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Abstract 
The purpose of this thesis was to investigate and analyse the internationalization of  
Swedish SMEs operating within the artificial intelligence industry, as well as to identify 
the drivers and barriers that influence the process. The methodology chosen for the 
research was to conduct a qualitative multiple case study with different Swedish AI firms 
with international operations through an abductive approach. The theoretical framework 
was established based on different theories related to internationalization, drivers and 
barriers. With the theoretical framework, a conceptual model was created to illustrate how 
the parts are connected. In the empirical chapter, the primary data is presented by the 
different cases, further constructed by the logical order of internationalization, drivers and 
barriers. The analysis chapter thereafter presents a discussion of differences and 
similarities between theory and the empirical findings. The thesis concludes that there are 
a variety of different specific and general drivers and barriers that influence the firms. 
The findings display that there are a lot of international opportunities for AI, and the firms' 
growth and profit goals, the managerial’ international drive and vision, a limited domestic 
market and external interest and investment made the firms internationalize. The 
combination of the factors also influenced the firms to take a rapid approach to 
internationalization and seek markets with the highest potential for profit. The thesis 
findings further emphasize that the capability to create valuable contacts and establish a 
position in networks tend to be an important factor of success. Concluding, theoretical 
and practical implications and also suggestions for future research are presented. 
 

Keywords 
Artificial Intelligence, AI, Innovation, Internationalization, Networks, Barriers, Drivers 
 

Acknowledgements 
We would like to take the opportunity to thank and show our gratitude to everyone that 
has contributed and helped us to conduct this thesis. First, we sincerely thank the 
interview participants; Ola Oxing at NowInteract, Johanna Reimers at Refind 
Technologies, Karolina Silfverberg at Actimate, Robert Whelan at Emerse and Andreas 
Holmström at Burtcorp. We are very grateful for their contribution with time and 
insightful knowledge and information, without their contributions we would not have 
been able to conduct and complete the thesis. We would furthermore like to thank our 
supervisor, Clarinda Rodrigues, who has contributed with valuable feedback and 
guidance throughout the process. We would also like to thank our examiner Niklas 
Åkerman, as well as our opponents, for providing with valuable feedback and 
constructive critique during the course of the thesis.  
 
Kalmar, 23 May, 2018 
 
 
 
 

Linn Johansson       Marcus Persson 



  
 

 
 
 

ii 

 

Table of content 
1 Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Background .................................................................................................................... 1 
1.2 Problem discussion ........................................................................................................ 3 

1.2.1 Theoretical problematization ................................................................................... 3 
1.2.3 Practical problematization ....................................................................................... 5 

1.3 Research questions ......................................................................................................... 6 
1.4 Purpose .......................................................................................................................... 6 
1.5 Delimitations .................................................................................................................. 6 
1.6 Outline ........................................................................................................................... 7 

2. Theoretical framework ....................................................................................................... 8 
2.1 Internationalization ........................................................................................................ 8 

2.1.1 The Uppsala model ................................................................................................. 8 
2.1.2 International Entrepreneurship theory / Born Globals .............................................. 9 
2.1.3 Network approach ................................................................................................. 11 
2.1.4 Psychic distance .................................................................................................... 12 
2.1.5 Market entry modes ............................................................................................... 13 

2.2 Drivers & barriers of internationalization .................................................................... 14 
2.2.1 Drivers .................................................................................................................. 14 
2.2.2 Barriers ................................................................................................................. 16 

2.3 Artificial intelligence .................................................................................................... 17 
2.3.1 AI ......................................................................................................................... 17 
2.3.2 Defining Artificial intelligence .............................................................................. 18 
2.3.3 Innovations ........................................................................................................... 18 

2.4 Conceptual framework ................................................................................................. 20 
3. Methodology ..................................................................................................................... 21 

3.1 Research Approach ...................................................................................................... 21 
3.2 Research Method.......................................................................................................... 23 
3.3 Research Design .......................................................................................................... 24 

3.3.1 Multi-case study design ......................................................................................... 24 
3.3.2 Purposive sampling ............................................................................................... 25 
3.3.3 Cases .................................................................................................................... 26 

3.4 Data collection ............................................................................................................. 26 
3.4.1 Primary data .......................................................................................................... 26 
3.4.3 Structure of interview ............................................................................................ 27 

3.5 Operationalization ....................................................................................................... 28 
3.6 Method of data analysis ................................................................................................ 28 
3.7 Quality of research ....................................................................................................... 29 

3.7.1 Validity ................................................................................................................. 29 
3.7.2 Reliability ............................................................................................................. 30 

3.8 Ethical considerations .................................................................................................. 31 
4. Empirical findings ............................................................................................................ 32 

4.1 Cases ........................................................................................................................... 32 
4.1.1 NowInteract .......................................................................................................... 32 
4.1.2 Refind Technologies ............................................................................................. 34 
4.1.3 Actimate ............................................................................................................... 37 
4.1.4 Emerse .................................................................................................................. 40 
4.1.5 Burtcorp ................................................................................................................ 42 

5. Analysis ............................................................................................................................. 44 
5.1 Internationalization ...................................................................................................... 44 
5.2 Drivers ......................................................................................................................... 47 
5.3 Barriers ....................................................................................................................... 49 



  
 

 
 
 

iii 

6. Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 51 
6.1 Answering the research questions ................................................................................. 51 
6.2 Theoretical implications ............................................................................................... 56 
6.3 Practical implications and recommendations................................................................ 56 
6.4 Limitations ................................................................................................................... 57 
6.5 Suggestions for future research .................................................................................... 58 

7. References ......................................................................................................................... 59 
7.1 Written references ........................................................................................................ 59 
7.2 Interview participants................................................................................................... 67 

Appendices ........................................................................................................................... 68 
Appendix A - Interview guide ............................................................................................. 68 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  
 

1 
 

1 Introduction 
In this chapter, a brief introduction to the internationalization of firms is presented. The 
focus will thereafter lie on high-tech firms, the emerging technology Artificial 
intelligence, its impact on the society and the world of business as well as entrepreneurial 
activity within the field. A problem discussion is thereafter highlighting the relevance of 
the subject and the lack of previous research. At the end of the chapter research questions, 
purpose, delimitation and an outline of the study will be presented. 
 
1.1 Background 
Since the end of the last century, the technology in the world has rapidly developed and 
contributed with countless of ground-breaking innovations, resulting in economic growth 
and an increasing amount of global interactions between countries (Huang & Sun, 2016). 
The digital wave of advances in information and communication technology such as the 
internet has additionally opened up to a significant increase of feasible cross-border 
market opportunities and made it easier for companies to internationalize, create 
international relationships and perform international business (Reuber & Fischer, 2011).  
 
Johansson and Vahlne (1977) describe internationalization as a process where a firm 
incrementally increase their involvement and commitment to international business. 
However, the rapid changes within the global business environment the last decades with 
accelerating globalization and growing technology has presented more opportunities and 
increased the possibility to access international markets faster, also for small and 
medium-sized firms (Nemkova, 2017). This has further led to a significant growth of 
entrepreneurs that rapidly internationalize their business, and firms that seize 
international opportunities and seek to derive significant competitive advantage through 
a focus on multiple countries at their inception, often referred to as Born Globals or 
international new ventures (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Oviatt & 
McDougall, 1994). 
 
A sector that is naturally thriving because of the developing technology trend and is prone 
to internationalize particularly rapidly after inception is the high technology industry 
(Crick & Spence, 2005). The high-tech industry is further a vital contributor to the 
creation of new technological innovations that are crucial for the development and 
competitiveness of both companies and national economies (Trumbach, Payne & 
Kongthon, 2006). The rapid and unpredictable developments within the global high 
technological field that require prompt decision-making gives an advantage to especially 
the small and medium-sized (SME) firms as they tend to be more internally flexible, have 
less bureaucracy, are more willing to take risks and have a stronger entrepreneurial spirit 
(Trumbach, Payne & Kongthon, 2006). The characteristics can additionally be connected 
to internationalization theories where it is often the young and small firms within tech-
industries that take prompt decisions and actively face uncertainty to rapidly reach for 
international opportunities (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Madsen & Servais, 1997; Oviatt & 
McDougall, 1994). However, due to the increasing globalization and interconnecting 
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technology in the world, international expansion is no longer only a desire and an 
opportunistic aspiration to for the high-tech SMEs, but strategic internationalization is 
instead becoming vital for the firm's growth, competitiveness, success and survival on the 
marketplace (Lu & Beamish, 2006).  
 
A field within the high-technology industry that is emerging particularly rapidly today 
and is predicted to revolutionize the society and business world completely is Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) (Bughin et al. 2017; Makridakis, 2017; Purdy & Daugherty, 2017). The 
term Artificial Intelligence was coined and defined already in the 1950’s by the American 
computer scientist John McCarthy “The science and engineering of making intelligent 
machines” (McCarthy, 1998, p.2; Schofield, 2011). To clarify the definition one can 
explain Artificial Intelligence as a collection of advanced technologies that allow 
machines to perform cognitive functions we associate with human minds and intelligence, 
such as perceiving, reasoning, comprehending, interacting, problem-solving, learning and 
creativity (McCarthy, 1998; Purdy & Daugherty, 2017; Russel & Norvig, 2016). An AI-
firm will additionally be referred to as a firm that has this innovative technology as a part 
of their core-offer, with the aim to distribute it further to customers. A lot of large 
corporations such as Google, Amazon and Apple use and offer however artificial 
intelligence in their products, but as the AI technology is not a core, they are rather 
referred to as only high technology firms in this study.  
 
Since the first introduction of the term AI, the technology has slowly developed 
throughout the years, but it has not been until the recent years that the AI algorithms have 
had the ability to access large enough volumes of data needed to be able to skilfully detect 
patterns, understand behaviour and create value for companies and users (Bean, 2018). 
As discussed by Sivarajah et al. (2017), the growing global big data fuel the evolution 
and the accelerated development of more intelligent and sophisticated AI system. The 
innovative development is set to disrupt and fundamentally transform the world of 
business, and it is said to be nothing short of a revolutionary paradigm shift in the society 
(Batra, Quirolo & Santhanam, 2018; Reichental, 2017). The advanced technologies are 
also predicted to transform business processes, improve productivity, optimize 
infrastructure, unlock more creative jobs, lower costs and increase economic growth 
opportunities, not only for companies, but for countries and the world as a whole (Batra, 
Quirolo & Santhanam, 2018: Dirican, 2015; Gartner, 2017). Additionally, it is said that 
the technology of AI and the usage of data is accelerating and evolving so quickly in the 
business world, which makes it necessary to adapt to be able to stay competitive on the 
fierce market (Batra, Queirolo & Santhanam, 2018; Danielsson, 2017; Nord, 2017).  
 
One can today recognise AI systems everywhere in peoples’ everyday life in the modern 
society (Brynjolfsson & Mcafee. 2017). Voice recognition technologies such as Siri, 
Alexa and Google assistant, taxi apps such as Uber and image recognition that can 
recognize people’s faces virtually are used widely, from smartphone apps, posted photos 
on Facebook, to even replacing ID cards at corporate headquarters. The technology is also 
used by thousands of companies around the world within several industries, such as news 
and media, education, healthcare, financing, autonomous vehicles and robotics, computer 
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vision, biotech and cybersecurity to mention a few (Rapp & O´Keefe, 2018). However, 
as Brynjolfsson and Mcafee (2017) state, the technology is still far from perfect, and most 
of the opportunities in the sphere of business are still nascent and has not yet been tapped.  
 
The increasing investment and prospering opportunities in the advancing technology have 
inevitably unleashed an accelerated growth of innovative entrepreneurial AI activity on a 
global scale (Cbinsight, 2017). An increasing amount of high-tech AI centred firms show 
up on the map with innovative ideas and tries to create competitive advantages and 
succeed on the market. These high-tech and highly innovative AI firms that seizes the 
rising opportunities in the emerging technology can be seen as the pioneers within the 
industry, and as they naturally contribute to the growth and development in the society, 
the economy and business practices that the technology is predicted to accomplish, their 
growth and success is of high importance for many stakeholders (Batra, Quirolo & 
Santhanam, 2018; Cbinsight, 2017). However, to grow and succeed as a high-tech SME 
firm with an emerging niche product on today’s highly competitive market it is not easy, 
and it is often stated that the firms survival highly rely on their ability to internationalize 
(Crick & Spence, 2005; Lu & Beamish, 2006). It is further said that the firm’s domestic 
market affects and influence firms international decisions (Crick & Spence, 2005; 
Kyläheiko et al. 2011), which makes specific countries and market particularly interesting 
to investigate further.  
 
Sweden is one of Europe´s biggest countries concerning innovation and tech start-ups, 
and is famous for its widely successful and international giant billion-dollar tech 
companies, also called “unicorns”, such as the payment platform Klarna, the music 
streaming services Spotify and SoundHound, the game development studios King and 
Mojang and the video chat service Skype (Cook, 2015). According to research, Sweden´s 
capital, Stockholm produce the highest number of the so-called unicorn companies per 
capita in the world, after Silicon Valley (Wharton, 2015). Sweden is additionally well-
known for the many small tech firms, but with important innovative ideas, and the 
Swedish entrepreneurs have not overlooked the rapidly growing AI trend in the world. 
The number of Swedish firms that develop innovations and has the artificial intelligence 
technology as their core is rapidly increasing, and many of them are attracting investors, 
are predicted to grow, disrupt the market and gain international shares (Wallenberg, 
2017).  
 
1.2 Problem discussion 
1.2.1 Theoretical problematization  
The field of international business is a well-researched area with several different views 
and theories focusing on patterns and factors that affect the behaviour of firms in an 
internationalization process (Johansson & Vahlne, 1997; Knight & Cavusgil, 1996; Oviatt 
& McDougal, 1994). The entrepreneurial behaviour and the internationalization of small 
and medium (SME) high-tech firms is not an as thoroughly researched area, but as the 
phenomenon has been rapidly growing the past years it has gained a lot more attention 
and been put in the spotlight with different theoretical perspectives such as studies 
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regarding the characteristics of the firms, their international strategies, their behavioural 
pattern or factors affecting their international behaviour (Aspelund & Moen, 2008; Bürgel 
et al. 2000; Crick & Jones, 2000; Francis & Colleen-Dodd, 2000; Knight, Madsen & 
Servais, 2004). However, as the high-tech industry is rapidly changing and is so diverse 
containing a range of different sub-industries, the international behaviour of the growing 
number of firms within the trendy and vital artificial intelligence industry has remained 
an unstudied cluster.   
 
According to Oviatt and McDougall (1994), the internationalization path of firms is 
profoundly influenced by the external qualities of their specific industry such as industry 
evolution, the concentration of actors, international integration and ease of making  profit. 
Consequently, this means that the internationalization process between industries will 
differ, both concerning speed and mode. However, as the research shows, specific fields 
within the industries have not been thoroughly evaluated, such as the internationalization 
process of the emerging artificial intelligence firms within the high-tech sector. Previous 
research has further presented that the ability to internationalize operations and pursue a 
global presence are essential contributors and features for survival and success in high-
tech markets (Coviello & Munro, 1997; Bürgel et al. 1998). Research has also shown that 
an important motive for high-tech firms international expansion is associated with the aim 
to create long-term company growth, and that it is particularly important for firms 
working within high tech niches located in small domestic markets as they need to reach 
their specific market internationally (Bürgel et al. 2000; Coviello & Munro, 1997). The 
researchers locate motivating factors for internationalization, survival and also recognize 
that different niches within the high-tech industry aim to reach different customers and 
therefore also display unique international patterns. Nonetheless, a lack of research and 
explanatory factors regarding the international behaviour and what actually drives and 
challenge the specific niche high-tech firms in an internationalization process and how 
they internationalize can still be found.  
 
When it comes to business research concerning specifically the niche high-tech AI field 
one can notice a lack of investigation regarding both the firms within the industry as well 
as their international behaviour. There are primarily two major research streams 
connected to the revolutionary progress of the AI technology; service and technology 
focused literature, and economic literature (Huang & Rust, 2018). The service and 
technology literature tend to have a positive view, with a focus on the application of the 
technology in the service world and the adoption of self-service technologies (Huang & 
Rust, 2018; Meuter et al. 2000), increased productivity (Rust & Huang, 2012) or a 
prediction of a growing technological service sector (Fluss, 2017; Rust & Huang, 2014). 
The economic literature focus instead on the impact the technology has on firms, business, 
economic growth and the society (Aghion, Jones & Jones, 2017; Dirican, 2015; 
Makridakis, 2017) or the technology as a vital drive force of life and future jobs 
(Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2016). Another well researched and discussed area is how the 
AI technology will threaten and bring changes to the human jobs and employment 
(Brougham & Haar, 2017; Chui, Mayika & Miremadi, 2005; Esteva et al. 2017; Frey & 
Osborne, 2013). The previous research streams indicate however that a business and 
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internationalization perspective regarding the growing AI technology is absent, even 
though it is an important subject as the internationalization and the development of niche 
high-tech SME firms are of great importance for both the firms, the society and the 
countries (Bürgel et al. 2000).  
 
1.2.3 Practical problematization 
The revolutionary artificial intelligence technology is unquestionably emerging and is 
predicted to transform the society fundamentally, the world economy and the world of 
business (Batra, Quirolo & Santhanam, 2018; Huang & Sun, 2016). If the development 
of the AI technology continues it is predicted to be a huge game changer for the world 
economy, contributing with an estimated 15,7 trillion US dollars in 2030 (Pwc, 2017), 
and also significantly affect both the firms and the country´s economic growth and also 
raise the level of several sectors (Pwc, 2017; Accenture, 2018). It is also said that it will 
be the countries and the firms that manage to engage in the development and adjust to the 
approaching AI opportunities rapidly that will benefit the most, experience significant 
economic gains and increase productivity considerably. Pwc (2017) additionally explain 
that today’s start-ups and small firms that are the front-runners in the technology will 
naturally have many advantages and that they can easily become the market leaders in ten 
years´ time if they continue to grow. It is therefore clear that the young firms within the 
industry and their growth, success and survival is of significant importance, not only the 
firms but also for the country and the society, as they will simultaneously gain from the 
firms' innovativeness and development.  
 
