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Abstract 

Globalisation has challenged small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to internationalise. 

Consequently, the academic world produced extensive publications on how SMEs approach 

the internationalisation process and what inhibits their export-based expansion.  However, 

during the last decade, growing attention towards sustainability led to the creation of a new 

form of entrepreneurial organisation: social enterprises. Social enterprises combine an 

economic goal with the objective to generate a positive impact on society, focusing on social 

inclusion or environmental issues.  

 

The purpose of this study is to investigate if internationalisation theories on SMEs and on 

export inhibitors apply to social enterprises. The problem has been investigated by conducting 

a qualitative content analysis of interviews with C-level managers of social enterprises, with a 

social or environmental focus. The research contributed to validate the applicability of four 

internationalisation models to social enterprises. The results show a correlation between 

business and internationalisation maturity and the influence of the social purpose on social 

enterprises' internationalisation. Hence, theoretical shortcomings that need to be addressed 

have been identified. Lastly, the study found that social enterprises are subject to the same 

export barriers of SMEs.  

 

The research has been carried in collaboration with Oscar Ohlström, from Stockholm 

University (SU). Hence, two master thesis reports have been produced. The first is the 

following one and, the second has been published under the title of "Internationalizing For-

Profit Social Enterprise”. Some sections of the documents have been co-written and, they are 

present in both reports. 
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Sammanfattning 

Globaliseringen har utmanat små och medelstora företag (SME) att internationalisera. 

Följaktligen producerade den akademiska världen omfattande publikationer om hur små och 

medelstora företag närmar sig internationaliseringsprocessen och vad som hämmar sin 

exportbaserade expansion. Under det senaste årtiondet har dock ökad uppmärksamhet mot 

hållbarhet skapat en ny form av entreprenörsorganisation: sociala företag. Sociala företag 

kombinerar ett ekonomiskt mål med målet att skapa en positiv inverkan på samhället, med 

inriktning på social integration eller miljöfrågor.  

 

Syftet med denna studie är att undersöka om internationaliseringsteorier om små och 

medelstora företag och exporthämmare gäller sociala företag. Problemet har undersökts 

genom att genomföra en kvalitativ innehållsanalys av intervjuer med chefer på C-nivå för 

sociala företag med socialt eller miljömässigt fokus. Forskningen bidrog till att validera 

tillämpligheten av fyra internationaliseringsmodeller till sociala företag. Resultaten visar en 

korrelation mellan mognad för företag eller internationalisering och socialt inflytande på 

socialföretagenas internationalisering. Därför har teoretiska brister som behöver åtgärdas 

identifierats. Slutligen fann studien att sociala företag är föremål för samma exportbarriärer för 

små och medelstora företag. 

 

Forskningen har genomförts i samarbete med Oscar Ohlström, från Stockholms Universitet 

(SU). Därför har två masterprojekt rapporterats. Den första är den följande och den andra har 

publicerats under titeln "Internationalisering för socialt företagande". Vissa delar av 

dokumenten har skrivits samman och de är närvarande i båda rapporterna. 

 

Nyckelord 

Internationalisering, Sociala företag, Hållbar utveckling, Exportbarriärer, Små och medelstora 

företag.  
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1. Introduction 

The introduction Chapter presents the foundation of the research project. In Section 

1.1, the background and the area of investigation are introduced. In Section 1.2, the 

research problem is formulated and, afterwards, the problem formulation and the 

research questions are elaborated in Section 2.3 and 2.4. The Chapter then continues 

by presenting the study delimitations in Section 1.5 and, it is concluded by outlining 

the thesis dispositions in Section 1.6. 

1.1 Background  

The context in which enterprises operate has been evolving steadily since the 

beginning of globalisation (Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2005). Globalisation has been 

described as a force or strategic effort that strive towards the creation of a unique 

single market (Tallman & Fladmoe-Lindquist, 2002) which has created challenges and, 

at the same time, opportunities for any business organisation (Kumar & Liu, 2005; 

Tallman and Fladmoe-Lindquist, 2002). For example, globalisation allows enterprises 

to reach more customers and, consequently, to spread their operational risks on 

different markets (Morgan & Katsikeas, 1997; Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2005; Terpstra 

& Sarathy, 2000). However, at the same time, they are exposed to higher levels of 

competition (Tallman & Fladmoe-Lindquist, 2002; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). Hence, 

as a result of the contextual changes introduced by globalisation, international 

business emerged (Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2005) and, the academic world started to 

investigate how enterprises embrace the internationalisation process (Czinkota & 

Ronkainen, 2005; Ruzzier et al., 2006).  

