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“A Two-Way Street: Technology Transfer”

In his research, Assistant Professor William R. Kerr addresses the role of immigrant entrepreneurs and scientists for U.S. technology development. He looks at the new innovations that result in the immigrants’ native countries. His idea is that technology spreads at different rates of speed depending on the connection to the home country of the industry developing the technology. To fully understand this phenomenon, Kerr and colleagues went to China to study entrepreneurship in one of the globe’s rapidly growing economies. 

After visiting China, Kerr found that “China is at a tipping point for entrepreneurship on an international scale” (A Two-Way Street). Not so long ago, many Chinese entrepreneurs that either went to school or were trained in the United States remained in the U.S. to start their companies. Now, however, many are opting to start and run their businesses in China.   

The question arises, then, what makes Chinese or other entrepreneurs return to their home countries? Kerr thinks that it is due to a variety of reasons. Sometimes it is because of the need to provide aid to the home country, which suggests a sense of loyalty. Other times, it is more formal, government policies that encourage a return to the home country. 

Of course, China is not the place for all entrepreneurs as it is often a difficult place to make money. While there is a wide consumer base and an educated, lower cost work force, “local connections and professional networks remain just as important as they were in the past” (A Two-Way Street). This does not have to be a negative thing, though, because those Chinese entrepreneurs that have both connections in the U.S. and China have a strategic advantage in terms of connections and networks. 

Capitalizing on international connections and networks allows multinational companies to take advantage of globalization. This is especially important as U.S. multinationals are placing more and more of their research and development into foreign countries. In light of this, immigration can easily be affected. If research and development facilities are opened and operated outside the U.S., less Ph.D.-level scientists and engineers will immigrate to the U.S. While the U.S. has succeeded historically at retaining foreign-born Ph.D.-level scientists, inventors, and entrepreneurs, that may not be the case. According to Kerr, “as China and India continue to develop, they will become more attractive places to live and to start companies” (A Two-Way Street). This can change the influence of the United States’ rate of innovation.  
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