Since it is acknowledged that internationalization of high-tech SME firms is vital for their 
growth, competitiveness and survival on the marketplace (Lu & Beamish, 2006) one can 
further argue that it is of similar importance for the Swedish SME firms within the 
artificial intelligence sector. Nonetheless, as these firms are operating within a 
revolutionary, trendy and rapidly emerging high-tech industry with a lot of uncertainty, 
mixed opinions and unanswered questions (Batra, Quirolo & Santhanam, 2018; 
Brougham & Haar, 2017), their international behaviour and what opportunities or 
difficulties they encounter are unclear and might differ in comparison to previous 
theories. Since the technology field of artificial intelligence is growing and the numbers 
of entrepreneurs that are seizing the opportunities and founding AI SMEs are escalating, 
makes it highly motivating to investigate the field of AI further. Through studying the 
pioneering Swedish AI SMEs that are active on the international market and presenting 
their experiences, what drivers that motivates them to expand and what barriers and issues 
they encounter in the process would therefore provide with a more transparent and very 
beneficial insight to the international opportunities and challenges that exist today within 
the rapidly growing and essential industry. The Swedish AI tech market is particularly 
interesting as Sweden is said to be one of Europe’s´ largest and most successful tech-hubs 
even though it has a modest population (Wharton, 2015). 
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1.3 Research questions 
 

o How do Swedish Artificial Intelligence SME firms internationalize?  
 

o What are the barriers and drivers affecting the internationalization process 
of the Swedish Artificial Intelligence firms? 

 
o How do the barriers and drivers affect the Swedish Artificial Intelligence 

firms internationalization process?  
 
1.4 Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to examine and understand the international behaviour of the 
Swedish SME firms operating within the emerging artificial intelligence industry, as well 
as to identify the drivers and barriers they encounter in the process. The aim is to acquire 
a deeper understanding of the internationalization process and to contribute with 
insightful information beneficial for organizations, investors, governments as well as the 
firms and start-ups within the artificial intelligence sector in Sweden that has an interest 
in international activities. 
 
1.5 Delimitations  
The research will only be focusing on firms that are performing business-to-business 
(B2B) selling and have active international operations.  
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1.6 Outline 
 
 
 

 

Chapter 1

•Introduction
The first chapter present a background of the topic, followed by a 
problem discussion, research question, subquestions and the final purpose 
of the thesis as well as delimitations.  

Chapter 2

•Literature review 
This chapter present a selection of literature of the topic 
internationalization, barriers and drivers as well as the technology AI and 
nature of innovations. The chapter will lastly present a illustrative 
theoretical conceptual framework. 

Chapter 3

•Methology
This chapter present and argue for the methodological choices used 
throughout the research.

Chapter 4

•Empirical findings
This chapter will present the empirical collected data acquired from the 
qualitative interviews to provide interesting and rich information towards 
the subject. 

Chapter 5

•Analysis 
In this chapter the empirical finding will be analysed in relation to the 
theoretical litterature to detect similarities and differences. 

Chapter 6

•Conclusion
In the final chapter, the findings of the study will be summarized into 
conclusons to fill the research gap and answer the research questions. 
Conclusively, implications will be presented and suggestions for future 
research will be proposed. 
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2. Theoretical framework  
In this chapter, the theoretical framework of previous research is presented. The chapter 
begins with introducing the phenomenon internationalization. Thereafter different 
theories of internationalization, psychic distance and foreign entry modes will be 
presented, followed by barriers and drivers affecting the internationalization process 
collected from previous research, as well as the technology of artificial intelligence, the 
nature of innovations and the high-tech industry. At the end of the chapter, the theories 
will be combined and linked to a visual conceptual framework model. 
 
2.1 Internationalization 
Internationalization is a widely used concept, but the definition of the term is still a subject 
of much discourse within the academic field of international business (Knight, 2015; 
Welch & Luostarinen, 1988). Johanson and Vahlne (2009) describe internationalization 
as the process where firms gradually expand their international involvement, and the 
different ways of entering a new market can according to Cavusgil, Ghauri and Akcal  
(2013) be classified into three modes; trade-based, contractual and investment modes. 
These can for example be through direct import or export, sales through subsidiaries such 
as agents, franchising or licensing, joint venture, or foreign direct investment (Anderson 
& Gatignon, 1989). The international behaviour of businesses worldwide has additionally 
been changing the past decades, and according to Ruzzier, Hisrich and Antoncic (2006), 
three main forces drive the globalization of business. The explosive growth of technology 
connecting people and locations, the dismantling of trade barriers and financial 
deregulation, and lastly the liberalization of the world's countries. The academic research 
and the theoretical perspectives that are trying to grasp the phenomenon of 
internationalization develops continuously as the market is changing, but there are a few 
well-recognized theories and model that are particularly influencing the field, theories 
such as the Uppsala model, International entrepreneurship theory and  network theory 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; Coviello & Munro, 1997; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). A 
selection of internationalization literature will now be presented to raise the 
understanding of the subject. 
 
2.1.1 The Uppsala model  
The Uppsala model describes the characteristics of the internationalization process of 
firms, and it was developed by Johanson and Vahlne in 1977 as a result of several 
observations of Swedish companies internationalization behaviour (Johanson & Vahlne, 
1977). The companies tended to incrementally increase their commitment to foreign 
markets through beginning without any international commitment, to slowly increase 
with mainly ad hoc export, successively started to export through a subsidiary such as an 
agent, and after some time as the sales grew they finally established a facility in the 
foreign market. The companies also tended to start their international expansion to 
countries close to the home market, with a low psychic distance, and gradually expand. 
The explanation for the incremental, step by step internationalization of the firms was to 
reduce uncertainty and the liability of foreignness’ through gaining more knowledge of 
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the market and learn before making a further market commitment. The gradual learning 
process that comes with a careful expansion increases the firm's knowledge and 
confidence, which conclusively reduces uncertainty and affect the firm to further increase 
their international commitment (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977).  
 
The Uppsala model from 1977 is today widely known in the field of business, but it has 
also received considerable criticism (Andersen, 1993; Forsgren, 2002). Madsen and 
Servais (1997) criticise and argues for example that an incremental internationalization 
process can be inappropriate for especially technological intensive firms within niche 
markets as they often already obtain a competitive advantage in foreign markets at their 
founding and has the potential to internationalize more rapidly successfully. Johanson 
and Vahlne updated the theory in 2009, as the market, the economic and regulatory 
environment, the firm's international behaviour as well as the direction of the frontier of 
internationalization research the past decades has been changing and that the model 
lacked particular perspectives (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). The business environment is 
today viewed as a whole web of international relationships and networks instead as only 
a market of suppliers and customers. Additionally, the uncertainty that before rooted in 
especially psychic distance is now mainly rooted in outsidership of essential networks, 
which subsequently mean that access to relevant networks is crucial for successful 
internationalization. The model is still influenced by the gradually learning and 
commitment to the markets, but the updated version is explicitly highlighting the 
importance of relationships and networks. The updated model illustrate the connection 
and dependence between knowledge and ability to notice opportunities and the creation 
of relationships and established commitment to a market. The relationships created and 
the commitment in the market will subsequently lead to learning and trust-building which 
successively give the firm a network position and furthermore naturally more knowledge. 
An important part of the model is to identify and acknowledge that the knowledge of the 
firms is developed in relationships (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). 
 
2.1.2 International Entrepreneurship theory / Born Globals 
The technological advances in communication and transportation the past decades has 
completely changed the traditional field of business and made it easier for companies to 
internationalize and create cross-border connections (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). 
Because of the technological advances and the growing electronic interconnectedness, a 
phenomenon where SMEs did not follow the traditional incremental internationalization 
theory emerged, where they instead internationalized very rapidly, or even from their 
inception. Several different international entrepreneurship studies and theories have 
appeared through the years, but two central concepts today are international new ventures 
(INV) and born globals (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). Oviatt 
and McDougall´s (2005, p.540) updated definition of international entrepreneurship is: 
“the discovery, enactment, and exploitation of opportunities – across national borders – 
to create future goods and services”. Oviatt and McDougal (1994, p.49) additionally 
define international new ventures as “business organizations that, from inception, seeks 
to derive significant competitive advantage from the use of resources and the sale of 
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outputs in multiple countries”. Knight & Cavusgil´s (2004) definition of born globals is 
in accordance with the description, and both concepts describe the international behaviour 
of young entrepreneurial firms and their rapid expansion pattern. Another term describing 
the same phenomenon, global start-ups, has also commonly been used (McDougall, 
Shane & Oviatt, 1994). In contrast to the traditional Uppsala model by Johanson and 
Vahlne (2009) that primarily focus on more established firms, the international 
entrepreneurship theory mainly examines the behaviour of opportunistic, young, small, 
innovative and technologically advanced firms (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt & 
McDougall, 1994). 
 
The young and small firms described tend to have a robust entrepreneurial nature of 
invention and innovations that encourage them to both discover opportunities and to 
exploit them through expanding and disrupting world market (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; 
Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). Knight and Cavusgil´s (2004) further describe how the firms 
strong innovative and entrepreneurial nature fuel the development of a particular set of 
sophisticated capabilities, knowledge and technological competencies that support early 
internationalization and international success. Furthermore, as the young and dynamic 
firms tend to have less bureaucracy than larger and more established firms they have the 
possibility to be more flexible, can encourage innovativeness to create continual 
competitive and superior improvements and can also internationalize easier (Knight & 
Cavusgil, 2004). The international new ventures and born globals are additionally often 
started by individuals or a small group of entrepreneurs with an international mindset 
which promotes rapid internationalization even further (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt 
& McDougall, 1994).  
 
Furthermore, knowledge is a crucial resource for the born globals as the young and small 
firms often have a shortage of financial, human and tangible resources (Knight & 
Cavusgil, 2004). Because of the limited resources, it implies that they need to use specific 
superior internal organizational capabilities, efficient strategies and develop competitive 
international advantage through offering high quality and unique technologies on a global 
scale (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). Additionally, the limitation 
of resources, the newness and the modest firm size has made export modes the most 
utilized internationalization mode to foreign markets for the international new ventures 
and born globals. Furthermore, even though the firms possess superior intangible 
knowledge and capabilities, they highly rely on external resources and competencies of 
distributors and other networks (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). The use of alliances and 
networks are crucial and very valuable for the young firms as they work as a source of 
knowledge and give information that permits them to have control over assets on a global 
scale instead of possessing. The combination of unique superior resources and 
technology, easily transferable capabilities, entrepreneurial skills and the optimizing 
usage and management of external networks and resources give the young firms a 
competitive advantage on the international market (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994).  
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2.1.3 Network approach 
According to the network approach, the internationalization of firms is highly dependent 
on the firms' embeddedness in networks and business relationships (Anderson, 
Håkansson & Johanson, 1994). Internationalization of a firm therefore means, according 
to the approach, the establishment and development of a position in a foreign network 
and the management of the complex and dynamic nature of relationships.  
 
As mentioned in the revisited Uppsala model by Johanson and Vahlne (2009) as well as 
in international entrepreneurship theory (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 
1994), networks are an essential part in the internationalization process of firms. Several 
researchers shared the opinion that the market can be perceived as a network and that the 
topic concerning the creation and maintenance of relationships is a fundamental part of 
the international business (Blankenburg & Johanson, 1992; Coviello & Munro; 1995; 
Rauch, 2001). Gulati (1998) studied the phenomenon as the creation of social business 
networks and strategic alliances as a way to gain resources. This view can partly be 
supported by Sharma and Blomstermo´s (2003) research on Born Globals  
internationalization process where it revealed that they already possessed the resource of 
international market knowledge prior their initial expansion, which to a significant part 
was due to knowledge transfer between networks.  
 
Coviello and Munro (1997) present a different perspective on the subject where they 
investigated the importance of network relationships in the internationalization process 
and how they influence the firm's approach to internationalization in terms of foreign 
market and entry mode. The study was focused on small, knowledge and service intensive 
high tech software firms as they often possess limited resources and capabilities in 
comparison to larger firms, but the success of these firms may depend on their ability to 
expand their operations internationally. The findings of the research showed that the 
internationalization process of the firms was an accelerated version of the incremental 
stage model where they expanded internationally within only three years from inception 
as international new ventures and that formal and informal network relationships mainly 
drove it. According to the study, the network relationships influenced to a large extent the 
market expansion and development activities, such as choice of market and entry mode 
(Coviello & Munro, 1997).  
 
Coviello and Munro (1997) further suggest that existing networks, as well as the firm’s 
and management’s ability to create new networks and also cope with the complexity with 
different cultures, should be seen and managed as a key competitive capability. This 
thought is shared, and as Rauch (2001) explains, the ability to quickly locate foreign 
partners and maintain the intercultural and linguistic complex business relationships is a 
rare and valuable capability. Coviello and Munro (1997) additionally stress that the firms 
need to understand the importance and the impact network relationships has on 
international activities and business growth as they can provide with knowledge and entry 
to foreign markets. However, the small firms also need to be cautious in relationships and 
when externalising activities to larger partners as they can lose important control of the 
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operation and subsequently weaken their position. Nonetheless, the networks and 
strategic alliances reduce the psychic distance, help the firms to identify and exploit 
international opportunities and affect and support the firm's internationalization process 
(Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). 
 
2.1.4 Psychic distance  
Beside from cultural distance, psychic distance is a concept widely used in international 
business literature (Sousa & Bradly, 2006). The term “psychic distance” appeared for the 
first time in a study performed by Beckerman (1956), where he stated that not only 
geographical barriers affect international business and internationalization processes of 
firms, but aspects such as the psychic distance does to. However, it was primarily when 
Johansson and Vahlne (1977) developed the concept in the Uppsala model, where they 
observed that the firms tended to start to expand internationally to psychically close 
markets regarding cultural, economic and political proximity, and successively enter 
markets with more psychic distance to avoid uncertainty it became a well-known concept. 
The definition of psychic distance formulated by Johanson and Vahlne (1977, p.24) is 
“the sum of factors preventing the flow of information from and to the market”, and 
examples of factors and differences they discuss are culture, language, education, 
business practice and industrial development. 
 
Sousa and Bradley (2006) further describe how the psychic distance only exists inside an 
individual´s mind, and it depends therefore on how he or she perceives the world. This 
means that the psychic distance between home country and the foreign country is 
dependent on the individual´s perception of the differences and that it is therefore highly 
subjective. Sousa and Bradley (2006) additionally describe how the two concepts, cultural 
distance and psychic distance are often understood as the same phenomenon, but that it 
is important to separate the terms. In comparison to the concept of cultural distance, 
described by Hofstede (1980), which is focusing on the degree of differences of cultural 
values on a country or population level, the psychic distance is instead perceived on an 
individual level (Sousa & Bradely, 2006). 
 
As argued by Johanson and Vahlne (1977), companies tend to begin their international 
expansion to psychically neighbouring countries as they are more easily understood and 
have more familiar operating environments than distant ones.  This is supported by Sousa 
and Bradley (2006) that explains that firms and managers tend to be less likely to initiate 
and pursue international business relationships with countries they perceive as very 
dissimilar to their own, which subsequently mean that the lower the perceived psychic 
distance is to a foreign market, the more likely it is that the manager develop successful 
international relationships there. Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul (1975) further describe 
how the perceived similarities between the countries reduce the amount of learning and 
adaption firms pursue to reduce uncertainty. However, Madsen and Servais (1997) and 
Oviatt and McDougall (1994) challenge the concept as they recognize that the way today's 
companies rapidly enter foreign markets no longer sufficiently correlate with the psychic 
distance. 
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2.1.5 Market entry modes 
Bürgel and Murray (2000) describe how the choice of entry mode is a strategic decision 
of great importance for technology-based firms with international aspiration, and as the 
initial decision is often difficult to change without extensive loss of time and money, the 
decision automatically affect the international success (Agarwal & Ramaswami, 1992).  
 
Cavusgil, Ghauri and Akcal (2013) classify the market entry modes into three groups, 
trade-based entry, contractual entry, and investment entry. Blomstermo, Sharma and 
Sallis (2006) further describe how the choice of entry mode to a foreign market is crucial 
for a firm, and that it is highly related to control, which can determine risks, friction 
between buyer and seller and conclusively the success in the international performance. 
The first mode discussed is trade-based modes, which is the most commonly used mode 
for initial entry to international markets, and it can further be divided into indirect export, 
direct export and cooperative export. The exporting modes often require few interactions 
with the market, suppliers and customers and it is characterised by a low commitment to 
the market and little risk (Cavusgil, Ghauri & Akcal, 2013; Johanson & Vahlne, 1997). 
The second group is the contractual modes, which primarily work as a vehicle for transfer 
of skill and knowledge between partners to create foreign sales, such as through 
franchising, licensing, management contracts, turnkey projects or joint ventures. The 
contractual mode can be seen as a quick way to internationalize, and it is associated with 
low risks, but also limited control. The final group of entry modes is investment entry 
modes, such as direct investment in the market through foreign sales representatives or 
wholly owned subsidiaries such as acquisitions or greenfield investments (Cavusgil 
Ghauri & Akcal, 2013). The investment entry modes require a higher commitment of 
resources from the firm and is associated with more risks, but offer at the same time more 
control of the operations.  
 
Internationalization stage theories such as the Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) 
suggest a gradual evolution of the firms' entry modes, beginning with the low-risk trade-
based modes, and successively continue with modes with a higher level of commitment 
and risks. However, as the globalizing world is changing the world of business and the 
amount of new ventures that internationalize early in their lifecycle increase, the logic 
behind the internationalization modes changes too. Blomstermo, Sharma and Sallis 
(2006) describe similarly how different entry modes embodies different degrees of 
commitment of resources, which subsequently mean different degrees of risks for the 
firms, and the international operations can furthermore be managed through balancing the 
entry mode risks. An example is how young and small firms tend to have a lack of tangible 
resources (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994), and through their organizational capabilities, they 
achieve success through exporting and controlling international resources, rather than 
possessing. In a study conducted by Bürgel and Murray (2000) concerning the 
internationalization of high-tech start-ups, they additionally found that several factors can 
impact the choice of entry mode. The level of customization of the product, the required 
after-sales supports, newness and innovativeness of the technology and finally the 
existing domestic sales mode of the firm affects. 
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2.2 Drivers & barriers of internationalization 
Based on a gathering of a variety of previous research and theories, a broad selection of 
factors that can trigger and encourage firms towards international expansion, and 
subsequently factors that can hinder international expansion will be presented and 
summarized to provide a deeper understanding on the subject. The selection or drivers 
and barriers are both specific, broad and general to allow an open mind throughout the 
progression of the study.  
 