 

The increasing attention of researchers on internationalisation has led to several 

publications (Coviello & McAuley, 1999; Miesenbock, 1988; Ruzzier et al., 2006). These 

researches analyse the phenomenon under different perspectives (Andersson, 2000; 

Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; McDougall & Oviatt, 2000; Oviatt 

& McDougall, 2005; Pan & David, 2000) and, they explain how and why small & 

medium enterprises (SMEs) and large organisations target foreign markets. One of the 

first internationalisation theories has been elaborated by Johanson & Vahlne (1977) 

and, it became notorious under the name of the Uppsala framework. The Uppsala 

model describes the internationalisation process of enterprises as based on steps, 

through which the commitment in foreign markets increases. Even though successful, 
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the model failed to take into account the role of business relations and networks 

(Coviello & Munro, 1997). Thus, alternative approaches have been developed to 

explain the internationalisation as a result of relationships between firms (Coviello & 

Munro, 1997; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). 

 

While the network- and stage-based models acquired popularity, a third school of 

thoughts described the internationalisation process as a form of entrepreneurship 

(Andersson, 2000; McDougall & Oviatt, 2000; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). The 

entrepreneurship-based internationalisation theories enhance the interaction between 

the entrepreneur, the business organisation and the surrounding environment to 

explain a firm's international expansion (Andersson, 2000; McDougall & Oviatt, 2000; 

Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). The strength of the entrepreneurial internationalisation 

models is that they include multiple levels of analysis (Ruzzier et al., 2006). 

Consequently, they can be adapted to explain the internationalisation of born global 

SMEs (McDougall & Oviatt, 2000; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005), business organisations 

that target foreign markets from inception. Moreover, the academic world did not 

only focus on investigating the drivers and the positive dynamics of 

internationalisation. Instead, it also analysed the different inhibitors that might 

challenge an export-based international expansion (Kahiya, 2018; Leonidou, 1995; 

Leonidou, 2004; Ratten et al., 2007) of SMEs. Therefore, given the number of 

publications on the topic, it is possible to define internationalisation as a mature 

research field.  

 

Globalisation has not been the only force pushing towards market transformations: in 

fact, the last decade has been characterised by a growing focus on sustainable 

development (Fagerberg et al., 2014). Agreements on a global level have been 

undertaken by nations and international organisation to reduce the humankind 

environmental impact and to improve the overall living conditions while promoting 

economic growth (United Nations, 2015a; United Nations, 2015b). Therefore, well-

established industrial organisations adopted Social Corporate Responsibility (CSR) 

strategies to support and promote sustainable development (Doh & Guay, 2006). 

However, the CSR strategies have been criticised because they failed to keep the peace 

with the evolving social issues and to address the increasing expectations for social 

commitment (Zahra et al., 2008). Consequently, a new entrepreneurial phenomenon 

emerged to exploit the opportunity: social entrepreneurship (Mair & Marti, 2006; 

Zahra et al., 2008).   
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Social entrepreneurship has been defined as an approach "in the pursuit of sustainable 

solutions to neglected problems with positive externalities" (Santos, 2012). In this context, 

neglected problems are defined as those problems that would not be prioritised by 

profit-oriented enterprises (Santos, 2012). Sustainable solutions, instead, target issues 

by either addressing their root or by creating a system that continuously acts on the 

problem (Santos, 2012).  Lastly, positive externalities express the generation of value 

for society as a whole, which includes, but not limited to, positive environmental 

impact, improvement of living conditions and enhancement of welfare (Santos, 2012). 

Hence, social entrepreneurship encouraged the formation of a new form of SMEs: the 

social enterprises. 

 

Social enterprises are characterised by a dual mission (Ebrahim and Battilana, 2014). 

As for traditional enterprises, they aim to generate revenue and profit or, in other 

words, to generate economic sustainability. Moreover, social enterprises strive to 

generate a positive impact on society (Ebrahim and Battilana, 2014; Santos, 2012), 

improving environmental or social-inclusion conditions. Thus, social enterprises push 

towards sustainable development (Dacin & Dacin, 2011; Doherty et al., 2014; Santos, 

2012; Zahra et al., 2008) by having a dual value chain (Peredo & McLean, 2006; 

Bellostas et al., 2016; Chell, 2007) with one component that is economic-oriented and 

the other one that is social or environmental-oriented.   

