the TIEC is to help start-ups build up a
localized social network and to acquire access to engage
with key resources in the process of developing their
international markets.

In this context, the present study adopts the “complex
adaptive system (CAS)” concept to explore the following
questions: (1) What is the adaptive process of start-ups as
they seek to gain a foothold within the CAS of SV? (2)
How does TIEC assist start-ups in gaining access to
necessary resources and networks, allowing start-ups to
emerge as formal actors within the CAS?

We begin by providing an overview of the
entrepreneurial environment in Taiwan. Then, in the
theoretical section, we argue that the start-up ecosystem of
SV can be regarded as a CAS. Next, we describe the
research framework and methodology. This is followed by
a discussion identifying the role of the TIEC while
presenting three case studies of start-ups that demonstrate
the role of TIEC in accelerating their ‘emergence from
chaos’ as they adapted to the order of SV’s complex
ecosystem. To conclude, we discuss how the results of this
study are significant for both theoretical understanding

and managerial practices.

Literature Review

Unlike incubators, angel investors, and accelerators,
overseas start-up intermediaries are a new type of
intermediary. These organizations are established by
national governments (usually by countries with an
emerging economy) abroad in a target country. The
government of the home country provides funds and
resources for these organizations to deploy staff and
resources in the target country and works to connect
stakeholders with the existing networks of the home

country.

In research on the topics of new ventures,
internationalization, and the roles of intermediaries,
scholars have approached the process of a new ventures’
internationalization from different theoretical views. These
have included the resource-based view, network and social
capital theory, or knowledge-based view (McDougall,
Shane, & Oviatt, 1994; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Alvarez
& Barney, 2001; Zahra & Hayton, 2008; Ciravegna,
Lopez, & Kundu, 2014). However, none of these
frameworks have been able to fully explain the emergence
process of start-ups. In contrast, other studies have found
the CAS approach to be a useful lens for analyzing the
diverse and dynamic behaviors of a start-up system.

CAS is a conceptual framework to examine natural
and artificial systems which are generally defined as being
composed of populations of adaptive agents whose
interactions result in complex non-linear dynamics
(Holland, 1992). The results are emergent system
phenomena. In this phenomenon, high-level macroscopic
patterns emerge from the dynamic and nonlinear
interactions of the system’s low-level (microscopic)
adaptive agents. Holland (2005) provides a preliminary
outline of the characteristics of a CAS, including (1)
aggregation (the basic characteristic), (2) non-linearity, (3)
flows of resources, (4) diversity, (5) relationship-based
homogenous tagging, (6) self-organized internal modeling,
and (7) multi-layer building blocks. Specifically, the
features of a CAS include self-organization, adaptability,
and capacity to co-evolve with other agents—especially
with those tagging as homogenous agents, such as alumni,
classmates, colleagues, and people who identify with the
same hometown/country. This causes macroscopic
patterns (order) to emerge from a small aggregated set of
microscopic adaptive interactions (building blocks). Those
building blocks will tend to move with an attractor (in this
case, dynamic market activities) toward the edge of chaos
(from chaos to order). Together, these complex features
have allowed scholars to adopt chaos theory to describe
entrepreneurial environments and to explain the dynamic
behaviors of start-ups, as well as the role of overseas start-

up intermediaries.
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Methods

This study adopts a qualitative research method to
explore the internationalization process of Taiwan’s start-
ups and the role of TIEC in the context of SV’s start-up
ecosystem. Approaching the topic holistically, this study
includes an examination of the start-up ecosystems in both
Taiwan and SV, as well as the system connecting the two
that has emerged at the organizational level. The basic
level is comprised of individuals who are the agents within
this system, including co-founders and employees. The
organization level is comprised of meta-agents, such as
start-ups, TIEC, corporations, venture capital firms,
various real communities, and governments. The research
framework and scope of this study are as presented in

Figure 1.

system level

organization level

A
AN
individual level . A

]
AB) (B)

e X Z
- ¢
s ¥ . 2%
‘& "
1 ¥ i/ X
¥ ¥ I I
‘ ' o) .
% 7 5 7
M » 7

Figure 1. A’, B’, and C’ are the staff members (agents) of
start-up A, intermediary B, and institution C, respectively.
Grey area highlights indicate the research framework of this

study.

We began by collecting secondary data from fifty-
five start-ups that engaged with TIEC from 2015 to 2016
and analyzed their characteristics and development stages.

We also collected both primary and secondary data from

March

TIEC to explore its role. We then selected three different
types of start-ups—market-oriented, technology-oriented,
and laboratory-initiated—for in-depth research. We
interviewed one of the founders of each start-up to explore
the process of their evolution in SV’s complex ecosystem
and the role played by TIEC’s coaching and assistance.
The three cases reveal different processes of how their
emergence occurred within the CAS and different
dimensions of how formulating order from chaos becomes

plausible and accessible within the complex system.

Results

By comparing the development status of each start-up
both before and after participating in the TIEC program in
SV, we shed light on the context of each start-up’s
internationalization, providing an understanding of the
agents’ self-organizing behavior. This allows us to identify
the key role played by TIEC in this system. From this, we
learned that, due to the strong social legitimacy associated
with TIEC, the organization can accelerate the process of
start-ups reaching the edge of chaos and catalyze them as

they emerge in the new order (internationalization).

Discussion and Conclusion

By analyzing the three types of start-ups and their
interactions with TIEC, we interpret our findings and
insights as three heuristics: (1) self-organizing behaviors
are the keys for start-ups emerging in the international
market; (2) market-oriented activities act as attractors for
actors at different levels of the CAS; and (3) an overseas
start-up intermediary is both essential and indispensable in
the process of catalyzing the emergence and growth of
start-ups.

This study also identifies the following methods for
strengthening self-organizing behaviors among agents: (1)
focusing on internal team building (self-organized internal
modeling) allows the start-up to become a recognizable
actor amid chaos, and (2) homogenous tagging helps to
of connections to the

facilitate the development

aggregated network. Finally, we provide

policy
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suggestions and describe practical ~management
implications for emerging economies who wish to
accelerate the internationalization of their start-ups. First,
policy should facilitate and encourage participation in self-

organizing opportunities for start-ups. Second, in addition

to consideration of capital raising activities, policy should

give equal attention to start-ups’ market-oriented

activities. Third, governments should aim to reinforce the

capabilities of their overseas start-up intermediaries.
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