2.2.1 Drivers 
According to Johanson and Vahlne (1977), firms internationalize with the intention to 
create long-term profit and growth. In order to reduce uncertainty, the firm will 
internationalize when they have obtained knowledge about the market, the operations and 
when the opportunities to make a profit through more customer are larger than the risks. 
According to Johanson and Vahlne (2009), the knowledge how to, and the ability to notice 
opportunities can further on initiate international decisions. Knowledge can be 
distinguished between market-specific knowledge and general knowledge. Market-
specific knowledge refers to knowledge concerning specific markets, cultures, business 
climates and individual customers and firms, while general knowledge refers to common 
characteristics of customers, marketing methods or similarities in production processes. 
The different kind of knowledge should also be considered as valuable resources, and can 
be essential enablers for international performance (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009).  
 
Knight and Cavusgil (2004) additionally discuss how the innovative nature of especially 
born-globals drives the development of specific important organizational capabilities that 
support internationalization of firms. The organizational capabilities and the innovative 
mindset and knowledge are critical influences towards internationalization, and Crick and 
Spencer (2005) further add that the managers, or the decision-makers knowledge and 
entrepreneurial ability to identify and also exploit opportunities is an important key that 
can lead to international activity. The management´s previous entrepreneurial and 
international experience and their international or global vision furthermore influence the 
internationalization (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). This is supported by Bell (1995), that 
explains how the entrepreneurs prior international experience and their search for 
suppliers abroad initiate the internationalization of companies.  
 
Knight and Cavusgil (2004) further describe how strong relationships with competent 
foreign distributors is a key strategy for firms in the internationalization process, which 
means that the urge to reach competent and beneficial networks and relationships impact 
international activities. Both Chetty and Blankenburg (2000), and Coviello and Munro 
(1995) similarly found in their studies that networks and relationships strongly affect the 
internationalization process of firms such as the foreign market selection and mode of 
entry. In a study conducted by Bell (1995) based on small computer software firms, a 
similar discovery was that the internationalization process is strongly influenced by both 
domestic and foreign relationships, but also industry-specific considerations and the 
targeting of niche markets in foreign countries. Industry-specific factors could for 
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example be a saturated home market, competition within the field or the nature of the 
product. Moen (2002) indicate further that a consistent niche focus strategy can have a 
positive impact on internationalization and the performance of small firms as they can 
reach for their niche market in foreign countries if the domestic market is limited. Another 
reason to why a search for a niche market often is successful can be combined with the 
possession of unique assets that are transferable between international borders, as they 
are said to be a key for sustainable international advantage (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). 
They further explain the importance of distinctive, technologically advanced and high-
quality goods for rapid international success and additionally how some companies 
internationalize to gain access to the desired resources such as advanced technology or 
knowledge. At a strategy level, unique products, global technological competence and 
leveraging foreign distributor competence and a quality focus are drivers of international 
performance (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994).  
 
In a research conducted by Crick and Jones (2000) based on small high-technology firms 
internationalization process, it showed that opportunities, environmental influences such 
as industry conditions, internal influences and performance are stimuli for 
internationalization decisions. The study further showed that global trends in technology 
markets and relations in networks profoundly influenced the high-techs international 
expansion instead of the psychic distance. Crick and Spence (2005) found subsequently 
three main categories that trigger internationalization, where the first one is the access 
and use of existing contacts, relationships and networks. The second one is the 
development and effective use of resources, regarding managerial experience and 
financial assets to create an internationally competitive unique advantage. The third 
trigger according to Crick and Spence´s theory is serendipitous encounters, in accordance 
with Sarasvathy´s (2001) effectuation theory. The factors influencing internationalization 
of firms based on the broad selection of previous research on the subject are summarized, 
categorized and presented in the chart below. 

Table 1. Own summary of drivers derived from previous work 

 
DRIVERS TOWARDS INTERNATIONALIZATION 

 
• Profit & growth motives 

Seeking foreign customers to increase profit 
Increase efficiency 
Global vision 

• Knowledge-related motives 
Management experience, knowledge & skills 
Management international desire/vision 
Social capital 

• Resource-related motives 
Gain access to external resources 
More competent foreign distributors 
Financial assets  
Innovative unique product 
Global technological advantage 
Benefit from economy of scale 

 
 
 
 
 

 
• Network-related motives 

External request/ encourage  
international expansion.  
Gain access to networks 

• Domestic market 
Saturated market 
Competitive or limited  market.  

• International market 
International market demand  
Foreign opportunities 
Proximity to international customers.  
Global / niche trends 

 
Serendipity 
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2.2.2 Barriers  
In the Uppsala model, a main barrier hindering internationalization is the perceived 
psychic distance between the countries, such as the industrial development or business 
practices (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). This is supported by Sousa and Bradley (2006) that 
explains how the individual manager´s perceived psychic distance to foreign countries 
can affect the international expansion to a large extent, and how also external distance, 
such as cultural differences that exist between countries also has an effect on the 
internationalization. The perceived distance can successively be reduced with increased 
knowledge, but according to Johanson and Vahlne (1997), the firms often have a lack of 
knowledge, or find it difficult to obtain knowledge, and are therefore trying to avoid 
unnecessary risks through carefully incrementally expanding their commitment of 
resources, which subsequently mean that their risk-avoiding behaviour and the lack of 
knowledge can hinder internationalization. As the larger firms often possess more 
tangible resources and tend to follow a more rational, safer and economic driven 
expansion, the opportunities and possibilities to make a profit need to exceed the costs 
regarding time, financing, human capital, risks and uncertainty.  
 
Johanson and Vahlne (1977) further describe how firms and managers continuously learn 
in the expansion process to gain more knowledge, but according to Oviatt and 
McDougall´s (1994) and Knight and Cavusgil´s (2004) studies of international 
entrepreneurs they noticed that the firms often already possessed intangible resources 
such as knowledge, but instead lacked tangible financial and human resources. The 
managements international knowledge of operations and markets and their skill and 
desire to learn, notice and exploit international opportunities are furthermore crucial for 
internationalization. If the management does not have international aspirations for the 
company, find it too difficult or if the firm lack resources, internationalization of the firms 
will automatically be affected (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004).  
 
Moen and Servais (2002) additionally explain how unsuccessful internationalization is 
not only due to the managements lack of international competence, international desire, 
organizational environment or psychic distance, but it may also be because of the lack of 
unique competitive products. The products competitiveness will further on be affected by 
foreign customer habits, quality standards and price competitiveness (Leonidou, 2004), 
and Oviatt and McDougall (1994) further describe how competitive advantage over 
native firms in foreign locations is an important reason for firms rapid 
internationalization. As the unique set of knowledge, competencies and technologies are 
important assets that can give the firms a sustainable competitive advantage in foreign 
markets, they can highly influence the internationalization negatively if they are limited 
or absent. Another crucial factor that can both influence a firm towards international 
actions, but also constrains is the access to networks and relationships (Blankenburg & 
Johanson, 1992; Coviello & Munro; 1995). Johanson and Vahlne (2009) describe the 
importance of insidership in relevant networks for internationalization as they can support 
with international knowledge, foreign distribution channels and give access to important 
resources. The lack of relevant networks and relationships, also called the liability of 
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outsidership, can instead constrain the firms' international behaviour and work as a barrier 
against internationalization (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009).  
 
Oviatt and McDougall (1994) additionally describe how external factors such as national 
regulations, laws and institutional matters affect international business. Leonidou (2004) 
further deliberate the topic and describe how external issues concerning procedures, 
governmental issues and the environment such as economic, politic-legal and 
sociocultural factors can work as barriers to international activities for companies. 
Procedural barriers can, for example, be complicated paperwork, problematic cross-
border communication or slow collection of payments from abroad. Governmental and 
political barriers can be the lack of both domestic and foreign government assistance, 
unfavourable rules and regulations, political instability, trade barriers or high taxes. 
External economic barriers can, for example, be poor economic conditions in the foreign 
markets or again, problems related to the international payments (Lenidou, 2004).  
 
The factors hindering internationalization of firms based on the previous research on the 
subject are summarized and presented in the chart below. 

Table 2. Own summary of barriers derived from previous work  

 
 
2.3 Artificial intelligence  
The technology of artificial intelligence will now be discussed, defined and evaluated. As 
the artificial intelligence sector is highly influences by innovations, and as they are 
operating within the high-tech industry, theories on the subjects will also be presented.   
 
2.3.1 AI 
The industrial revolution, and later the digital information revolution, has unquestionably 
made substantial impacts on all aspects of the society, life, firms and employment through 
new revolutionary innovations and technologies (Makridakis, 2017). The following, and 

 
BARRIERS AGAINST INTERNATIONALIZATION 

 
• Knowledge-related barriers  

Lack of managerial international 
experience/competence 
Lack of managerial international vision/urge 
Psychic distance/ perception 
Uncertainty / risk avoidance 
Inability to identify foreign opportunities 
Lack of & difficulties in obtaining market knowledge 

• Recourse-related barriers 
Insufficient finances 
Lack of human resources 
Lack of time 
Lack of unique competitive products 
 
 

 

• Network-related barriers 
Lack of networks & contacts 
Inability to reach foreign customers 
Lack of distribution channels 

• Market-related barriers 
Complex bureaucracy 
Unfavourable rules & regulations 
Trade barriers & taxes 
Cultural differences 
Intense international competition 
Technological /quality standards 
Political /economic instability  
Lack of government support 
Transportation/ insurance costs 
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rapidly approaching revolution that is said to again completely transform the society and 
the world of business and economics is the revolution of artificial intelligence technology.  
 
The idea of Artificial Intelligence is not new, but it has not been until the more recent 
years, with the emergence and advances in information technology such as the internet 
and the growing amount of accessible data that it is has started to develop more rapidly 
with ground-breaking innovations that can add value to the society and companies (Li & 
Du, 2017). The new technologies of artificial intelligence are changing the form of 
business terms, the workforce and the way of doing business, and the changes will 
subsequently have serious impacts on firms, countries and on world economics (Dirican, 
2015).  
 
2.3.2 Defining Artificial intelligence  
The idea of making intelligent machines emerged, as early as in the dawn of computing 
when the theorist Alan Turing coined the term Machine learning (Turing, 1950). Turing 
asked the unravelling and ground-breaking question: can machines think? And thereafter 
developed an imitation test to compare human minds and machines to investigate the idea. 
The test failed but has become to be known as the Turing Test, a famous driver for future 
research within the field (Gilbert & Forney, 2015). It was only a few years later, in 1955, 
that the term artificial intelligence was first coined and defined by the American computer 
scientist, John McCarthy when he held a conference on the subject (Russel & Norvig, 
2016). The objective of the conference was to discuss and explore ways to make machines 
and systems able to reason like humans with the use of language, problem-solving 
abilities and self-improvement. Even though the conference fell short of McCarthy´s 
expectations and no solutions or agreement were made, the ideas and term spurred future 
research. “The science and engineering of making intelligent machines” was the first 
definition of artificial intelligence formulated by McCarthy (Russel & Norvig, 2016; 
McCarthy, 1998, p.2). 
 
Even though the technology has been around for many years, there is still no single mutual 
definition of either artificial intelligence or what an artificial intelligence firm is due to 
the constant development of the industry (Parnas, 2017). However, as artificial 
intelligence is a collection of advanced technologies that allows machines to perform 
cognitive functions we associate with human minds and intelligence, such as perceiving, 
reasoning, comprehending, interacting, problem-solving, learning and creativity, an AI 
firm is referred as a firm that has this innovative technology as a part of their core offer, 
with the aim to distribute it further to customers. 
 
2.3.3 Innovations  
The artificial intelligence is highly embedded in the nature of innovations, as the 
technology has emerged from innovativeness and the rapid growth and development of 
technology in the world (Batra, Queirolo & Santhanam, 2018; Purdy & Daugherty, 2017; 
Russel & Norvig, 2016). Innovations are therefore a fundamental part of the high-tech 
SMEs within the artificial intelligence industry, as it that makes them grow, become and 
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stay competitive and finally succeed. Coad and Rao (2008) and Hagen, Denicolai and 
Zucchella (2014) further explain how innovation is a key source for high-tech SME firms 
to achieve growth, productivity and competitive advantage, and in fast-growing and 
turbulent industries with high technological opportunities, innovation is of great 
importance due to the Schumpeterian competitiveness. Suddenly, new successful and 
fortunate innovators may appear and rapidly gain market shares, which makes it crucial 
to have an innovation focus and a strategy to keep the pace up on the competitive market 
(Cod & Rao, 2008).  
 
The new economic landscape and the interconnected world is furthermore reshaping the 
markets innovative competition, were the discovery and enactment of opportunities, the 
creation of value propositions and the capacity to mobilize resources need to be managed 
on a global scale for the firm to become and stay competitive (Hagen, Denicolai & 
Zucchella, 2014). This is supported by Kafouros et al. (2008) that recognize that 
innovations is a crucial factor for firms competitive advantage,  but also that organization 
can no longer only rely on their technologies, knowledge and innovation and expect to 
reap from the benefits entirely. Even though the innovative efforts might lead to 
significant technological and scientific breakthroughs, Kafouros et al. (2008) argue that 
integrated coordination between the innovative strategy and an international business 
strategy is necessary to benefit from the potential fully. Kyläheiko et al. (2011) similarly 
state that firms grow either by innovation and launching new products, through 
internationalization with the aim to attract more customers, or a mix of them both. They 
further argue that a strategy with innovative technological capabilities and products 
combined with internationalization is the most successful and the most advisable option, 
especially for firms within limited domestic markets. Furthermore, as the market is 
changing and becoming more globalized, innovation and international business are 
becoming an increasingly interrelated phenomenon (Hagen, Denicolai & Zucchella, 
2014). Traditionally, innovation and internationalization have been studied separately, 
and it has only recently been seen as solidly interconnected processes.  
 
Small, open economies, such as Sweden, has furthermore recognised the importance of 
that their SMEs both innovate and internationalize in order to develop the country´s 
economy (Chetty & Stangl, 2010). As SMEs tend to have few internal resources, 
gathering and gaining control of external resources are crucial for growth. Access to 
external networks provides the SMEs with a diversity of knowledge, which is a key 
ingredient for the creation of competitive innovations and increased ability to further on 
recognize opportunities in international markets. Additionally, as artificial intelligence 
SME firms are established around an invention within a growing technology, they 
naturally obtain an innovative competitive advantage on the market (Makridakis, 2017). 
To be able to benefit from the opportunities fully and to gain the knowledge required for 
additional innovations and growth, international activities and access to networks are vital 
factors for the SMEs.  
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2.3.3.1 HTSMEs 
As the SMEs within the artificial intelligence industry are considered to be high-tech 
SMEs, a separate and brief introduction to the HTSME field is presented to raise the 
understanding of their nature further.  
 
High-technology SMEs are characterized as firms that possess advanced knowledge and 
capabilities in technology, has an educated workforce and the ability to rapidly adapt to 
a  fast-changing environment (Crick & Spence, 2005). Onetti, Zucchella, Jones and 
McDougall (2012) additionally explains how new technology-based firms are very likely 
to be affected by the globalization of the world, both in terms of pace of innovation and 
pressure of competition. They describe how the high-tech industry is a dynamic and fast-
changing interconnected global industry, which subsequently has made entrepreneurship, 
innovation and internationalization deeply intertwined processes affecting the firms' 
strategic decisions, development and growth.  
 
Additionally, due to the high-tech SMEs often very niched product offer, the short-lived 
market opportunities due to the rapid development of new breakthrough innovations and 
because the often limited domestic market demand, it is essential for the firms to 
internationalize early to benefit from the potential opportunities (Crick & Spence, 2005). 
Even though not all new tech-firms internationalize early, or internationalize at all, Knight 
and Cavusgil (1996) argued that a large number of these firms tend to operate in 
international markets as early as at their establishment with the aim to maximize the 
reaping of opportunities. They further identified a number of central factors that seem to 
contribute to the new high-tech firms' behaviour. The factors are the increasing role of 
niche markets, the recent advances in communication and process technology, the internal 
flexibility of small firms, the internationalization of knowledge and technology and an 
increasing trend towards global networks (Knight & Cavusgil, 1996). Factors of survival 
and internationalization success of the firms may further depend on the ability to identify, 
establish and manage external relationships that will support the firms' development and 
growth. Also, according to Jones (1999), a main challenge for the entrepreneurs leading 
small high-tech firms is to identify foreign relationships and networks that can contribute 
to the development of the firm. Jones (1999) further suggest that aspects that appear to be 
influencing the internationalization of the high-tech SMEs are mainly resource-based 
factors and market opportunities associated with the firms functional and competitive 
capabilities such as innovativeness. 
 
2.4 Conceptual framework 
The literature review has presented the very important and rapidly emerging artificial 
intelligence technology and the firms within the industry, the characteristics of their 
innovativeness and their nature as high-tech SMEs. The different theories clearly suggest 
that highly innovative high-tech firms need to internationalize to grow and survive, which 
is why certain important concepts of internationalization, and also a general selection of 
barriers and drivers of internationalization are also presented. Based on the chosen 
theories it has been discovered that environmental characteristics of the domestic and 
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international market, managerial factors and also the firms characteristics affect the 
seizing of international opportunities and their international choices. The environment, 
the management and the AI firm are highly connected factors according to the framework, 
and they all influence each other in one way or another and they are together connected 
to the potential international opportunities. Both  the environmental characteristics, the 
managerial factors, the AI firms characteristics and the international opportunities are 
induced by drivers and barriers towards or against internationalization. When the drivers 
precede the barriers and international opportunities arise, and the choice to pursue the 
international opportunity is made, it will conclusively lead to a specific 
internationalization pattern dependent on the previous described characteristics. In 
essence, the conceptual framework illustrate the perceived logic behind the 
internationalization process of the Swedish artificial intelligence firms.  
 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework  

 
3. Methodology 
In this chapter, the methodology that will be used throughout the study is presented, 
discussed and explained. The chapter begins with the chosen research approach and an 
explanation of the logic behind the decisions. Thereafter the research method and 
research design will be discussed, followed by the method of data collection and a 
presentation of the operationalization table. The chapter will be concluded with a 
discussion regarding the quality of research concerning reliability and validity as well as 
ethical considerations taken throughout the study. 
 
3.1 Research Approach 
In order to successfully answer the research questions, it is necessary to use a suitable 
research approach which enables the researcher to obtain the best possible result (Ghauri 
& Grønhaug, 2010). The research approach is according to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 
(2012) supposed to explain how the researchers decide to relate the theory to the empirical 
data and the progression of the study. There are further on three different approaches 
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commonly used when conducting research; inductive, deductive or abductive approach. 
The two main approaches are the inductive and the deductive approach, while the 
abductive can be seen as a combined form of them both (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010).  
 