 

Even though social enterprises are a relatively new phenomenon (Alon et al., 2018; 

Santos, 2012; Zahra et al., 2008), their possible contribution towards sustainable 

development has been already acknowledged. For instance, Vinova, the Swedish 

governmental organisation for innovation, has recognised in social enterprises a 

potential solution to achieve sustainable growth (Björk et al., 2014) in the Swedish 

ecosystem. Similarly, researchers highlighted how social enterprises might contribute 

to sustainable development on a global level (Dacin & Dacin, 2011; Doherty et al., 2014; 

Santos, 2012; Zahra et al., 2008) since social enterprises tackle issues that are spread 

worldwide and that are likely to increase during the upcoming years. 

 

Nevertheless, there is a lack of research on the internationalisation dynamics and 

internationalisation inhibitors of social enterprises (Alon et al., 2018; Doherty et al., 

2014; Zahra et al., 2008). As previously introduced, it is possible to identify publication 

either on the characteristic of social enterprises or on the internationalisation process 

of SMEs. However, there are no publications that insist on the intersection of these 

research areas. Consequently, this study aims to fill the theory gap by verifying if the 
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existing internationalisation theories on SMEs are applicable for analysing the 

internationalisation process of social enterprise. 

1.2 Problematisation 

The internationalisation process of SMEs is a well-established field of research 

(Miesenbock, 1988; Coviello & McAuley, 1999; Ruzzier et al., 2006). The existing 

literature proposes models to explain both its dynamics (Andersson, 2000; Johanson 

& Vahlne, 1977; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009 McDougall & Oviatt, 2000; Oviatt & 

McDougall, 2005)  and what barriers might hinder an export-based 

internationalisation strategy (Leonidou, 1995; Leonidou, 2004; Kahiya, 2018). 

However, the applicability of internationalisation theories to social enterprises, a new 

form of business organisation characterised by a dual value chain (Peredo & McLean, 

2006; Bellostas et al., 2016; Chell, 2007; Zahra, 2008), has not been investigated. Thus, 

since social enterprises have been identified as a promising solution to achieve 

sustainable development on a global level (Dacin & Dacin, 2011; Doherty et al., 2014; 

Santos, 2012; Zahara, 2008), further research on the topic is required.  

1.3 Purpose 

The following purpose has been expressed from the problem formulation, to facilitate 

and narrow down the research project (Blomkvist & Halin, 2015):  

“The purpose of the study is to investigate the applicability of existing 

theories on SMEs internationalisation dynamics and export barriers to 

social enterprises.” 

1.4 Research Questions 

The research purpose has been operationalised into the following main research 

question (MRQ):   

  

MRQ: Are theories on SMEs internationalisation and export barriers applicable 

to social enterprises?   
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The MRQ has been further declined into two research sub-questions (SRQ) to facilitate 

the analysis process and the formulation of recommendations (Blomkvist & Halin, 

2015). The two SRQs have been formulated as follow:  

 

SRQ1: How should internationalisation theories on SMEs take into account the 

role of the social value chain to explain the internationalisation of social 

enterprises?  

 

SRQ2: What export barriers hinder the internationalisation of social 

enterprises?  

1.5 Delimitations 

The study is subject to three delimitations that narrow its scope. Firstly, it focuses on 

for-profit and export-based social enterprises, without taking into consideration any 

form of charity or non-profit organisation. Such a study sample has been selected 

because it suits the theories of which the study aims to test the validity. Secondly, the 

internationalisation process is a complex phenomenon that involves and challenges 

several actors within enterprises, target markets and the surrounding environment 

(Coviello & McAuley, 1999). Hence, the universe in which internationalisation takes 

place could be considered as a complex system. Based on Blomkvist & Halin (2015) 

definition of system perspective in industrial management, this study focuses on the 

industrial and functional level of analysis. Thus, the recommendations and 

implications formulated partially exclude the role of individuals within the 

enterprises. Thirdly, the study is subject to a geographical delimitation. Since the 

Swedish start-up ecosystem is plenty of for-profit enterprises that focus on the 

creation of a positive environmental or social impact, most of the interviewed 

organisations are either born in or related to the Swedish market.  