The inductive approach is often considered to be a “Bottom-Up” approach as it begins 
with empirical observations made by the researcher, and as a result of the observations, 
relevant theories are presented (Saunders et al. 2012). Research with an inductive 
approach identifies patterns from the reality in an exploratory way, which conclusively 
lead to theoretical improvements. However, as the research implies a general truth to the 
findings, the validity of the approach can be questioned (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Even 
though this study has an exploratory nature with the purpose to identify and understand 
new patterns of Swedish AI firms international behaviour and experiences, the inductive 
empirical derived approach was not considered as suitable or sufficient for this study. A 
theoretical framework was needed to understand and describe the phenomenon on a more 
profound level and to guide the construction of the process before collecting the empirical 
data and efficiently and successfully perform the research. The deductive approach 
derives instead from logic, where the researcher develops a hypothesis based on existing 
theories and literature and then collect empirical data to test the hypothesis (Ghauri & 
Grønhaug, 2010). In order to test the hypothesis, the researcher chooses the appropriate 
theories, conduct the empirical data collection and finalise by analysing the empirical 
results which either reject or confirm the hypothesis. The deductive approach is related 
to less risk, however, as there is a lack of exploratory and explanatory fundamentals the 
approach may be considered as weak and unoriginal (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). As 
the deductive approach is derived from a set framework of theories, it would support the 
construction of the research, but it would also automatically restrict the exploratory nature 
of the study. As the existing research field of the Swedish AI firms is very limited, a more 
experimental approach is argued to be necessary to be able to understand and explain the 
new phenomenon fully. 
 
The third approach, the abductive, is considered to be a mix of both the inductive and the 
deductive approach (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). The approach derives from both an 
empirical base and a preconditioned theoretical framework which can also be adjusted 
and refined throughout the study. The abductive approach is often used when the 
researcher studies a widely researched topic, but observes facts in a different context and 
tries to find answers through generating or modifying existing theories. When studying a 
widely researched topic such as internationalization, but with a diverse, innovative and 
unstudied angle such as AI firms, the abductive approach enables the researchers to use 
a set-theoretical framework that explains the main subject, but also allow alterations 
throughout the study, and to develop and explain new patterns (Saunders et al. 2012), 
which is in line with the purpose of this study. The flexibility of the abductive approach 
that allows the researchers to move between the empirical findings and theory to discover 
and explain new patterns and gain a deeper understanding of a phenomenon makes it 
furthermore the most suitable choice for this study.  
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3.2 Research Method  
The research method can be described as the systematic procedure conducted to derive 
necessary data in order to answer the research questions (Kumar, 2014). There are 
furthermore two core research methods for the collection of data; qualitative and 
quantitative. According to Creswell (2005), the main differences between the two 
methods are; how the data is collected, how it is analysed and further on how the result is 
presented. The choice of research method is therefore highly dependent on the purpose 
of the study and what kind of questions the researcher wants to address (ibid). 
 
In qualitative research, the study has the purpose to analyse and understand the reality of 
a phenomenon on a deeper level (Creswell, 2014). By analysing experiences, interactions 
or communication of individuals or groups based on less formalized interviews, 
observations and social interactions the data collected will be detailed and rich, which 
promote a greater understanding of a particular phenomenon. The respondents within 
qualitative research can participate with complex reflections and experiences within the 
field, which would not be possible based on quantitative research. The qualitative data 
collection is analysed in an exploratory matter to establish context and find more in-depth 
and more detailed patterns, and it is therefore often more suitable to study fewer 
participants, but instead more thoroughly (Kumar, 2014). The quantitative research 
method is on the other hand instead often used in more extensive studies with many 
participants, with the aim to grasp a less deep, but a broader scope of a phenomenon 
(Creswell, 2014). The collection of quantitative data tend to be more formalized and 
standardised and instead of gaining a deep understanding of the experiences and patterns, 
a general and bigger picture can be measured, studied and presented.  
 
There are both advantages and disadvantages of the methods. (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 
2010). The qualitative method is, for example, superior when it comes to an 
understanding of a phenomenon’s complexity, but as it is often derived from a small 
number of participants, one can question how representative or generalized the findings  
are. The quantitative method has instead often a more comprehensive amount of 
participants, but also lack the richness of insight into the complexity of the phenomenon 
(Kumar, 2014). Nonetheless, due to the nature of this study, and as the purpose is to 
investigate and gain a deeper understanding of the internationalization process of the 
Swedish Artificial Intelligence firms, as well as what barriers and drivers that influenced 
the process and how it affect the firm, the qualitative research method is the most suitable 
one. As quantitative research methods tend to be more efficient and appropriate when 
studying a less deep, but a broader scope of a phenomenon (Creswell, 2014), it can be 
argued that it is highly unsuitable for the purpose and nature of this study as the intention 
is to gain a deeper understanding of the situation and the firms behaviour. Additionally, 
according to Kumar (2014), quantitative research does not provide with the necessary 
depth of the data that is essential for research of complex topics, which further support 
that a qualitative research method is necessary for this study. Through conducting 
qualitative interview research with data derived from experienced respondents from 
different firms, the result and the understanding of their experience will be more 
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profound, richer and have more detail, which would not be possible only based on 
quantitative research.  
 
3.3 Research Design 
The research design reveals the nature of the study, provides with a framework and a 
design of how the data will be collected and display how the research will be completed 
(Saunders et al. 2012). There are further on five research strategies that are referred to as 
the most commonly used, and they are categorized as archival analysis, history, 
experiment, case study and survey (Yin, 2014). The design should be chosen with regards 
to the study’s research method and research approach, and in qualitative research, the 
design can vary between an explanatory, evaluative, explorative or a descriptive 
approach. Exploratory studies are suitable when there is uncertainty regarding a 
phenomenon, and the design is particularly appropriate and easy applicable when the 
research questions have an analytical approach, containing “how” and “why” questions 
(Yin, 2014). In order to utilize the exploratory approach the data collection is usually 
done through case studies and in-depth interviews with experienced personnel (Saunders 
et al. 2012). According to Marshall and Rossman (2016), case studies are often used in 
qualitative research as it is a reliable method that allows the researcher to identify and 
compare patterns which support a deeper understanding of a phenomenon or a specific 
event.  
 
As this study has an exploratory nature with the aim to grasp a greater phenomenon and 
has research questions focusing on “how” and “why” Swedish AI firms internationalize, 
a case study design is therefore considered to be the most suitable approach. The topic of 
AI firms is furthermore unexplored, the case study design based on experienced personnel 
from a number of Swedish AI firms would therefore contribute with useful and rich 
empirical data that support the formation of a greater understanding and subsequently an 
answer to the detected research gap. To really understand the phenomenon, it is necessary 
to collect a sufficient amount of data on the subject to be able to detect the patterns 
successfully (Yin, 2014). To gather a rich empirical data and to thereafter be able to 
analyse the internationalization patterns of the Swedish AI firms, it can be argued that it 
is necessary to not only study one case, but instead several different cases. Through 
studying several cases, in terms of different firms, the data will be more profound and one 
can easier detect accurate patterns. Due to the study´s purpose and research questions 
nature of investigating patters and to gain a deeper understanding of different firms 
behaviour and situations, a multiple-case study design instead of a single-case study is 
therefore considered to be the most suitable choice.  
 
3.3.1 Multi-case study design  
When conducting a case study there are two main approaches to consider; single-case 
study or multiple-case study (Yin, 2014). The single case study is mainly focusing on 
only one single case, such as one company, with the aim to understand it on a deeper 
level, and it does not try to generalize or understand a larger phenomenon outside the 
case. The multiple-case study involves instead a range of different cases that will be 
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studied and compared against each other to generalize and detect patterns. Yin (2014) 
further argue that the multiple-case study is often more valuable and should be preferred 
over the single-case study when trying to observe a larger phenomenon. In order to make 
sure that the data retrieved from a case study is solid enough it is therefore necessary to 
extend the number of case studies as the data retrieved from a larger amount of cases will 
provide with larger amount of data which in return will provide a better analysis (ibid). 
 
Considering the nature of the research questions it can be argued that a multiple case 
study is necessary in order to gain a profound understanding of how the artificial 
companies internationalize. Furthermore, as the research questions are of an explanatory 
nature with the aim of trying to understand a bigger picture of “how” and “why” the firms 
internationalize, the choice of conducting multiple-cases is clear. When performing 
research based on a multiple case study approach it is however necessary to carefully 
determine which companies that are deemed to be appropriate in order to successfully 
answer the research questions (Saunders et al. 2012). Additionally, to be able to conduct 
an objective report, a sufficient amount of cases are needed to saturate the collected data, 
which further enables a solid result.  
 
3.3.2 Purposive sampling 
Saunders et al. (2012) discuss it as being impracticable to collect data from every source 
available, it is both time and financially consuming as well as often to generalized, which 
makes sampling crucial to be able to collect appropriate and representative data. The 
sampling methods are further on traditionally divided into probability sampling and non-
probability sampling. Probability sampling is often associated with random sampling and 
statistical generalization, and Merriam (2009) further describe how the sampling is more 
appropriate for quantitative research approaches such as a surveys instead of qualitative 
research. Saunders et al. (2012) additionally explains that a non-probability sampling is 
the most practical approach when conducting qualitative research as it allows the 
researchers to sample the right respondent and to understand a phenomenon rather than 
measuring it. The most common form of non-probability sampling is the purposive 
sampling, which is appropriate when the researcher wants to analyse and understand a 
specific problem without the statistical measurements (Denscombe, 2014). The purposive 
sampling also allows the researchers to use their judgement in their case selection process, 
which makes it vital to carefully think about which cases that needs to be included or 
excluded from the research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 
 
In light of the recent information and arguments provided, the chosen sampling is the 
non-probability sampling with a purposive sampling strategy which will help the 
researchers to choose the right companies and respondents to participate in the interviews. 
As the purpose of the study is to investigate and understand the internationalization 
process of Swedish artificial intelligence firms, the criteria selected for the study were 
that the company is Swedish, have AI as a part of their core offer, have international 
customers or operations and that the participants in the interview obtain the appropriate 
knowledge concerning the company and its international operations.   
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3.3.3 Cases 
Based on the established sampling criteria, the following companies and respondents 
were chosen to participate in the research. A brief introduction to the different cases will 
now be presented.  
 
1. Now Interact - Digitalization of sales and service 
Now Interact is a Stockholm based company that was founded in 2010. Ola Oxing, the 
COO of NowInteract is representing the company.  
 
2. Refind Technologies - Sorting & grading technology 
Refind was founded in 2014, with the head office located in Gothenburg. The participant 
in the study is Johanna Reimers, the CEO and co-founder of the company.  
 
3. Actimate - Health promotion application 
The company Actimate was founded in 2016 and has its head office in Lund. Karolina 
Silfverberg, the CEO and co-founder of Actimate is the participant in the research.  
 
4. Emerse – Ad tech 
Emerse is a Lund based company that was founded in 2007. The COO, Robert Whelan is 
representing the company.     
 
5. Burtcorp – Data & analytics 
The company Burtcorp was founded in 2009 in Gothenburg. Andreas Holmström, the 
COO of Burt is the participant in the research.  
 
3.4 Data collection 
To be able to analyse the subject and answer the research questions properly, the 
researcher need to collect suitable and relevant data (Creswell, 2014). According to 
Saunders et al. (2012), the researchers will collect the data based on their choice of 
research design, such as through interviews, questionnaires, observations, or from 
previous research and publications. There are further on two main sources and procedures 
of collection of data; primary and secondary data collection. Primary data refers to the 
original data directly collected by the researcher, while secondary can be defined as data 
which was initially collected for another purpose by someone else (Saunders et al. 2012). 
This study will however only be based on primary data collection.  
 
3.4.1 Primary data 
Primary data refers, as explained, to the original data directly collected by the researcher, 
through procedures such as observations, face-to-face interviews, emails or phone 
interviews (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). When performing qualitative research, the 
acquiring of primary data directly from the source give the researcher a more precise and 
deeper understanding of the subject. It is possible to collect primary data in a range of 
different ways such as semi-structured interviews, in-depth interviews, group-interviews, 
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observations and also through questionnaires. Merriam (2009) further discusses that the 
data collection derived from interviews often provide a stronger set of data as one gain a 
broader and more comprehensive understanding of the interviewees' feelings, behaviour 
and how they interpret their surroundings. As earlier stated, an interview can be conducted 
in a number of different ways, however, this dissertation focused on gaining data through 
interviews performed by phone calls or via Skype. A face-to-face interview can be 
preferred in many cases, but considering the locations of the different companies and the 
research questions nature, telephone interviews were selected as the easiest and most 
appropriate way to access and attract more potential respondents within the sampling 
requirements. The telephone interviews with the different cases effectively provided with 
rich and detailed primary data about the AI firms internationalization processes and 
necessary information needed for further analysis on the subject. 
 
3.4.3 Structure of interview 
According to Saunders et al. (2012), there are three different set of interviews: structured 
interviews, semi-structured interviews and unstructured interviews. A structured 
interview is traditionally based on a predetermined set of questions. The interviewer 
would read out every question with the same tone of voice and expect an answer only to 
the question asked. The structured interview approach is also typically linked with a 
standardised interview guide which can be considered as a rigorous way of conducting an 
interview. The semi-structured interview strategy allows on the other hand the 
interviewee to answer the questions more freely, but the researcher typically has some 
key questions and guidelines to follow (ibid). Through following a set of questions, but 
at the same time allowing the interviewees to answer the question freely, they often tend 
to unconsciously answer two or more question at once and in different ways. The different 
interviews will therefore inevitably differ to some extent dependent on the respondent 
and the course of the discussion. The semi-structured interviews are often preferred in 
exploratory studies as they allow more in-depth answers and explanations and allow the 
researcher to ask follow-up questions at the same time as they have a range of pre-set 
questions. The unstructured interview on the other hand typically do not have any pre-
determined questions, but is instead following a set of themes (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 
2010). The interviewee is therefore free to discuss the subject in whatever fashion they 
deem suitable.  
 
As this study has the purpose to gain a deeper understanding of the internationalization 
process of the Swedish artificial intelligence firms, semi-structured interviews were 
considered to be the most suitable approach. The semi-structured interviews made it 
possible to have a set of determined and necessary guideline questions to be able to 
answer the study´s research questions, but it also allowed the researchers to conduct the 
interviews more freely and to ask spontaneous follow-up questions to gain richer and 
more detailed answers from the interviewees. To gain a deeper understanding and richer 
empirical data it was necessary to let the interviewees answer the questions naturally 
without restrictions as long as the main questions were discussed and the answers were 
sufficient.    
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3.5 Operationalization 
Before formulating research questions, it is necessary to conduct a literature review based 
on previous research and what other scholars has found on the subject to increase the 
understanding of the chosen subject (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012). It is thereafter important 
to reformulate the theoretical concepts in other words, so they are more applicable and 
understandable in the real world (Skärvard & Lundahl, 2016). Through using other, more 
practical words for the theoretical definitions in the conceptual framework, the interview 
will be clearer, reduce misinterpretations and conclusively lead to a better result.  
 
The table below display the logic behind the operationalization, the structure of the 
interview guide and how the questions are linked to the theoretical framework. The main 
theories in this study where used as a guide to construct clusters of operationalized and 
simplified research questions with the purpose to receive as useful and clear answers as 
possible from the interviews. 

 
 

CONCEPTS 

 
INTERVIEW 
QUESTIONS 

 
 
REASONING 

 
BUSINESS OPERATIONS 

 
2-3 

Questions to obtain a general understanding of the 
respondent and the case company. The 
respondents position, experience and an 
introduction to the company.  

 
INTERNATIONALIZATION 

 
4-7 

Questions regarding the firms internationalization 
process. Where they have established operations, 
how long time after founding they expanded, 
chosen entry mode and their experience.  

 
DRIVERS OF 

INTERNATIONALIZATION 

 
8-11 

These questions are conducted to obtain a 
understanding of what factors that influenced the 
firm to internationalize, as well as what and how 
the drivers influenced them in the process.  

 
BARRIERS OF 

INTERNATIONALIZATION 

 
12-15 

Questions conducted to understand what barriers 
the firms faced in the internationalization process 
as well as how they affected the firms decisions.  

 
OTHER 

 
1,16-17 

The first question is to ask if the participant want 
to be anonymous. To conclude the interview the 
respondent are asked about their general though 
about the international AI industry´s future and if 
they would like to add some other important 
insight that the pervious questions missed.  

Table 3. Operationalization summary  

 
3.6 Method of data analysis  
When conducting qualitative research, the researcher collects a large amount of rich and 
complex data, and it is therefore essential to structure the material properly to be able to 
understand and analyse it correctly (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Ghauri and Grønhaug 
(2010) further suggest that one should categorize and code the material into different 
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themes to gain structure and order. Miles and Huberman (1994) additionally distinguish 
three main elements of qualitative data analysis; data reduction, data display and the 
verifying of conclusion. When the material is collected and transcribed, it should 
thereafter be simplified, focused and reduced in a way to organize and display the key 
findings. With categorized themes and transformed and reduced material it will be easier 
for the researcher to display the findings and further analyse and draw accurate 
conclusions (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 
 
The interview questions in this study were categorized and divided into different main 
themes reflected by the theoretical framework to create a structure and make the 
collection, transformation and analysis of the data as easy and rational as possible. The 
verbal data were transcribed in detail and subsequently carefully analysed, systematically 
summarized and reformulated with a focus on the main findings. The transformed data 
were thereafter analysed in relation to the previous theories with the purpose to find 
elements and patterns that can explain the international behaviour of the artificial 
intelligence firms and what they are experiencing in the process. The systematic 
gathering, reduction and interpretation of the data made it ultimately possible to draw 
relevant and accurate conclusions.   
 
3.7 Quality of research 
To ensure that the result of the research is of the highest quality, with objectivity, 
relevance, accuracy and truthfulness, the validity and the reliability of the study need to 
be acknowledged and elaborated (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Denscombe, 2014). 
 
3.7.1 Validity 
The validity of research refers to if the findings of the study are true, accurate and are 
correctly capturing the phenomenon selected (Denscombe, 2014). There are furthermore 
a few ways to establish and secure the validity of a research. 
 