1.6 Dispositions 

In Chapter 1, the study background has been presented together with the purpose and 

research questions. In Chapter 2, relevant theoretical concepts are introduced to 

provide the reader with a better understanding of social entrepreneurship, 

internationalisation theories and barriers. Hereafter, in Chapter 3, the research 

methodology is described and discussed. Then, in Chapter 4, the findings are 

presented and analysed. In Chapter 5, instead, the research results are critically 
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discussed. Lastly, in Chapter 6, an answer to the research questions is formulated and, 

the conclusions are described.  
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2. Literature and theory 

This chapter introduces the theoretical concepts that ground the research. Section 2.1 

presents the field of social entrepreneurship. In the beginning, three different 

approaches to the subject are discussed. Successively, a definition of social enterprise 

is introduced. In conclusion, the differences between social enterprises and traditional 

business are highlighted.  Section 2.2 illustrates four different internationalisation 

models: process-based, network-based, entrepreneurial-based and born global.  In 

Section 2.3, the barriers that enterprises face when expanding through export are 

discussed. Lastly, Section 2.4 summarises the area of investigation.  

2.1 Social entrepreneurship and social enterprises 

The field of social entrepreneurship is relatively novel and derives from different 

academic fields of research (Chell et al 2010; Mair & Marti, 2006) as economics and 

organisational studies. Hence, there is not a unique definition of what is a social 

enterprise. Some scholars even question the need to strive for a single unified 

framework as it would narrow the number of perspectives on social entrepreneurship 

(Hoogendoorn et al., 2010). However, the lack of consensus increases the need for 

researchers to explain their assumptions and understanding of concepts related to the 

field of social enterprises (Peredo & McLean, 2006). In Section 2.1.1, the academic 

background of social entrepreneurship is presented and, the different definitions of 

social enterprises are discussed. Section 2.1.2, instead, introduces the inclusive 

definition adopted for this study. 

2.1.1 Social enterprises: the academic background 

The academic background influences the vast array of definitions drafted for social 

entrepreneurship (Dufays & Huybrechts, 2014): they range between broad and 

narrow (Austin et al., 2012). The broad definitions consider social enterprises as 

organisations with a clear social or environmental objective: they do not differentiate 

between for-profit, non-profit or hybrid enterprises. Hence, they introduce the 

possibility to combine economic and social value generation (Dees & Anderson, 2006; 

Zahra et al., 2008; Austin et al., 2012). The narrow definitions instead derive from the 

non-profit research sector and, therefore, view social enterprises as non-profit 

organisations (Reis, 2001; Thompson, 2002; Austin et al., 2012). In this context, as 

suggested by Young & Lecy (2014), the literature on social enterprises can be divided 

into three different schools of thought.  
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The first school of thought originates from the EMES international research network. 

It strives to define the ideal type of social enterprise (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012), by 

prioritizing traditional non-profit characteristics such as democratic governance, 

devotion to the social or environmental value generation and limits on profit 

distribution outside of the social mission (Defourny, 2010).  

 

The second school of thought views social enterprises as a range of different types of 

enterprises, with a diverse devotion to the social or environmental mission and 

economic activity. Consequently, it recognises that several combinations of these 

components exist. A social enterprise might be either a non-profit organization 

financed by donations or a profit-maximizing business that donates to charities as a 

part of its corporate social responsibility (CSR) strategy (Dees, 1996; Dees & Anderson, 

2006). In this school of thought, the purest form of social enterprise is one that is 

located in the middle, between these two extremes, and that strives to generate a 

considerable amount of both social and economic value (Alter, 2007).  

 

Lastly, the third school considers the social enterprise as a product of a Schumpeterian 

social entrepreneur, striving to achieve social and economic goals by generating new 

ideas and disruptive innovations (Young, 2013; Groot & Dankbaar, 2014; Newth & 

Woods, 2014). 

  

One can argue that the first school enhances the ideal type of social enterprise and, 

consequently, it may limit both the structural diversity of social enterprises and the 

variations between different devotion to commercial activity and social purpose 

(Young & Lecy, 2014). The second school overcomes this issue by proposing an 

essential concept: a social enterprise combines a social or environmental purpose with 

commercial activity. However, it generates a dilemma of boundaries: its definition 

makes it hard to differentiate between a social enterprise and a non-profit charity, as 

well as, between a social enterprise and a commercial business (Young & Lecy, 2014). 

The third school clearly defines the relationship between the social entrepreneur and 

the social enterprise. Moreover, it creates boundaries for what a social enterprise is 

and what it is not (Young & Lecy, 2014). However, since it has a strong focus on 

innovation, it might exclude enterprises combining a social or environmental mission 

and a not-innovative business model or value proposition.   
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2.1.2 Social enterprises: an inclusive definition 

The need to find an inclusive definition with clear boundaries have pushed some 

scholars (Ebrahim et al., 2014; Young & Lecy, 2014) to continue their pursuit to define 

the social enterprise. Building upon the second school of thought, Ebrahim et al. (2014) 

further conceptualize the social enterprise by asking the question of “‘what is not a 

social enterprise?” (Ebrahim et al., 2014, p82). They argue that a social enterprise is not 

a traditional business or charity organisation: a social enterprise should have a hybrid 

construct, where both a social or environmental and an economic objective coexists in 

the organisation's core (Ebrahim et al., 2014; Santos, 2012). Hence, a social enterprise 

is an enterprise with the purpose of generating value for society and its primary 

revenue source derives from commercial activity (Ebrahim et al., 2014). In the context 

of this study, the generation of social value is identified as improving the conditions 

of society as a whole. Consequently, both the promotion of social inclusion and the 

creation of a positive environmental impact are considered social missions (Santos, 

2012). 

 

Moreover, the relationship between the social value chain and the economic value 

chain can be helpful when it comes to categorising social enterprises. In general, there 

are to two distinct types of social enterprises (Ebrahim et al., 2014): the ones driven by 

an integrated hybrid model and, the ones adopting a differentiated hybrid model. The 

integrated hybrid model couples the social mission with revenue generation. On the 

contrary, the differentiated hybrid model separates the social mission from the 

commercial activity. Consequently, the revenue of the commercial activity funds the 

social mission. In this study, the research focuses on the analysis of integrated hybrid 

social enterprises.  

 

Lastly, one can argue that such a definition does not generate unnecessary 

exclusiveness about what constitutes a social enterprise. At the same time, it creates 

distinct boundaries around the fundamental aspects of what makes a social enterprise 

inherently different from commercial business (Bellostas et al., 2016).  

Difference between traditional businesses and social enterprises  

It is fundamental to underline the difference between social enterprises and traditional 

businesses. A social enterprise needs to have both a social value chain, defined as a 

social value generating activity aimed to meet a social or environmental objective, and 

an economic value chain (Peredo & McLean, 2006; Chell, 2007; Bellostas et al., 2016), 

described as an economic value generating activity to meet an economic objective. 
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Therefore, one can argue that the inherent difference between a social enterprise and 

a commercial business is the existence of two organizational objectives. These 

objectives are both embedded in the core of the social enterprise. In contrast, a 

traditional business has exclusively an economic purpose.  

 

However, on a more detailed level, a definition of the social enterprise is still being 

debated: its characteristics are objects of study in the academic world (Peredo & 

McLean, 2006; Chell, 2007; Bellostas et al., 2016;). Even adopting Ebrahim's broad 

definition (Ebrahim et al., 2014), it is challenging to define what is a social enterprise 

because of two reasons. Firstly, it is necessary to define what constitutes social values 

and, secondly, to understand what sufficient economic focus is (Young & Lecy, 2014).  

2.2 The internationalisation process 

The internationalisation process, defined as the expansion of a firm’s operations in 

international markets (Welch and Luostarinen, 1998), has attracted the academic 

interest since the phenomenon of globalisation emerged for the first time (Ruzzier et 

al., 2006).  The globalisation, described as the global orientation of companies (Ruzzier 

et al., 2006), is driven by three key forces (Acs et al., 2001): the ever-decreasing price 

of connection technologies, the pulling out of trade barriers and, the liberalisation and 

deregulation of the economy. It contributes to transforming the landscape in which 

enterprises operate, to create new challenges (Ruzzier et al., 2006) and it pushes some 

enterprises to internationalise (Morgan and Katsikeas, 1997). 

 

Several frameworks (Ruzzier et al., 2006) have been developed to explain how small 

or medium enterprises (SMEs) approach the internationalisation challenge, how they 

enter new markets and expand their business globally (Chetty & Champbell-Hunt, 

2004; Ruzzier et al., 2006). Among the different methods to reach international 

expansion, export has been proved the most common among SMEs since it requires 

low risks and a limited resources commitment (Pan & Tse, 2000). In this study, four 

different internationalisation theories are presented, underlining their features and 

differences: the Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977), the Uppsala revisited 

model (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), the Entrepreneurial perspective (Andersson, 2000) 

and the International Entrepreneurship model  (McDougall & Oviatt, 2000; Oviatt & 

McDougall, 2005). 
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2.2.1 The Uppsala Model - a stage model 

The Uppsala model was developed on the base of empirical observations on Swedish 

firms and, it consists of an iterative framework explaining how the 

internationalisation process develops (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) for traditional 

companies. Johanson and Vahlne (1977) argue that internationalisation is not a rapid 

process and that it usually requires small steps and long times. In particular, they 

observed that firms tend to start their international experience by penetrating markets 

characterised by a low psychic distance (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977). The psychic 

distance defines "the sum of factors preventing the flow of information from and to the market" 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 24). Examples of factors that could increase the psychic 

distance are differences in culture, languages, values, business practices etc. A high 

psychic distance makes it hard to enter a foreign market because of the liability of 

foreignness (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 24)., which is defined as “all additional costs a 

firm operating in a market overseas incurs that a local firm would not incur” (Zaheer, 1995, 

p. 343). To compensate for this liability, firms will have to own or develop a firm-

specific advantage.  