First of all, the validity of the interviews can be improved in two ways prior the research; 
through establishing the degree of the respondents' experience and knowledge on the 
subject, and how the experience is typical for its time and place (Arthur, Coe, Hedges & 
Waring, 2012). In this study, when searching for respondents suitable for the research, 
the requirements were that the respondent was employed at a Swedish artificial 
intelligence firm with international operations, and also obtained the appropriate 
knowledge of the firm and the firms' international expansions conducted the past years. 
The respondents' experience, knowledge and the relevance of time and place therefore 
strengthened the research result. Another method to ensure the validity of a research is to 
perform triangulation (Silverman, 2013). Triangulation refers to how the researcher can 
collect data from different sources with different views on the subject to acquire a 
complete understanding. In qualitative research, the relevance of triangulation has been 
criticised as each piece of research should present its own interpretation, but nevertheless, 
it can be a practical method to avoid mistakes or when respondents are inconsistent 
(Silverman, 2013). Another method to strengthen the research validity is respondent 
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validation, which refers to that the researcher makes sure that the gathered information 
from the respondents are interpreted correctly (Denscombe, 2014). After the collection of 
the data, the respondent is then presented with the findings and the researchers' 
interpretation to secure that the information is correct, and further adjust and improve 
potential errors and misinterpretations. This method can however be argued as a risk to 
contaminate the original empirical material (Silverman, 2013). Through analysing the 
subject in terms of a theoretical study before collecting the primary data as well as a 
comparison between the collected data strengthened the validity of the subject. The data 
acquired from the qualitative interviews in this study were furthermore transcribed and 
carefully evaluated to represent the respondents' answers as accurate as possible. As the 
study´s nature was of an open character, no sensitive topics were touched, and the 
interviews gave clear and sufficient primary data, respondent validation was not pursued.  
 
3.7.2 Reliability 
Reliability refers to whether the results are consistent and if the same study would present 
similar results across repeated investigations (Denscombe, 2014). The more consistent 
and stable the research is, the higher reliability, but it is also argued that due to the nature 
and complexity of human behaviour, the results will inevitably differ to some extent 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To avoid the human factors within a study, the different 
interviews should be made as similar as possible in similar environments. Furthermore, 
when more than one researcher is interpreting the collected data the reliability and quality 
of the study can both strengthen and weaken. A risk is that the different researchers 
interpret the data differently, and the results become inconsistent, but the results can, on 
the other hand, become stronger as more views on the subject minimize human factors of 
misinterpretations (Denscombe, 2014). However, even though data can be interpreted 
differently and lead to different results because of human factors, the reliability of data 
based on qualitative studies can be confirmed based on whether it is dependable and 
confirmable (Kumar, 2014). Through presenting a comprehensive description of the 
methodological choices, how the data was collected, how the results were obtained and 
conclusion were drawn, the reliability of the study is strengthened.  
 
In this study, the different interviews were conducted in an as similar manner as possible 
with the same interview guide. Due to the nature of semi-structured interviews, the results 
inevitably differed to some extent, but through trying to address the same questions in all 
interviews, the issue was reduced. To minimize misinterpretations of human nature, the 
interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed before analysed by the researchers 
in the team. The methodological choices and procedures used throughout the study are 
furthermore described and argued for thoroughly to give a clear understanding of how the 
data and results were collected and interpreted. The interview guide with the questions is 
also provided for additional transparency (see Appendix A). It can therefore be argued 
that the study can be performed again based on the theoretical framework and 
methodological choices and reach a similar result.   
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3.8 Ethical considerations  
In qualitative studies, ethical dilemmas regarding both the collection of data and the 
presentation of the findings are likely to emerge (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). It is therefore 
crucial for the researcher to act appropriately, follow their code of ethics and emphasize 
transparent research. Denscombe (2014, p.331-339) further describe four main principles 
that a social researcher are expected to follow to conduct an ethical investigation. “(1) 
Participants´ interests should be protected; (2) Participation should be voluntary and 
based on informed consent; (3) Researchers should operate openly and honestly manner 
with respect to the investigation; (4) Research should comply with the laws of the land”. 
 
The first principle, participants interest should be protected, describe how the researcher 
needs to make sure that the participant is not harmed in any way, physical, psychological 
or personal due to the research (Denscombe, 2014). The researcher should respect the 
participants' privacy and safety, and treat all information as confidential and guarantee 
the anonymity of the individuals and organizations unless consent is given. In this study, 
the participants were first of all offered full anonymity in the research. The research did 
not touch any sensitive topics or revealed  any harmful facts, and the information retained 
from the interviews were treated with care to not cause any harm to the respondents.  
 
The second principle, participation should be voluntary and based on informed consent, 
argue that the participation must always be voluntary and that sufficient information about 
the research should be given so they can decide if they want to participate or not 
(Denscombe, 2014). When searching for participants to this study, the nature of the study 
and the subject, what was asked of the participant, how much of their time it was likely 
to take and what their contribution would lead to were explained. Participants were then 
allowed to decide if they wanted to be a part of the study or not. 
 
The third principle, researchers should operate in an open and honest manner with respect 
to the investigation, describe the transparency of the study (Denscombe, 2014). It is 
essential that the participants clearly understand the purpose of the study and the subject 
and that the researcher avoid deception or misrepresentation through providing fair 
interpretations of the findings. Information regarding the nature of the study was given to 
the participants and that the findings would contribute as empirical data to the 
dissertation. After the collection of the data the participant was allowed to read through a 
draft of the empirical data to increase transparency in the research before publishing it.  
 
The final principle, research should comply with the laws of the land, discusses research 
of sensitive topics were the data collection and analysis are likely to lead to breaking the 
law, or matters such as intellectual property rights and copyrights (Denscombe, 2014). 
This study has not researched any sensitive topics that involve breaking the law, and the 
data collected are based on voluntary interviews together with official articles, documents 
and websites. Original authors and sources are referenced to throughout the dissertation 
to ensure the intellectual property rights are followed.   
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4. Empirical findings 
This chapter will present the empirical data that has been gathered from the interviews 
of the different cases. The empirical data has first of all been divided into the different 
company cases. Each case begins with an introduction of the companies and also a 
presentation of the individual respondent. The empirical findings are within the cases 
thereafter presented in different themes mirrored the theoretical framework to gain a 
logical and clear structure. The different themes are: internationalization, drivers and 
barriers.  
 
4.1 Cases 
4.1.1 NowInteract 
The Stockholm based company Now Interact launched its first operations in 2010, but it 
was in 2014 that the company launched their first AI and machine learning solutions. 
Now Interact is today a leading AI vendor that offers intelligent tech solutions that can 
capture every sale opportunity, decrease costs and increase customer satisfaction by 
providing companies with valuable customer insights and optimized contact channels. 
Through the use of real-time omnichannel data, the AI application offers personalized 
customer experiences and a transformation and digitalization of sales and service. Today 
NowInteract works with some of Europe’s biggest brands in the e-commerce, energy, 
financial, insurance, telecom and utility industries, such as Swedbank, Telenor, Com Hem 
and SEB. Thirty people work at the company across offices in Sweden, Netherlands, UK 
and USA. Ola Oxing, the COO of NowInteract is the participant in the research. Ola has 
extensive management, strategy, IT and sales development experience and he has worked 
in both national and international companies across multiple countries. The first idea 
behind the company started as they wanted to optimize and digitalize physical sales 
offices. Later they started to develop machine learning algorithms to improve their 
business idea. 
 
Internationalization 
The company was founded in 2010, but it was in 2014 that the company started to work 
with the AI technology and algorithms. Ola explained how they after the AI integration 
decided to expand internationally to the countries Netherlands and UK in the same time 
through opening up business and sales offices, and a few years later they continued to 
expand to the Silicon beach in USA. They made up their mind on the two countries 
Netherlands and UK based on a screening of 20 different countries. Ola and his colleagues 
constructed a list of what they thought about the markets, what they knew about the 
nations and what contacts they had, and they ended up choosing one conservative and one 
liberal country on the top of the list. Subsequently, they used their network and decided 
to hire a local contact in the Netherlands, and the other person was hired through a 
headhunter to lead the operations in the UK. Their job was to start the company 
NowInteract, greenfield, through opening up offices and thereafter reach customers in the 
countries. Even though they faced a lot of difficulties along the way, the strategy for their 
expansions proved to be successful. However, they decided that they would not use the 
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same procedure again. Instead of hiring someone external with a local presence and 
experience, Ola determined that it is better to let someone that knows the company and 
its solutions handle the expansion. The positive side of hiring someone locally is that they 
know the language, the culture and already has contacts and access to the local networks 
of potential customers. The downside is that they do not know the products or the services 
properly and a lot of difficulties with communication and misunderstandings can 
therefore occur. When expanding internationally, it is vital for the company´s success that 
all employees and offices sell and act in the same way to maintain a stable company 
culture and brand name, and this was something that they did not reflect upon to the same 
extent in their first expansion.  
 
Ola also revealed that their current strategy is to expand into countries with a lot of 
possibilities for the technology financially, but countries that also share the same modern 
values that they feel comfortable operating in. A country that is the perfect market 
regarding modern values, money and where the most significant media corporation works 
from, is the USA. In order to expand to the USA in a smooth way it was natural for Ola 
and his colleagues to expand into a market that was geographically closer and according 
to Ola the UK is the most common and logical step towards the big bucks that lies in the 
USA. One of the main reason behind the stepping stone was to ensure a stable expansion 
in terms of increasing the value of the company but also to expand steadily. To put their 
roots down in the USA, they decided to do a greenfield expansion in the form of a business 
and sales office in Silicon beach as late as 2017, and Ola also reveals that they already 
had two partners and a few cooperative arrangements in the country. 
 
Drivers  
Ola further described how an essential motive for NowInteract to internationalize at all 
was because Sweden is a small limited market. The company is, first of all, selling their 
products and services to large enterprises, and since there are not that many large 
companies present in Sweden and as their offer is quite niched and have few potential 
clients, they, therefore, need to expand to larger countries with larger companies to 
increase profit. The main reason behind the expansion was to make the company grow 
and to increased revenues. Other reasons for the expansions was that the management had 
a desire and a vision to become an international company and that the industry and the 
economy are pushing companies to internationalize. They also had the vision to expand 
to especially the important market in the USA as it is the country with the most prosperous 
opportunities regarding the tech and media industry.   
 
Networks did not push the company to expand internationally, but they did instead create 
contacts to gain access to foreign networks and expand. Additionally, NowInteract started 
their international expansion to the Netherlands and UK as a springboard to learn, grow 
and increase the value of the company before they subsequently tried to reach the USA. 
A big push towards further expansion appeared when they later received substantial 
external investments that helped them to finally launch their expansion to the USA, as it 
is particularly complex and costly to expand greenfield outside Europe’s borders. 
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Barriers 
Ola additionally described how the necessary administrative procedures, such as the 
handling of bank accounts in the different countries or the employees' pensions are 
complicated issues to manage that differ in each country when expanding. Additionally, 
when they expanded to the USA, they were also moving staff within the company across 
borders, and there were therefore complicated practical procedures concerning the 
employees, such as visas applications or finding accommodation. These issues did not 
hinder the international operations, but they are instead seen as complex and time as well 
as money consuming procedures. 
 
Ola further explains how it can be challenging to find suitable employees at the chosen 
location and to find the right contacts to establish a position in the right networks. As a 
Swede, it is not always easy to arrange meetings in foreign countries. It is therefore 
essential to find someone that can help the company to network and deal with issues in 
the beginning when expanding to a foreign country. The physical distance and different 
time zones make it also more difficult as the company´s products and service are 
somewhat complicated and that it is vital that the knowledge from the head office in 
Sweden is transferred between the countries. The management or staff with the right 
competence might, therefore, need to travel between the countries, or manage to 
communicate with the different offices in other ways to make sure they are on the same 
page concerning the products, service and way of selling, which can be very time 
consuming and complicated. Ola adds to the discussion that when a company decide on 
expanding internationally everything costs and takes a lot of time and requires an effort 
to build the new local market knowledge. Another significant and challenging risk when 
starting up from scratch in a new country with new employees is the risk of losing the 
company culture and the way the company wants to sell, act and perform business. He 
describes how the important business culture and way of doing business tend to change 
if they are not very careful when managing employees in several offices in different 
countries. Through expanding to the USA with employees within the company instead of 
only hiring new people, they hope to minimize these issues. Additionally, as the company 
expand through opening up offices from scratch in the different countries, a lot of human 
and financial recourses are needed. Without enough finances, a greenfield expansion 
might not be appropriate, but as they received external investments to back up the 
expansion, it became easier. 
 
4.1.2 Refind Technologies  
Refind technologies is a Swedish company that was founded in 2014, with a head office  
located in Gothenburg. The company develops and sells intelligent sorting and grading 
solutions with cameras and machine learning software to teach systems to recognize items 
based on their looks, enabling producers, retailers and recyclers to minimize waste and 
squeeze out as much value as possible from used and returned electronics, batteries or 
other complex products. The artificial intelligence sorting solution can for example be 
found in The Niagara Falls and Coop recycling in Norway, and they are now even in the 
developing stage to recognise different fish species together with the nature conservancy 
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to protect endangered fish species and improve the fish industry. Six people work at the 
company today, and they have international customers in UK, USA, Canada, Slovakia 
and Norway. Johanna Reimers, the CEO and co-founder of Refind is the participant in 
the interview. Johanna has a technical engineering education with a business and 
economics focus, and she also has a ten year international business experience based in a 
Swedish company performing IT solutions abroad. The idea behind the company sprouted 
as a university project were some of the founders studied ways to sort used products that 
often go to waste. 
 
Internationalization  
Johanna explained that the company more or less became international right away as their 
first customer was from the UK. They have after that received orders from the USA, 
Canada, Slovakia and Norway, and as they are still a small company with only six 
employees, they develop the AI technology and manufacture the machines in Sweden, 
and subsequently export to the customers. It is clear to Johanna that it would not be a 
profitable solution for the company to invest in overseas operations today, such as sales 
offices or hiring local sales agents, as the company is too small, and even though it would 
mean proximity to their clients it is not an option yet. 
 
The reason behind the different international customers was mainly due to the fact that 
they contacted Refind and showed their interest in the company´s solution, just like any 
other customer. The first international customer from the UK appeared mainly as a 
coincident as they wanted to find a similar solution and located the new-started Refind 
after research. The following clients derived from  proactive networking and contacts they 
had, and Johanna furthermore discusses the different international fairs they attended in 
order to meet like-minded people and customers interested in the innovative and 
environmentally friendly solutions that Refind offers. In that way they are proactively 
promoting their business, finding potential customers, contacts and access external 
networks as their product is very niched and they need to find the right people suitable 
for the offer and that it is too hard to find customers in a better and cheaper way. Having 
in mind that the product is as niched as it is, it was clear to Johanna and her colleagues 
that they would not be able to survive solely on the Swedish market as it is too small and 
that they believe that there are only a few potential customers in each market. They are 
furthermore trying to diversify and adjust their AI solution to recognise different kind of 
products to suit specific customer’s needs as their product is very niched even in an 
international market. An example is that they are not only trying to sort electronic but are 
now also developing an innovative AI solution that can recognise different fish species 
to meet a request from an international customer. Johanna further discloses how she 
thinks international experience helped the company when performing international 
business, as they already knew how different foreign systems worked. 
 
Drivers 
Johanna explained that a primary reason for the company to attend fairs and reach for 
international contacts and clients is that they want to find more customers and 
conclusively increase profit. Since Sweden is a small and limited market and considering 
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that their solutions are very niched with only a few potential customers in each country, 
Johanna states that they need to have international customers to survive and succeed. As 
they want to find as many clients as possible to increase profit, the clients country is of 
less importance as they can export their solution. Their first client from the UK appeared 
as a coincident as the market in the UK did not offer any similar solution, and the other 
clients appeared through contacts or proactive promotion.  
 
According to Johanna, networks and contacts has been crucial for Refind´s international 
selling. Their customers often come from someone that knows someone, and when one 
pioneering customer buy the innovative tech solution, their network becomes aware of 
the solution and also might become interested. As the technology is very new and the 
solution is innovative, Johanna describes how some potential customers are careful before 
considering the solution and that it is, therefore, vital to have a network of satisfied 
customer references. She further described how, for example, the international fish-
project they are developing right now came from contacts and information that had spread 
within networks. 
 
Barriers 
A central difficulty for Refind according to Johanna is the complex and challenging trade 
rules, administrative paperwork and the different customs between the countries. 
Different countries have different customs, and it is essential to have the right paperwork 
when exporting to not risk unnecessary fines or face other problems. Johanna has 
experience with how difficult and complicated the customs and the paperwork might be, 
but it has not led them to exclude any clients, however, they try to cooperate and gain 
advice from their clients in order to find the best solution and make the process of 
exporting to their specific country smoother. Another big issue for Refind is the physical 
distances between the countries as they are both selling high technology combined with 
physical machines and therefore need to ship the machines from Sweden. Since the 
solution is new and innovative, there are no standard solutions or spare parts available 
overseas, and to ship everything require both time and money. Furthermore, different 
countries have different technical standards, and Refind, therefore, needs to change parts 
and components in their solution to suit the customer’s specific country which makes 
international business more complicated than national business. Johanna further explains 
how she believes the physical boundaries will become smaller when they have managed 
to develop and standardized the smart machines and developed the AI software even more 
to be functional for any sorting machine. These kinds of developments and innovations 
would make international business easier for Refind according to Johanna. 
 
Johanna also mentions that language differences can be a problem even though most 
companies speak English. When the country does not have English as their native 
language difficulties and misunderstandings can occur, and she further explains that it 
was mainly challenging with countries such as Slovakia, but at the same time she made it 
clear that it could be hard dealing with an Englishman as well. Furthermore, another 
difficulty for the firm is to identify international customers and opportunities, and they 
are therefore trying to attend fairs or go to places where they can create contacts and find 



  
 

 
 
 

37 

potential customers. As they are a small company with a small staff and very niched 
products, it is both difficult and expensive to search for customers in another way. 
Additionally, as they are a small company with limited resources, all of the employees 
need full focus and work together to develop, manufacture and deliver the solution when 
they receive a customer order. The limited recourses require them to adjust to the clients' 
requirements as the products are very niched and the company highly relies on their 
international sales.  
 