 

Moreover, the observations highlighted the existence of a recurrent establishment 

chain (Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975), made up of four different stages, through 

which a firm reaches and establishes production in a foreign market. The four stages 

are:  

 

1. No regular export activities.  

2. Export via agents. 

3. Establishment of a foreign sales subsidiary. 

4. Foreign production. 

 

Based on this observation, Johanson and Vahlne (1977) developed the first version of 

the Uppsala internationalisation model, with the aim of explaining the dynamics 

behind the establishment chain. Their model relies on two change mechanisms. 

Firstly, firms change because of the experience they gain while performing their 

operations. Secondly, firms evolve because of the decisions to commit time and 

resources into a specific market. These two change forces are interdependent and, they 

influence each other in an iterative system (Figure 1).  

 

The relation amongst the change forces has been described by Johanson and Vahlne 

(1977) as follow. If a firm decides to invest resources in a foreign market, these 
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resources will be locked and, consequently, the company flexibility will decrease. 

However, because of the investment, the organisation will increase the operations in 

the given market. Because of that, the firm will gain operational experience and 

develop market knowledge, which allows understanding the market's dynamics. 

Hence, the initial decision to invest resources in a specific market can influence the 

future level of commitment. The knowledge obtained by operating in a specific market 

allows to gain a better understanding of its dynamics and, consequently, to better 

evaluate future investments in the same area. In conclusion, change and state aspects 

are the pillars of the model (Figure 1). State aspects are the resources currently 

committed in a foreign market and, change aspects represents the decision to invest 

resources.  

 
Figure 1: Basic Mechanism of Internationalisation (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) 

Nevertheless, the model has been criticised for being too deterministic (Andersen, 

1993) since it does not describe how commitment might increase or decrease in the 

process. In particular, the establishment chain has been challenged by the market's 

evolution, especially with the advent of born global companies (McDougall & Oviatt, 

2000; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005) and new organisational structures (Andersen, 1993).  

2.2.2 The Uppsala Model Revisited - A network model 

Because of the transformations in the business world, driven by changes in the 

economic and regulatory context (Acs et al., 2001), Johanson & Vahlne (2009) revisited 

their framework, to include a network perspective (Johanson & Mattsson, 2015) in 

their internationalisation model.  
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Markets are now a complex network of relationships, where firms interact together in 

complex and various ways (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; Johanson and Mattsson, 2015). 

Hence, insidership (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1411), the possibility to be integrated 

into a business network, becomes relevant in the internationalisation process and, the 

internationalisation process is viewed as a “multilateral network development” (Johanson 

& Vahlne, 1990, p. 1415). In this context, the “liability of outsidership” (Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2009, p.1411) emerges, which defines the difficulties that a firm has to 

overcome when entering a new market where it does not have any position in a 

relevant business network. Furthermore, business relations are considered as an 

opportunity to build trust, commitment and to develop knowledge. Consequently, the 

concept of “relationship-specific knowledge” (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1416) is 

introduced.  

 

The revisited Uppsala model is still built upon the concept of state and change aspects 

(Figure 2). However, their building blocks have been modified (Johanson & Vahlne, 

2009). Compared to the original model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977), the market 

knowledge has been replaced by the knowledge opportunities, or recognition of 

opportunities since, according to the authors (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), opportunities 

are the knowledge subset that drives the knowledge creation process. At the same 

time, the concept of market commitment has been overcome by the network position, 

which describes the firm’s position and commitment into a given network. On the 

change aspects side, the focus switch from current activities to their outcome, 

exemplified by the "learning, creating and trust-building" (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 

1424) variable. Lastly, the concept of commitment decisions has been updated to 

relationship commitment decisions, to reflect and integrate the network perspective 

and highlight how the commitment is related to a network or to a network of 

relationships and not to a specific market anymore.  

 

Based on the new model, the internationalisation process is conditioned by a firm’s 

relationship and network (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). This implies that firms will 

choose foreign markets based on their relationships with partners and, their 

international expansion will be driven either by the possibility of finding relevant 

business opportunities or by the willingness to follow a business partner (Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2009). Consequently, it becomes hard to identify an establishment chain in the 

expansion process: the identification of a starting point becomes arbitrary and, the 

steps less relevant (Coviello, 2006).  
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Figure 2: Revisited Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) 

Even though the Uppsala models represent an interesting starting point to analyse 

and understand the internationalisation process (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), they 

might not be appropriate accurate when it comes to outlining the international 

expansion of social enterprises. Firstly, they mainly consider traditional firms that 

have only an economic value chain: therefore, they do not take into consideration how 

the social value chain might impact internationalisation. Secondly, they focus on 

established enterprises (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), which 

might have more economic resources or experiences compared to emerging social 

enterprises. Thirdly, they tend to underestimate the role of contextual factors and, to 

provide a deterministic view of the international expansion (Andersen, 1993) that 

might not be relevant in the field of social innovation. 

2.2.3 Entrepreneurial approach – an entrepreneurial model 

Andersson (2000) proposes a more general approach to internationalisation, where 

both the environment in which the firm operates and the entrepreneur play a key role 

in defining the internationalisation strategy and process. His starting point is to select 

a broad definition of an entrepreneur. Through the adoption of a Schumpeterian 

approach (1934), Andersson (2000) defines the entrepreneur as an individual who 

carries out innovative actions. These innovative actions are called entrepreneurial 

activities (Andersson, 2000) and, they are initiatives that challenge the status quo of 

an economic system (Schumpeter, 1934). By empathising the dynamic and action-

based role of entrepreneurship, the environment where the entrepreneur acts become 

relevant because it can condition his or her decisions.  
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Based on this perspective, Andersson (2000) proposes a framework to analyse the 

internationalisation process. Firstly, the model assumes that internationalisation is 

driven by a company strategy. Specifically, internationalisation is considered a 

strategic change in organisation behaviour (Ansoff, 1965). Hence, since it challenges 

the organisation status quo, it is an entrepreneurial and innovative action 

(Schumpeter, 1934). Consequently, the role of the entrepreneur becomes fundamental 

to explain a firm's internationalisation process because he/she links it together with 

the organisation structure (Figure 3). 

 

 
Figure 3: The Internationalization from an Entrepreneurial Perspective, adapted from (Andersson, 2000) 

The model’s emphasis is on the individual contribution of the entrepreneur 

(Andersson, 2000): without a promoter, the change will not happen. The entrepreneur 

is the one who starts the process and influences the company strategy. However, 

he/she is included in an environment that can influence the decisions made or that can 

be influenced by the decisions made. The environment consists of three levels 

(Andersson, 2000): firm, meso and macro. Firstly, the firm-level includes the company 

related aspects, such as product development, organisational structure and core 

competencies. Secondly, the meso-level introduces players that operate in the firm's 

surroundings, like customers, competitors and suppliers. The meso-level is where the 

entrepreneur can bring the highest contribution, shaping a company structure or 

strategy based on his/her understanding of the context. Thirdly, macro-level includes 

global trends and external conditions. Usually, the macro-level is hard or impossible 

to influence. However, the entrepreneur interpretation of the macro-level is 

fundamental to define the company's approach to the internationalisation process.  
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The theoretical model has been supported by evidence collected during studies on 

Swedish companies (Andersson, 2000): combining entrepreneurship theories with his 

empirical findings, Andersson (2000) identified three different types of entrepreneur:  

technical innovators, structure entrepreneurs and marketing entrepreneurs. He 

highlighted the logical connection between entrepreneurs and internationalisation 

strategies (Andersson, 2000): based on their area of expertise, they shape the company 

approach to foreign markets.  

 

The technical entrepreneur is mainly interested in technology: he/she will push the 

company to invest in innovation and to develop new products or processes. As a 

consequence, a limited amount of resources will be spent on reaching international 

markets. However, the products or services developed could reach foreign markets 

through the customer network. Therefore, the internationalisation process is led by a 

pull strategy, where the orders received by international customers drive the 

expansion in new markets.  

 

The marketing-oriented entrepreneur has identified a market need for a product: the 

product, in this case, is not the main focus of the enterprise. Instead, the branding and 

market channels represent the priority. Consequently, the entrepreneur proactively 

approaches and embraces the internationalisation process, attempting to establish 

new channels for acquiring international customers. The marketing-oriented 

approach allows the enterprise quickly penetrates new markets and, the expansion 

process is not always lead by rational evaluation: it could be driven by personal 

networks or preferences instead.  