4.1.3 Actimate  
The company Actimate was founded in 2016 and has its head office in Lund. The 
company offer a smart app solution to firms that want to inspire and motivate their 
valuable employees to become more physically active and feel happier and healthier. 
Through performing health checks and connecting the firms employees smartphones with 
the AI application, Actimate offers full company experiences. The application promotes 
employer branding and a healthy staff by offering a range of fun employee challenges 
that minimize sedentarily and encourage health and activity in a fun and supportive way. 
The company has helped over 3000 employees in over 40 different companies. Ten 
people work at the company today, and as the company is only two years old, they only 
just launched their first international expansion, to San Francisco in the USA. Karolina 
Silfverberg, the CEO and co-founder of Actimate is the participant in the research. 
Karolina has a keen personal interest in exercising and health, and the idea behind the 
business sprouted as she wanted to inspire people that might not usually feel motivated 
to work out or stay healthy. Karolina has a business and marketing education and no 
particular international business experience. 
 
Internationalization  
In the interview with Karolina, she explained that Actimate is in the emerging stages of 
their first international expansion as they are launching their first international operation 
now in 2018, to USA, San Francisco. The expansion is taking place with the help of 
another Swedish-born company that is located in San Francisco that already obtain the 
necessary legal documentation as well as the required organizational numbers to be able 
to perform international business in the USA. As the company has an online platform, it 
has received a lot of international interest from all around the world without the need of 
an active internationalization strategy or the need to search for an international market or 
international opportunities. The expansion to the USA was therefore mainly an 
opportunity that appeared as a request from the other Swedish company that wanted to 
benefit from the idea and use the solution on the American market. The decision of 
expanding to notably USA instead of any other country was mainly due to the 
attractiveness and the benefits that come with being a tech-company in a large and 
important market such as San Francisco and that the opportunity of easy access to the 
American market appeared as a request. After testing the service to see how the market 
receives it and how successful it is, further international expansion to grow is of interest. 
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Karolina furthermore explained how they probably would not have expanded to the USA 
first or have further internationalization plans yet if they had not received as much 
international interest and requests. Karolina and her colleagues believe that if they had 
not been presented with the opportunities, they would have waited a bit longer and instead 
started to successively expand to the Norden countries to minimize risk and as it feels like 
a more natural step to take. As their tech application solution also requires staff that 
physically meet the clients and their employees to present and set up the solution, perform 
health checks, start the challenges and complete follow-ups, it is necessary to analyse and 
search for the best solution before potential further expansion. In the future they are 
thinking about expanding with a franchise or partnership solution instead as the 
management do not have the time required to internationalize the organization efficiently 
in another way fully. A franchise solution would also make it easier to, in a more 
structured way, rapidly expand across the world without issues such as the geographic 
distance, the need of significant investment or a large number of trained employees. The 
company has, for example, received requests from New Zeeland, but as the country is 
located far away from Sweden with a 20-hour flight, the management does not have the 
time to regularly travel to the different locations to perform lectures or business 
promotion. A franchise solution would potentially erase these issues. 
 
Drivers 
Karolina explained that they now internationalize for the first time to the American 
market because another company contacted them as they wanted to distribute the 
Actimate service and use the AI solution. The company already obtained market 
knowledge and all the problematic legal documents and organization numbers that are 
necessary to perform business in America, which is primarily crucial for Actimate as the 
company is working with employees and health. It was, therefore, a natural and smooth 
way to internationalize, access the market rapidly and test how well the application 
solution work on the American market without the need of significant finances, the 
managements' time or hiring more employees.  
 
She further describes how they probably would not have internationalized as rapidly as 
they did if they had not received as much international interest with expansion requests 
as the Swedish market still has a lot of growth potential for Actimate. The international 
requests did not come directly from existing contacts, but as they work with Swedish 
clients, other companies in their network hear about the Actimate service and also become 
interested. Karolina additionally describes how a lot of Swedish companies are 
international and that an international presence of the firm is therefore often expected. An 
example is how a client in Sweden might have offices in several countries, and that they 
want to be able to use the service in all countries. The clients' international network further 
automatically raise the awareness of the Actimates service, and in that way, they rapidly 
gain interest from new and unexpected markets. She further describes how the market is 
global today, and that a natural market force push companies to be accessible in several 
countries to be able to stay competitive and to attract partners and customers. To follow 
the market demand was, therefore, an essential push for Actimates international 
expansion. The vision of being a tech company in San Francisco and later to also become 
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a global company was furthermore an appealing thought for Katarina. There are no other 
companies on the market that are offering a similar experience as Actimate does, and that 
could be considered as a reason to why they receive as much international attention as 
they are. 
 
Barriers 
As Actimate is only at the beginning of their international expansion Karolina describe it 
as difficult to locate particular issues hindering them in the foreign markets. They are as 
explained at the beginning of their international expansion to the American market, and 
the choice of market was mainly because it was the easiest and most attractive choice 
today. Hence, some difficulties must have pushed them in that direction. Karolina 
explains how their tech application solution requires staff that physically meet the clients 
and their employees to present and set up the solution, perform health checks, start the 
challenges and complete follow-ups. As they are still a new and small firm with only ten 
employees, rapid international expansion is therefore tricky as they cannot travel across 
countries all the time. To expand or set up offices in different countries would also require 
significant investments, both financially and with human resources. To solve the 
difficulties of shortage, Karolina describes how the expansion with the help of another 
company made it much easier. Through testing the solution on the new market in a more 
safe way, she explains how they will easier understand the new customers and market. 
As there are differences between the countries perception concerning health, physical 
activity, technologies and employment, Karolina describes how they need to perform tests 
how well the solution works in the new country. She describes how there are differences 
between attitudes and behaviour within the Norden and European countries, but the 
American market is even more dissimilar which means that some adjustment might be 
necessary.  
 
To expand to the American market also requires a lot of documentation and legal 
procedures that are difficult, which was partly removed as they work together with 
another company. Karolina explained how it would be easier to expand to European 
countries as the countries have the same legal requirements and GDPR in comparison to 
the USA that has entirely dissimilar. As explained, Karolina described how they probably 
would have expanded to close Norden countries first if they had not received the attractive 
offer from the San Francisco based company. As the company is relatively new, small 
and still has growth potential in Sweden, they do not have the time, recourses or urge to 
internationalize through FDI. To solve issues associated with internationalization such as 
shortage of employees, time and finances, Karolina further described how they consider 
a modification of the organization in the future to potentially become a franchising 
company. She further explained how they cannot expand to every country as their AI 
solution require that both Google and Apple be present on the market. Kina, for example, 
is therefore not a possibility as they do not have Google. Another critical issue for the 
solution is that all employees need to have smartphones and internet access. Many 
countries are therefore not suitable for Actimate, and Karolina describe how they, for 
example, do not expand to Poland even though they have received requests as the phone 
and internet usage in percentage of the population is too low. 
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4.1.4 Emerse  
The Swedish, Lund based company Emerse was founded in 2007. The company develops 
and sell smart technologies and sophisticated algorithms that can optimize sales and 
revenues through gathering data and displaying marketing to the right customers, in the 
right numbers, at the right time. Emerse helps clients that want their digital marketing 
actions to reach its fullest potential through pinpointing the right customer and with the 
help of the AI technology, the performance actively improves while the data and audience 
insight increases. Twenty-six people work at the company today, and they have offices 
in Sweden, UK, USA and Hong Kong and has infrastructure in 41 locations around the 
world. The company has a broad range of impressive clients, such as Microsoft, Haglöfs, 
Hästens, L’Oréal, Arla, Visa, Emirates, Nike, Mercedes-Benz, and they even helped 
President Obama in his run for office. The COO Robert Whelan that has worked for the 
company for five years is the participant representing the company. Robert has an 
extensive international business and sales experience with a primarily focus on the UK 
and Scandinavian market. The idea behind Emerse came when the CEO, Carl-Johan 
started to look at the Ad tech industry and noticed and seized the opportunities in the 
rapidly growing market. 
 
Internationalization  
Robert explained that Emerse had an international approach with international customers 
straight away, and today they have business and sales offices in Lund and Stockholm in 
Sweden, UK, USA and Hong Kong. Robert explained that the reason for the FDI 
international expansion was that they wanted to establish themselves on the markets and 
to be able to physically meet the clients, build strong networks and perform sales 
presentations on a regular basis instead of only performing short business trips. 
Furthermore, he explained that the primary focus when they open a new office in a new 
market is to hire people that have knowledge of the market and has the experience needed 
to become successful. The markets they have chosen to expand to is believed to be the 
markets with the most substantial amounts of business opportunities with big-budget 
clients, and a reason behind the expansion is that the CEO is drawn to chase international 
opportunities. It is also clear that the same strategy for further expansion will be used, a 
potential location for a new start-up office would be either in Germany or New York, as 
they both offer a lot of opportunities and potential for profit, but the future aspiration for 
Emerse is however to have offices all over the world. Robert also explains that the 
company did not fully appreciate the Swedish market from the beginning and has more 
recently noticed a growing potential, and that they have therefore regained a new focus 
towards the Swedish market without reducing the international focus. Robert further 
discussed how the CEO of the company, Carl-Johan Grund, has a strong international 
attitude and outlook and therefore wanted the company to be international from the 
beginning. Additionally, Robert explained how Carl-Johan encourages the staff to travel 
and visit the different offices to meet their international colleagues, spend some time there 
and learn about the different markets. As the company and the CEO has an international 
spirit and culture, international knowledge and awareness is essential and is something 
that the company promotes.  
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Drivers 
Robert described that the most significant motive for the international approach is the fact 
that their customers are from all over the world. The founder and CEO, Carl-Johan Grund, 
has international experience from studying abroad and he founded the company while he 
was still enrolled at a university. Carl-Johan is furthermore a person that has a strong 
international attitude and that he, therefore, had the aspiration to internationalize the 
company rapidly. A few years ago they received substantial external investments from a 
company called Spiltan which allowed them to expand faster than they were able to 
before. Emerse biggest customer-markets have always been the UK and USA, and that is 
why they decided that the most strategically successful option was to fully establish 
themselves with full-time offices in those markets to rapidly gain important clients. That 
was why they started an office in London, as it is one of the most significant business 
clusters in Europe. Robert furthermore explained that Emerse has an advantage of being 
a small company as they can deliver a more personal service than bigger companies can, 
which makes them competitive and attractive to many clients. 
 
Robert explained that networks had played a big part for Emerse when performing 
international business. They already had good clients and contact from the beginning, and 
the company was rapidly growing, but they also saw that there were a lot more potential 
opportunities overseas to be tapped, so they decided that it was better also to open 
established offices. The contacts or networks did not influence the company to expand 
per say as the company instead created their network and contacted potential partners, 
customers and agencies they wanted to work with, but the access to networks made a lot 
much easier. For example, if they have one satisfied client, the name Emerse spread 
quickly through word of mouth within the clients' network, which subsequently lead to 
more clients. Robert additionally explains how the network around the office in Lund is 
extensive and very helpful, and this is primarily as the university LTH, where students 
study the technology that Emerse is specialized in, is located there. 
 
Barriers 
According to Robert, Emerse has not encountered that many challenges or difficulties 
when performing international business. The way they internationalized through opening 
up offices have been successful, and they would not have done it in any other way. Further 
on, as they are an online advertisement service, he has not noticed any particular 
difficulties with either the borders or the bureaucracy. The small size of the company and 
the limited staff has not either been seen as an issue, but rather as a competitive advantage. 
However, one of the obstacles that Emerse sometimes runs into is the fact that it is hard 
to gain the interest of new clients. Emerse relies strongly on upon word of mouth and 
client references and that it is often quite fruitful, however, they need new clients to stay 
successful. Robert further explained how there is a lot of competition on the international 
market, but they are continuously trying to stay on top and deliver the best possible 
solution and service, and as they are a small company they are much more flexible than 
other larger firms. The flexibility and their ability to offer personal and rapid high-quality 
service is a key to be competitive on the market. 
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4.1.5 Burtcorp  
The company Burtcorp was formed in 2009 in Gothenburg, Sweden. Burtcorp is a data 
integration and analytics company that helps their clients to thrive in the new media 
landscape with accelerating media sales with the help of smart tech solutions. They gather 
data and analyse the clients online advertisement, tries to understand the customer 
behaviour through connecting the dots thereafter and conclusively optimize marketing, 
sales and productivity. Over 20 people work at the company today, and they are located 
in Gothenburg, Stockholm and New York and also has some clients in Benelux. The 
company has numerous clients, and they work a lot with substantial international media 
concerns such as Newscorp, Cox, CBS and Bonnier. Andreas Holmström, the COO of 
Burt is the participant in the research. Andreas has an engineering background and has 
international business experience from his previous AI start-up in the gaming industry. 
The idea behind the company appeared when the founders located a gap in the market 
regarding the analysing- and personalized  advertisement, and they therefore decided to 
create Burt to help publishers to increase their online sales. 
 
Internationalization  
Andreas described how the company quite rapidly after founding expanded to the 
American market as the founder wanted to reach more customers. It is clear that the USA, 
and especially New York is a particularly important market as almost 90% of the most 
prominent clients and almost 50% of the global media industry is located there. 
Considering that the market is vital with many potential big clients and considerable 
money in circulation it is necessary to follow the clients and the market to be able to grow 
and Andreas does not see a reason to expand or focus on smaller markets right now, even 
though they have a long-term plan to become accessible all over the world.  
 
Andreas clarified how the founder, Gustav, travelled a lot between the offices in Sweden 
and New York to perform sales meetings and build a network of clients. As the company 
is a software company which operates in the cloud it has kept the workforce and 
development of the technology and service in Sweden and is only performing direct sales 
actions abroad and direct-sell from Sweden. Through this solution it became easier to 
reach the international market and clients without the need of, for example, considerable 
finances to open a business office, the hiring of expensive American employees and they 
also avoided the problematic and expensive administrative issues such as visas and 
organization numbers that are required when performing business in the USA. With the 
possibility to perform all business and service online, it made it unnecessary and 
strategically inefficient to internationalize in another way for Burtcorp. Furthermore, the 
importance of prior international experience when performing international business and 
whether it influenced the firm Burtcorp to reach for international markets is unclear 
according to Andreas. He explained however how prior experience makes everything 
easier and influences, and that it does not matter what the experience and knowledge is. 
When one have done something before and learned, it will automatically become more 
natural and will influence the future. 
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Drivers 
Andreas explained how the main reason for expansion was that the founder wanted to 
gain access to more clients and conclusively increase profit. As most of the company´s 
potential clients are based in New York and that it is a significant media cluster containing 
many opportunities for profit it was an important market to reach quickly. The massive 
media market in New York was way too essential and substantial to neglect if they wanted 
the firm to grow and become successful.  
 
Additionally, foreign networks did not influence the firm to expand to the American 
market directly, but as Andreas explained, the founder Gustav instead created new 
contacts and established a position in a suitable network by own force. To travel between 
Stockholm and New York to network and find clients and after that direct-sell across 
borders was the easiest and least complicated solution to increase the number of clients 
and grow fast. The creation of networks and contacts has helped the company a lot while 
performing business abroad, and Andreas explained how everything becomes easier when 
having access to a network of people where you want to perform business. With an 
extensive network, it is easier to become acknowledged by new clients and many things 
will become less complicated and expensive as the contacts in the network can use their 
diverse knowledge to help each other and give advice instead of hiring expensive 
consultants. Additionally, Andreas explained that even though one might think that the 
USA is not that dissimilar to Sweden, it is. There are a lot of differences regarding how 
they think and work, and with the help of contacts located in the country that knows the 
market, one can in a better and faster way make sense of the new market and the local 
clients.   
 
Barriers  
As Burtcorp is primarily performing direct sales to the clients in the USA without the 
need to open up an office or hiring new staff the challenges between performing business 
in New York versus in Sweden does not according to Andreas differ that much. One can 
quickly fly between Stockholm and New York, and it does not differ that much in 
comparison to travels between Stockholm and Gothenburg. A minor issue that Andreas 
however discussed is the physical distance and the different time zones between the 
countries that make networking and the maintenance of relationships more difficult. It 
can be hard to schedule several different meetings with both new and present clients as 
well as with other contacts in the same trip, and it can, therefore, lead to a lot of travelling 
back and forwards which is both very time and financially consuming. Another difficulty 
that Andreas describe is the bureaucracy with the complex administrative and visa 
requirements in the USA. The bureaucracy in the USA is much more complicated than 
the Swedish, and it requires more effort and knowledge, cost more money and takes more 
time. Even though it is not seen as a barrier against performing business in the country, it 
automatically makes it more difficult. Andreas further described that there are other 
differences between the countries, such as culturally, that the people behave differently 
and the companies are more significant than the Swedish ones. However, as Burtcorp is 
a software company and that online advertisement does not differ that much between the 
countries the differences do not affect them to a large extent. 
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5. Analysis  
In this chapter, the collected empirical data will be connected and analysed with the help 
of the theoretical framework. Similarities and differences between the study´s findings 
and the previous theories and literature will be discussed and examined. The analysis 
section is structured and divided into the research´s main themes; internationalization, 
drivers and conclusively, barriers.  
 
5.1 Internationalization 
Market selection and speed of internationalization 
According to the Uppsala model, firms tend to slowly begin their international expansion 
with low commitment to geographically close markets, and incrementally increase the 
international commitment as they gain market knowledge and access networks in order 
to reduce the level of uncertainty (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). However, according to the 
empirical findings in this study, none of the AI firms has chosen to expand to 
geographically close Scandinavian countries as a first market as the theory would suggest 
except from one company that has received a customer from Norway. Additionally, none 
of them internationalized slowly, as they all reached for international markets either from 
inception, or within a few years after founding, which instead can be related to 
international new ventures theory by Knight and Cavusgil (2004). However, two of the 
companies expanded to relatively close European countries, such as the UK, as a spring 
board to grow and increase the value of the company and also to gain knowledge before 
they tried to reach their goal market, which is the USA. This behaviour can partly be 
compared to how Johanson and Vahlne (1977) describe how firms incrementally learn 
and grow before further expansion to reduce uncertainty, but as the AI firms´ potential 
customers are not primarily located in the Scandinavian countries, one can notice that 
they successively expanded to larger, but still relatively psychic and geographic close 
countries, such as the UK and the Netherlands instead. The firms Actimate and Burtcorp 
did however expand into the American market right away without any incremental 
learning, which correlates more with the rapid behaviour in the born global and 
international new venture firms described by Knight and Cavusgil (2004) and Oviatt and 
McDougall (1994).  
 
Even though all of the companies have pursued rapid internationalization, most of the 
firms are clearly rather geographically focused with stable operations in only one or a few 
countries, hence, partly lack the complete global outlook that the born global theory 
suggest (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004). A common pattern in their behaviour are that the 
firms tend to rapidly internationalize, but that they in the same time primarily focus on 
the markets were their product and service has the most potential for development, growth 
and large profits. The majority of the firms appears, for example, to expand into large and 
technological clustered cities such as London, New York, Los Angeles or San Francisco. 
This can be analysed as a strategic path to become acknowledged as a front-runner in the 
emerging technology industry and gain important industry knowledge, develop, reach for 
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the big clients and maximize profit. The markets of choice can also be argued to be leaders 
regarding the awareness of the revolutionary benefits associated with the technology that 
Makridakis (2017) describe, as the firms perceive these locations to have most potential 
for expansion. Additionally, all of the firms acknowledged that the international market 
naturally pushed them towards rapid internationalization as there are too much potential 
overseas that they simply cannot neglect. This is supported by Hagen, Denicolai and 
Zuccella (2014) who state that highly innovative high-tech firms need an integrated rapid 
internationalization strategy to grow and fully reap from the firms’ potential, which again 
makes traditional internationalization theories less applicable to the majority of the AI 
firms. Additionally, according to the empirical findings, all of the firms, except Actimate, 
had an international urge and mind-set right away, which is a key characteristic of the 
innovative born global and international new ventures (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Oviatt 
& McDougall, 1994).  
 
It is difficult to find a pattern of the AI firms international behaviour regarding choice of 
market and speed of entry, as Burtcorp concentrated only on New York from inception, 
Emerse and NowInteract displayed similar behaviour with expansion to large European 
cities and thereafter USA, and Actimate internationalized to San Francisco after only two 
years. Several of the firms described how they have large international clients with 
infrastructure all over the world, but that they strategically reach them from their chosen 
international location as they tend to have their headquarters there. Their behaviour is in 
accordance with international new venture theories where the firms tend to have an early 
international outlook and as they want to make significant profit in multiple countries 
(Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). Additionally, as the firm Refinds´ products are more niched 
than the other companies’, they are required to seek opportunities in as many countries as 
possible to succeed, while the other companies’ clients are instead located in clusters in 
big modern cities. Knight and Cavusgil (1996) and Onetti et al. (2012) additionally 
explained how young high-tech based firms are very likely to be affected by the 
globalization of the world with advances in communication and process technologies and 
the increasing trend towards global networks. This is undoubtedly mirrored in the 
findings as one can notice that all firms has largely been influenced and affected by the 
technological, globalized and international environment. The strategy behind the choice 
of country and speed of internationalization can therefore conclusively be argued to not 
be a question of uncertainty avoidance or as a learning process, but instead as a matter of 
global market force pushing the AI firms towards the potential market where profit is 
located in a rapid manner. All of the firms therefore correlate particularly with Oviatt & 
McDougall´s (2005, p.540) definition of international entrepreneurship: “the discovery, 
enactment, and exploitation of opportunities – across national borders – to create future 
goods and services”.  
 
Choice of entry mode 
The Uppsala model further suggest that firms begin with limited commitment in the 
foreign market with trade-based international activity, to thereafter export through a 
contractual subsidiary mode and conclusively invest in an own facility (Johanson & 
Vahlne, 1977). However, regarding the choice of market entry mode, the empirical 
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findings display a diverse behaviour in the AI firms’ international choices. Refind and 
Burtcorp pursued trade-based internationalization, Actimate used a contractual entry 
mode, while Emerse and NowInteract chose to pursue full investment modes in the 
different countries. It is therefore clear that the AI firms’ behaviour is not fully applicable 
to the theories that suggests that firms tend to pursue trade-based entry to geographically 
and psychical close markets first as they lack tangible resources and as they want to 
minimize uncertainty (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Knight & Cavusgil, 2004).  
 
Bürgel and Murray (2000) discussed that the customisation of the product, the required 
after-sales support, newness, innovativeness of a technology and the existing domestic 
sales mode affect the firms further international entry mode, which can likewise be seen 
in the empirical results in this dissertation. A clear pattern that can be noticed in this 
research, is that the firms’ nature of the existing sales mode, such as level of service, 
system selling, the innovativeness and the required physical presence is of high 
importance regarding choice of international entry mode in addition to level of risk, 
commitment and control which is suggested by Cavusgil et al. (2013) and Johanson and 
Vahlne (1977). Additionally, the firms access to resources seem to highly affect the 
choice of entry mode and the firms’ internationalization process, as the empirical findings 
present a pattern between external financial investments that has supported the firms’ 
growth and the firms’ international behaviour.  
 
Networks and Psychic distance 
The revised Uppsala model describe how the knowledge of firms and the ability to notice 
opportunities is developed in relationships, and how uncertainty therefore roots in 
outsider-ship of essential networks, and that it will subsequently influence the firms to 
expand to countries where they already have established contacts (Johanson & Vahlne, 
2009). Coviello and Munro (1997) further suggests that the network of a firm is of high 
importance and influence the internationalization process, regarding  the choice of market 
and entry mode. This theory is however not fully supported by the findings in this 
research, as the majority of the companies did not internationalize through existing 
contacts, but rather created their own contacts and proactively and selectively established 
a position in the international market. The firms Actimate and Refind did however to a 
large extent become influenced by external contacts who affected the firms’ choice of 
market and also partly the choice of entry mode. Even though contacts and networks did 
not directly affect the majority of the firms’ choice of market or entry mode, Coviello and 
Munro (1997) further suggest that not only existing networks is of high importance, but 
also the firms’ and the management’s ability to create and maintain new relations. This is 
more in line to the findings in the research as the firms stated that contacts and networks 
are crucial and highly affect the success of the company, however they established their 
own position in a foreign network rather than the opposite. According to the revised 
Uppsala model, the access and ability to establish a position in a foreign network will 
largely affect both the uncertainty in a market and the ability to notice foreign 
opportunities (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). As the majority of the AI firms in a proactive 
manner reached for international contacts it seems as they already had located 
international opportunities and that the potential uncertainty in the market was not a main 
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issue as the theory suggest. A few of the firms did however state that it can be difficult to 
gain market knowledge and detect foreign opportunities, but they solved the issue through 
creating contacts. The empirical findings presented that all of the firms state that networks 
and contacts are important and that a suitable network position will lead to more sales, 
however, as most of the firms made internal decisions regarding the international 
expansion, the networks influence on the firm prior expansion per say can be questioned.  
 
Sousa and Bradley (2006) explained that firms and managers are more likely to initiate 
and pursue international business with countries they perceive as similar to their own with 
a low psychic distance. According to the empirical findings the firms tended to reach for 
developed countries such as the Netherlands, the UK and the USA, as they are perceived 
as being similar to Sweden when it comes to business operations, level of development 
and has similar modern values, but at the same time has more potential for the technology 
with large clients and larger profits than Sweden. Whether the choice of market was a 
reaction to reduce the psychic distance is however questionable. All of the companies 
tended to follow the market force and reach for the countries which they and the industry 
perceived as having the highest potential for AI, which can partly be seen as a broad way 
to reduce uncertainty through reaching for similar markets with high growth potential. 
One can also notice that all of the AI firms unconsciously minimized the psychic distance 
towards markets through networking to gain knowledge, and automatically reduced 
uncertainty internally.  
 
5.2 Drivers 
Johanson and Vahlne (1977) describe that a main factor for firms to internationalize is 
with the intention to create long-term profit and growth. Kyläheiko et al. (2011) 
additionally describe how firms grow either by innovation and launching new products, 
or through internationalization with the aim to attract more customers, or a mix of them 
both. As all of the firms in this research are young and with an already highly innovative 
technology as their core business, one can notice that they have all chosen to mainly grow 
through international expansion rather than through developing further innovations. The 
global AI technology is however constantly and rapidly developing and several of the 
firms mentioned that they need to regularly develop and adjust the business to keep the 
technology updated to stay competitive on the international market. A pattern in the 
findings is therefore that the firms already obtained a highly innovative technological 
product, and that they therefore needed to internationalize as they wanted to grow  
(Kyläheiko et al. 2011). However, the intention to achieve long-term profit and growth 
was not the primary driver for all firms, as the majority of the companies internationalized 
as they also perceived the Swedish market as being too small. Bell (1995) describe for 
example that industry-specific factors such as a saturated home market can have a 
substantial effect and influence the internationalization process, and the findings of this 
dissertation undoubtedly support the statement. It is believed that the Swedish market is 
limited due to the advanced and niched products the companies offer and as the firms 
main clients are large-scale organisations, thus making the customer base quite small. 
Some of the firms did however perceive that the Swedish market had a lot of potential, 
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which gave them other reasons for their international expansion. Several of the companies 
did also mention that they have noticed that their potential customer base is growing both 
internationally and in Sweden as the society and the firms are starting to acknowledge 
and accept the benefits that come with the technology. It is further noticed that the AI 
technology can be seen as an emerging trend that is growing on a global scale, and that 
an internationalization motive for the firms therefore is to reach for the markets where the 
trend is particularly thriving to be able to gain knowledge, develop and rapidly reap from 
the growing potential.  
 
Additionally, the entrepreneurs global and international vision is together with previous 
international experience acknowledged as tremendous drivers for internationalization 
(Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). This is also supported by Bell (1995), who explains that an 
entrepreneur's previous experience and their continuous search for suppliers and contacts 
abroad is another driver for internationalization. This is reinforced by the findings of the 
dissertation, as it was always the management and the entrepreneurs’ actions and desires 
that made them reach across the borders and internationalize even though it might not 
have been the main plan from the beginning for all firms. In addition to the management 
vision, skill and knowledge of how to internationalize, the ability to notice opportunities 
is according to Johanson and Vahlne (2009) another influence towards 
internationalization. The empirical findings support the theory fully; however, the 
companies were able to detect opportunities in dissimilar ways. One of the companies 
received so much international interest that they felt that they had to grasp the opportunity 
and internationalize, while other companies instead proactively and skilfully promoted 
themselves through networking, attended different international fairs and tried to detect 
international opportunities through word of mouth. It is clear that every one of these 
companies felt the international market pressure of staying competitive and succeed, and 
that they handled it through both creating their own opportunities, and through grasping 
serendipitous arising opportunities in order to obtain a greater international market share.  
Hagen, Denicolai and Zuccella (2014) describe that the new economic landscape and the 
interconnected world is reshaping the innovative market, where the discovery and 
enactment of opportunities, the creation of value propositions and the capacity to mobilize 
resources need to be managed on a global scale for the firms to become and stay 
competitive. This is fully supported according to the findings, where all firms described 
how it was necessary for them to reach for, and act on, international opportunities to grow 
and stay competitive.   
 
According to Crick and Spence (2005), another main trigger towards internationalization 
is network related motives such as the use of existing networks, relationships and 
contacts. This is partly supported by the findings, as some of the firms explained that they 
first noticed international opportunities, and then rather strategically created their own 
contacts and established a suitable position in a foreign network by own force. Another 
firm however described how they already obtained international contacts, which made 
the expansion natural and easy, while for example the internationalization for the firm 
Actimate was highly triggered and influenced by external contacts. All of the firms did 
however state that the firms' network and their relations affect the business's future 
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success to a large extent as they lead to effective word-of-mouth marketing and provide 
with support and help in many ways. It was often thanks to their existing network and the 
continuous acquiring of new contacts that kept providing the companies with new 
customers, and one can therefore argue that an extensive network is a key driver and a 
great help when a company perform international business. A final driver that has 
influenced and supported several of the firms international expansions, is the acquirement 
of external financial investments. External investments has strengthened the companies 
value and supported the firms growth both regarding technological development and 
international expansion which is in accordance with Kafouros et al. (2008) discussion 
regarding how firms innovate and internationalize to grow and gain value.  
 
5.3 Barriers 
According to the Uppsala model by Johanson and Vahlne (1977), the perceived psychic 
distance is seen as a main barrier against internationalization. Sousa and Bradley (2006) 
further explained that it is the individual manager or entrepreneurs´ perceived psychic 
distance and also other differences between the countries, such as culture, that affects the 
firms´ behaviour. The managers' uncertainty avoidance behaviour can therefore be seen 
as a main barrier as it largely affects the entire company’s internationalization process 
regarding both choices of country and entry mode (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). To 
successively reduce the psychic distance the company will according to the theory 
carefully expand to access networks and gain knowledge to avoid uncertainty and reduce 
risks in the internationalization process (Ibid). This is somewhat supported by the findings 
of this study as two of the companies strategically expanded to geographically close 
countries first in order to grow, gain knowledge and prepare for an internationalization 
strategy to the more distant USA. Actimate however pursued a contractual mode together 
with another firm to benefit from their market knowledge, which seems to have reduced 
their psychic distance towards the market, and in addition, it appears as Burtcorp and 
Refind were the least affected by the perceived psychic distance which can be due to their 
low-risk trade-based entry mode. The majority of the AI firms stated that large, modern 
and tech- and media concentrated cities are the most important markets to reach for, and 
even though they state that there are some differences between the countries and the way 
of doing business, one can notice that their perceived psychic distance towards these 
markets are minor and that it also decreased through networking. One explanation for this 
could be as Sweden is also perceived as a developed country and as one of the front-
runners regarding high technology, except that it is a small and limited market.  
 
Another main issue that hinders internationalization according to Johanson and Vahlne 
(1977) is the lack of tangible and intangible resources. According to Oviatt and 
McDougall (1994) and Knight and Cavusgil (2004), it is noticed that especially 
entrepreneurs and young firms often possess intangible resources such as knowledge of 
operations and how to internationalize, but instead lack financial and human resources. If 
the entrepreneur behind the company lack aspirations to internationalize or lack the 
knowledge of how to, the expansion of the firms will naturally become affected. The 
empirical finding in this dissertation presented mixed results regarding the level of 
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resources and their effect on the international expansion. The majority of the firms had 
an aspiration to be international from founding, and most of them already had prior 
international knowledge before expansion, which display that this was not a barrier 
against internationalization for the firms, rather a motive. However, one can also detect 
that they more importantly successively learned and developed with time even though 
they aggressively internationalized. Additionally, all of the companies pointed out that 
they lacked tangible resources such as human resources and in some cases financial 
resources which correlate with Oviatt and McDougall’s (1994) description of INV firms. 
Several of the firms also discussed the lack of intangible resources such as lack of market 
knowledge that can lead to difficulties in identifying foreign customers and opportunities. 
A main challenge for entrepreneurs leading small high-tech firms is according to Jones 
(1999) further on to identify foreign relationships and networks that can contribute to the 
knowledge and the development of the firm. Factors of international survival of the firms 
may therefore highly depend on the entrepreneurs ability to identify, establish and manage 
external relationships (Jones, 1999). Based on the findings in this dissertation one can 
notice that the firms solved the problems regarding lack of market knowledge, foreign 
networks and the difficulties to identify foreign opportunities in different ways, but that 
it often grounded in the creation of relationships. The firms did for example employ local 
personnel with local market knowledge and contacts, obtained external investments from 
contacts to grow more rapidly and with more commitment, performed regular business 
trips, planned to adjust the business model into a franchise business or simply by gaining 
knowledge and contacts through extensive networking.  
 
Additionally, Moen and Servais (2002) explained that a lack of unique competitive 
products could affect the internationalization in a bad way. This hinder was not an issue 
for the firms according to the findings as they are all very innovative, based in an 
emerging industry with rapidly growing potential. Several of the firms stated that there 
are a few giants on the market that lead the way, but as they offer more niched and unique 
solutions and more personalized services, they manage to deliver and stay competitive in 
their field, even on an international level.  
 
Oviatt and McDougall (1994) finally describe how external factors such as laws, 
institutional matters and regulations affect international business and that they can be 
perceived as barriers. Leonidou (2004) further adds that there are a number of different 
external issues and procedures that affect firms negatively, such as complicated 
paperwork, unfavourable rules and regulations, trade barriers and high taxes. These 
statements are highly supported by the findings of this thesis as all of the companies have 
expressed difficulties concerning difficult administrative procedures, challenging trade 
rules and paperwork. The firms acknowledged that it was particularly challenging to 
expand into, or perform business with the USA, as they have one of the most complex 
administrative and legal requirements to go through to be able to perform business there. 
However, even though the procedures were complicated and required more effort and 
resources, one can notice that they did not hinder internationalization or the choice of 
market for the firms. The majority of the firms stated that especially the USA is a too 
important market to neglect if they want to grow as a tech company and that they therefore 
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needed to adjust. However, as Actimate choose to enter through a contractual mode, they 
avoided the majority of the required difficult procedures and entry barriers. Burtcorp and 
Refind solved the issue by extensive networking and through performing international 
sales actions and thereafter pursue trade-based export from Sweden, while Emerse and 
NowInteract chose to invest fully in the market and therefore face the procedures. It is 
clear that the barriers and the difficulties that the firms are encountering do not entirely 
constrain their international expansion, but instead rather make them more adjustable and 
innovative as they need to find solutions to tackle the issues. How the firm chooses to 
handle the difficulties can further be argued as highly dependent on the specific firms’ 
and the entrepreneurs vision, its resources, and that it is further dependent on the market 
force within the firms’ specific industry.  
 
 

6. Conclusion 
In this chapter, conclusions will be drawn and the study´s research questions will be 
answered derived from the previous analysis chapter. The theoretical and practical 
implications will thereafter be discussed and explained, followed by limitations and 
suggestions for future research.  
 
6.1 Answering the research questions 
The rapid development of technology in the world that has contributed with countless of 
ground-breaking innovations, resulting in economic growth and an increasing amount of 
global interactions between countries cannot go unnoticed. The next emerging technology 
that is said to again completely revolutionize the society and fundamentally transform the 
world of business is the technology of artificial intelligence. An increasing amount of 
entrepreneurs are noticing and seizing the growing opportunities associated with the 
technology, but as the technology is highly innovative and is still in the emerging stage, 
the growth, success and survival of the young firms may therefore lie in their ability to 
reach for international markets. As the development, success and survival is of high 
importance for both the firms, but also for the country and the society, the purpose of this 
study has been to investigate the Swedish AI industry and the firms international 
behaviour to get an insight, gain a deeper understanding and find patterns of  difficulties 
and opportunities that the firms encounter and how it affect their expansion.  
 
Consequently, the study has been conducted with the aim to answer the following 
research question: (RQ:1) How do Swedish Artificial Intelligence SME firms 
internationalize? With the following two sub-questions: (RQ:2) What are the barriers 
and drivers affecting the internationalization process of the Swedish Artificial 
Intelligence firms? (RQ:3) How do the barriers and drivers affect the Swedish Artificial 
Intelligence firms internationalization process?  
 
(1) The first research question aims to analyse how the Swedish AI SME firms 
internationalize and their behaviour regarding market selection, speed of 
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internationalization and market entry mode. First of all, regarding the AI firms’ country 
of choice when expanding to international market, the study has detected a diverse 
behaviour. However, it is clear that firms in the industry do not tend to begin their 
international expansion to geographically and perceivably close countries, as they instead 
tend to reach for more significant markets with large clustered growth potential such as 
London, New York, LA or San Francisco. The answer behind the choices can be argued 
to be that they offer highly innovative solutions within an emerging industry. It therefore 
makes them required to strategically aim for where the opportunities are and the most 
suitable market for their solution to be able to maximize profit, which automatically made 
perceivably safer and geographic close countries not an option as they also have less 
opportunities. The findings have furthermore observed that the choice of market is also 
dependent on the domestic operations and the specific firms features, such as whether the 
firm offer a service, whether the firms offer a physical product and can perform trade-
based selling, or if the firm mainly offer technological online-solutions and perform sales 
activities abroad. This is also in line with previous literature as the reason behind the 
differences display that the domestic operation largely affect the further expansion, and 
the main reason for the differences within the AI industry can be explained as the 
technology is very diverse, containing several different sub-industries with a variety of 
different international opportunities. The choice of market for the AI firms can 
conclusively either be seen as a strategic choice to reach for the large potential profit, but 
in other cases as a reactive behaviour to seize international opportunities that arise.  
 
Additionally, the findings present that the firms tend to rapidly reach for international 
markets, as they all had an international approach either from inception or after only a 
few years after founding which is highly in line with literature regarding innovative high-
tech SMEs.  Regarding the market entry modes, the firm again display a variation in their 
behaviour, as both trade-based entry mode, contractual and full investment modes were 
pursued. The choice of entry mode was again highly dependent of the characteristics of 
the firm and their product, but also the managerial mind-set and the level of resources the 
firm obtained. The choices can therefore partly be described as a strategically chosen 
entry mode that the manager selected based on the firms product and resources. 
Additionally, even though the AI firms offer high-tech solutions that often can be 
transferable online they tend to prefer to also have a physical presence on the foreign 
market to be able to meet clients psychically and create networks, which led to full 
investment modes, regular business trips, or to an expansion through a contractual mode. 
A physical presence when performing sales actions and when creating contacts and 
relationships in the foreign market is clearly of high importance for the firms, which also 
seems to be a central answer behind their success. The dissertation has consequently 
observed a mutual activity that the AI firms and entrepreneurs pursue when they want to 
reach for foreign markets. They use their entrepreneurial skills and capabilities to 
strategically and intensively network to create contacts, as a way to gain clients, support 
and knowledge, and as it is a natural way to promote the business further through word-
of-mouth. Further international customers did additionally often originate from already 
created contacts, which highlights the importance even further. The importance of 
contacts in the internationalization process is in line with previous literature, however, 
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for the AI firms it was not a matter of using existing contacts or reaching for the countries 
where they already had contacts, but that they instead tended to make strategic decisions 
and subsequently created or received new business contacts that were valuable in the 
future.  
 
(2) The second research question investigates the Swedish AI firms international 
expansions on a deeper level through observing what barriers and drivers that are 
influencing the process, and whether industry-specific factors can be found. Regarding 
the drivers towards internationalization, it has been discovered that one can divide the 
drivers into two sub-fields, as there are both drivers that push and motivate the firm to 
become international, but also drivers that instead rather enables the expansion and make 
the process easier. Regarding the drivers that have motivated the firms to expand, the 
study has found basic drivers such as profit and growth motives as well as managerial 
drive and international vision are essential and the basis for internationalization of the 
majority of the firms. These drivers can however be seen as rather general in comparison 
to other high-tech SME, and therefore not particularly AI specific, but that they are 
nonetheless very important. The Swedish market has further on been seen as too small, 
having limited growth potential for their niched and competitive solutions and that the 
firms therefore needed to expand across borders to increase profit an fully benefit from 
their innovative solution. A perceived limited domestic market is a common trait for 
numerous of firms within several different industries in several different countries. 
However, considering that AI firms in Sweden perceive their domestic market as too 
limited for their solutions can be argued as a AI specific driver for internationalization 
for only the Swedish AI firms. The limited domestic market was however not always the 
reason, as the study also located that interest and request from foreign companies and 
customers drove firms abroad, and that an international presence is necessary for the firms 
to be competitive. An important and AI specific driver that this dissertation therefore has 
observed is that there is a growing market force and an international pressure that is 
naturally pushing all of the AI companies towards international expansion. That the 
technology is rapidly emerging and gaining a global interest can be an answer to the 
perceived  market force, and even though the trend is AI specific, it can also be described 
with the help of previous literature as the growth of global niche trends in combination 
with an international market demand. Another driver that push the firms to invest in 
foreign operations are external investments that support the firms to grow rapidly, which 
again can be explained is due to the rapidly growing interest in the AI technology on a 
global scale. Drivers that are not directly pushing the firm to internationalize, but are 
instead influencing and supporting in other ways are factors such as the ability to create 
contacts and establish a position in networks, the ability to create or notice foreign 
opportunities, the firms resources and previous international experience. Even though 
they are rather general, these firm and manager characteristics can be seen as very 
important issues for the AI firms as they are operating in a new, emerging and upcoming 
industry with a lot of uncertainty and increasing opportunities to be grabbed. The factors 
can therefore be argued to largely affect whether the firm will seize the international 
opportunities with success or not. 
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Regarding the barriers, the dissertation has detected a mixture of both general and more 
specific obstacles against internationalization that the Swedish AI firms encounter. 
However, it has also been noticed that several of the traditional barriers that are supposed 
to restrain the SMEs are not applicable to the same extent in the AI industry. The lack of 
financial resources are for example commonly seen as a barrier that is constraining 
international expansion, but this was however not the case for the firms within the AI 
industry as it was instead seen a driver. This can be argued as a highly AI specific trait, 
as it is also observed that the technology is rapidly emerging and is changing the world 
of business, which is automatically increasing the desire for external stakeholders to 
invest and benefit from the firms' future growth. A highly competitive international 
market is further on often seen as a barrier for SME firms to reach for and succeed on 
new markets, but according to the findings, all of the AI firms were highly innovative, 
with unique solutions in a rapidly emerging tech industry, and that the competition on the 
Swedish, nor the international market were seen as a barrier, rather as a driver. One can 
conclude that the combination of their high-tech innovation that gives them a competitive 
advantage, both on the domestic and international market, subsequently lead to a search 
for opportunities in foreign countries as the domestic opportunities for the AI innovations 
are limited. However, according to the findings, resistance and difficulties to obtain new 
clients could be seen as an issue, which can be explained to be due to the newness of the 
technology, Additionally, direct barriers that have been located as industry-specific are a 
few technological requirements and restrictions hindering their expansion to 
internationalize to a few specific countries, but it was also found that the issue is 
insignificant. The reason why they seem to be insignificant for the firms is that there are 
more important and profitable markets to internationalize to. The thesis also detected that 
the firms encountered more general barriers against internationalization, such as 
exhaustive administrative and legal procedures, differences and distances between the 
markets, lack of personnel and market knowledge, lack of time, lack of contacts and 
difficulties to identify foreign customers and opportunities. These were however not seen 
as barriers against internationalization, rather difficulties. It was however necessary for 
the firm and manager to deal with the difficulties to be able to internationalize with 
success.  
 
(3) The third research question naturally followed the previous question to gain an even 
deeper understanding and explain how the encountered drivers and barriers influence the 
internationalization process of the Swedish AI firms. As the basic main drivers for the 
firms were to increase profit and growth, in combination with a strong managerial 
international urge, one can notice that the motives influenced the firms to reach for the 
most important markets with the most substantial growth and profit potential for the 
niched technology instead of selecting safer, geographically close, but perceivably  less 
profitable markets. As they are all front-runners in the technology, their entrepreneurial 
skills and urge to grow detected the geographic locations where the knowledge of the 
technology and the most opportunities are clustered. However, the managerial urge to 
grow did not only influence the firms to search for the most suitable and profitable market 
proactively, but it was also an enabler that pushed them to capture serendipitous 
international opportunities that arose. The driver where the firms perceived the Swedish 
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market as being too small and limited for them to grow in the speed they wanted to, 
profoundly influenced them to reach for international markets more rapidly. Financial 
recourses and external investments were other factors that appeared to push the firms' 
internationalization in different ways. The thesis located three different versions that 
explain how the financial resources influenced the different firms towards their 
international expansion. The first version regards when a firm has limited financial 
resources, which force them to reach for international customers to survive and grow 
which made the customers country of less importance. The second version of resource 
restriction influenced the firm to, in a more risk-aversive way, cooperate through 
contractual modes with foreign firms that wanted to invest and benefit from the idea, 
which made the country of choice more dependent on the investors' location. Finally, 
when the firms instead either had sufficient resources or received external investments, 
they extensively invested quickly in the markets that they perceived having a high 
potential for large profit and growth.  
 
Most of the barriers revealed in this dissertation can be seen as rather general according 
to theories, such as exhaustive administrative and legal procedures, differences and 
geographic distances between countries, limit of resources, lack of foreign market 
knowledge, lack of contacts and difficulties to identify foreign opportunities. However, 
even though they affected the internationalization process of the firms, they were seen as 
moderate, easy handled and overcome by resilient drivers such as a strong managerial 
international vision, growth goals and the limited domestic market, in combination with 
enablers such as the ability to network and gain knowledge from contacts and also the 
ability to cope with uncertainty. Regarding lack of knowledge and risk-aversive 
behaviour of the firms, it was not observed as a barrier, but rather that it partly affected 
the firms' international decision regarding commitment to the market in terms of choice 
of entry mode in combination to the choice of country. Nonetheless, all of the firms 
internationalized rapidly at either inception or after only a few years, which makes it clear 
that there are more drivers than barriers affecting the industry. The combination of an 
international and technological interconnecting market force, the emerging external 
global interest in the AI technology, a limited domestic market and the entrepreneurs 
opportunistic, growth-seeking and international mind-set influence the firms to 
internationalize rapidly. A further observation is that the firms tend to want to be 
psychically present on the foreign market, which can be explained is due to the newness 
of the technology which might lead to client resistance if everything is handled online. 
This is observed to lead to larger commitment to a specific market regarding both 
investment or networking actions to be able to be physically present. A final and 
important shared pattern of how the AI firms and entrepreneurs conclusively reacted to 
and overcame several of the barriers was observed to be through extensive networking 
and through the creation of both domestic and international relationships that supported 
them in the internationalization process and their future operations. 
 
The final summarized conclusion to this thesis is therefore that the internationalization of 
the Swedish SME AI firms differ, and that it is primarily affected by the characteristics 
of the firm and their product, the sub-AI-industry they are operating in, the specific 
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market demand with emerging opportunities, the level of resources the firm obtain, and 
finally, the managerial mind-set. Furthermore, even though there are barriers and 
difficulties against internationalization in the industry, the combination of the firms, the 
managers and the environment´s more resilient drivers conclusively influence the firms 
to seize the opportunities and reach across borders in one way or another. The 
entrepreneurs' ability to create contacts and establish positions in networks was however 
the main solution to overcome barriers. 
 
6.2 Theoretical implications 
The artificial intelligence industry is undoubtedly emerging and is said to revolutionize 
the society, the world economy and the world of business in many ways. However, since 
the technology has been evolving and emerged so rapidly over the past years, research in 
the industry is insufficient. This dissertation therefore strived to investigate and contribute 
with a deeper understanding of specifically the Swedish AI industry, the firms' 
international behaviour with their potential success or failures, through studying how they 
internationalize, what drivers and barriers they encounter and how they influence the 
process of expansion.  
 
The findings of this study demonstrate that the AI SME firms international pattern is 
somewhat alike high-tech SMEs as they are both profoundly affected by the international 
environment, technology and the interconnecting development in the society. The 
patterns are also similar regarding both speed of internationalization, the characteristics 
of the firms, the managerial traits, the reaction to the environment and also regarding the 
general drivers and barriers they encounter. However, this study also identified specific 
factors that differed and can be seen as rather specific for the Swedish AI firms. The study 
has observed and confirmed the growing interest in the AI technology, as external 
investment and international interest largely influence and make the firms within this 
specific sector grow internationally. The study has also observed that the level of the 
newness of the AI technology affects the degree of required physical presence on the 
foreign market as they need to gain trust and clients in a way that is not highlighted in 
previous literature. This thesis further on enhances the importance and the need for 
personal contacts and strong relations between firm and customer, thus highlighting and 
concurring with previous theories and literature that states that the ability to create 
contacts, relationships and establish a position in a foreign network is one of the main 
factors towards international success. 
 
6.3 Practical implications and recommendations 
This thesis findings enhance the observation that the global interest in the artificial 
intelligence technology is accumulating. Through investigating the Swedish AI firms 
internationalization process, with the drivers and barriers they encounter and in what way 
they have affected the firm, the thesis contributes with valuable insight to the industry in 
terms of potential issues, opportunities and also what resolutions to take. It has been 
observed that there is a lot of growth potential in the industry, both domestically and 
internationally, and an increasing amount of vast opportunities on a global scale is 
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emerging, only to be grabbed by firms, entrepreneurs and investors. All the firms in the 
study noticed the growing opportunities and therefore had an opportunistic attitude 
towards the technology and internationalization, and they all perceived international 
expansion as a natural and necessary way to grow and be competitive. One could also 
observe that all firms faced a variety of barriers, however, as the drivers were stronger 
and as they all perceived the international market as too important to be able to neglect 
they decided to face and solve the barriers in different ways. 
 
The final recommendations for Swedish SME AI firms and the entrepreneurs are 
therefore, based on the findings, to actively and extensively network to create valuable 
contacts and also to acquire knowledge from other experienced firms. Through 
networking, they can easier obtain important market knowledge, detect foreign 
opportunities, gain customers, handle difficulties and attract external investors that can 
help the company to grow and succeed. Another recommendation for firms and 
entrepreneurs within the industry is to reach for the market with the highest potential for 
development, learning and growth, instead of successively and slowly expanding to 
perceivably safer and closer countries. As the innovative AI market is rapidly changing it 
is important to capture the opportunities on the market, and if the firm lack resources or 
contacts, a suggestion is to be innovative, flexible and adapt the internationalization 
strategy to still be able to reap from the growing opportunities fully. 
 
6.4 Limitations 
During the process of the study, some limitations that have affected the research and the 
ability to answer the research questions have been noticed. First of all, due to the newness, 
the continually developing technology and the lack of a mutual definition of the concept, 
the question regarding what counts as an AI firm can be questioned. As the thesis aimed 
to investigate the Swedish SME firms within the artificial intelligence industry that were 
active in the international market, considerations regarding different segments within the 
technology were not made. When conducting the interviews with firms from various 
fields and sub-segments within the artificial intelligence sector, it was observed that the 
AI concept is comprehensive and the technology can be used in many ways. As the firms 
were somewhat dissimilar, offering both psychical machines, services and online 
solutions they inevitably displayed dissimilar international behaviour and also partly 
encountered the same drivers and barriers. This made the generalization of the firms 
within the broad concept AI challenging. Another limitation was that the firms in the 
thesis were of different age and size, where both relatively new founded with only a few 
employees, and also more established firms with a more extensive set of employees were 
interviewed as long as they were SMEs. This also mirrored in the matureness and level 
of commitment in their international expansion. Finally, this thesis did only focus on how 
Swedish AI firms internationalize and what drivers and barriers that have influenced the 
process. The finding can therefore only marginally contribute to the perspective of other 
markets or other similar industries. 
 



  
 

 
 
 

58 

6.5 Suggestions for future research  
Since the field of research regarding the internationalization of firms within the artificial 
intelligence industry is very limited, the possibilities for future research on the topic is 
prominent. Many potential areas could be exciting to investigate further, however, based 
on the discussed limitations in this study a few suggestions for specific further research 
are identified: 
 

1. To investigate the international behaviour and influencing factors of firms within 
a specific sub-industry within the artificial intelligence technology.     
Since there are several different sub-industries within the field of AI, such as ad-
tech, education, service, media/content, manufacturing or finance, it would be 
interesting and beneficial to investigate specific industries on a more in-depth 
level to gain a better and more precise understanding of their experience.   
 

2. To investigate AI firms from other nations than Sweden, their internationalization 
process and the drivers and barriers they encounter.  
Through investigating the experience of AI firms from for example Norway, 
Germany, UK or the USA, it would contribute with valuable insights where one 
can compare and potentially locate specific differences and similarities between 
markets to conclusively detect potential patterns of issues or opportunities. 
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Appendices  
 
Appendix A - Interview guide  
 
Introduction: 
 
1. Do you wish you answers to be anonymous? 
 
2. Introduction to the company 

• Can you describe the company? What is the firms main product/service/core 
activities? When was the firm founded? How many employees? Etc. 

 
3. Introduction to the respondent 

• Can you introduce yourself? What is your position? How long have you 
been with the company? What is your international experience? Etc. 

 
Internationalization: 
 
4. What markets are you currently active in? 

• In what order did you expand to the different countries?  
• Why did you decide on the initial market? (And the rest?) 
• How long time after founding did you internationalize to the different 

markets?  
 
5. What mode of entry did you choose when expanding to the first country?  

• Why did you choose this mode?  
• Did you use the same strategy to the other markets? (If they are located in 

more countries) 
• Are you planning on using the same mode in the future? (If they are 

planning on expanding)  
• If you could have changed the strategy, what would you have done 

differently? 
 
6. How important do you consider previous international experience was in the 
internationalization process? 

• Do you feel like you had enough knowledge about the market/process prior 
expansion? 

 
7. How fierce do you consider the competition on the international AI market is?  
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Drivers of internationalization: 
 
8. What main factors drove the company to expand internationally in the first place? 
 
9.  Did the factors affect the choice of market and entry mode?  
 
10. (What factors influenced further expansion? Was it the same as the first time?) 
  
11. Did relationships with other domestic/international actors influence the expansion / 
give support in the process?  

• The first market? (The other?) 
 
Barriers of internationalization: 
 
12. Did you encounter any obstacles in the internationalization process?   

• What obstacles affected the firms the most? 
• Did you face same or different obstacles in the different countries? 

 
13. What did you do to manage the obstacles?  
 
14. Did the obstacles affect the choice of market and entry mode? If so, how and why? 
 
15. Did differences between the countries affect the international expansion? 
 
Other: 
 
16. How do you think the international market for Artificial Industry will change in the 
future? 
 
17. Is there anything you would like to add to the subject?  
 
 
 
 
 