 

The structure entrepreneur focuses on large enterprises and established companies. 

Consequently, the strategy focuses more on a corporate or strategic level than on an 

operational one. The ultimate goal is to rearrange the company structure to facilitate 

the internationalisation process that is already in place. Moreover, internationalisation 

is led by the company strategy: foreign markets are selected on the base of 

competitions.  

 

To conclude, Anderson (2000) analysis of the internationalisation process challenges 

the stage models through the introduction of contextual factors such as the 

entrepreneur view, the surrounding environment and the firm's strategy. In the 

context of this study, the contextual factors are extremely important since one could 

argue that the social value chain, typical of social enterprises, it is one of them. 
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However, the model fails to explain how start-ups and fast-growing organisations 

approach the internationalisation process from inception (Ruzzier et al., 2006). Since 

social innovation is an emerging field, most of the social enterprises are still in the 

early stages of their life. Consequently, it is worth discussing the internationalisation 

theories developed within the field of international entrepreneurship since they 

explicitly target newly born organisations (Sandberg, 2012).  

2.2.4 Born Global - an international entrepreneurial model  

The most recent studies on internationalisation focus on the so-called born-global 

enterprises, defined as "organisations that from inception, seek to derive significant 

competitive advantages from the use of resources and the sale of outputs in multiple countries" 

(Oviatt & McDougall, 1994, p. 49).  These organisations, to successfully reach 

international markets in the early stage of their existence, adopt a different strategy, 

named international entrepreneurship (McDougall & Oviatt, 2000; Oviatt & 

McDougall, 2005).  International entrepreneurship is described as "the discovery, 

enhancement, evaluation and exploitation of opportunities across national borders to create 

future goods and services" (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005, p. 540). Consequently, it becomes 

interesting to understand how the international expansion works and, which factors 

influence the speed of the process according to this perspective.  

 

Oviatt and McDougall (2005) argue that the expansion process is driven by the 

surrounding environment, the entrepreneur vision and the industry conditions. On 

the other hand, three factors influence the process's speed: the time between the 

identification of a business opportunity and the first foreign market penetration, the 

rate with which foreign markets are entered and, the velocity of international 

commitment. Based on these factors, they developed a model, reported in Figure 4, 

that shows how the entrepreneurial internationalisation works. 
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Figure 4: Forces influencing the internationalisation process, adapted from (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005) 

The process begins when the entrepreneur identifies an entrepreneurial opportunity, 

which usually is a not exploited customer need. The availability of cheap 

transportation solutions, fast communication tool and powerful digital solution 

enable a rapid internationalisation (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). At the same time, the 

presence of competition motivates a quick foreign market entry: if the new 

product/service becomes established in several markets, alternative solutions will 

struggle to gain market shares (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). Consequently, the 

competition represents a motivational factor for the expansion. However, 

entrepreneurs are protagonists when it comes to defining international dynamics. 

They evaluate how to exploit the business opportunity, communication strategies and 

technological solution. Moreover, they estimate how intense is the competition level: 

consequently, they act as mediators and, based on their perception, they might 

influence positively or negatively the process speed.   

 

Lastly, there are two moderating forces that act on the process: the level of knowledge-

intensity and entrepreneur's international networks. Taking into account the first 

force, according to Bell et al. (2003), organisations can be classified into three 

categories, based on their knowledge reliance. The first category is exemplified by 

traditional firms that use already established technologies: these firms usually 

internationalise following an incremental approach (Bell et al., 2003). Basically, they 

exploit an old concept in a new market. The second type is given by knowledge-

intensive companies that use their knowledge to develop new products or services 

(Bell et al., 2003). Usually, they tend to internationalise at a faster rate because their 

competitive advantage is valid in different markets. Instead, knowledge-based firms 

represent the last category: these enterprises exist because of the new knowledge they 

develop and, consequently, they own a competitive advantage for which there might 
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be a demand in several countries (Bell et al., 2003). Therefore, their internationalisation 

is extremely fast. Moreover, the authors (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005) highlight how the 

entrepreneur experience plays a key role in knowledge development. Since 

knowledge development is mainly based on previous experiences (Cohen & 

Levinthal, 1990), if an enterprise is led by founders who have international experience, 

its internationalisation and knowledge acquisition process will be positively 

influenced (McDougall & Oviatt, 2000; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005).   

 

Talking about the second force, the entrepreneur uses networks to overcome the 

national borders and to understand how and where it is possible to exploit the 

business opportunity abroad (Dubini & Aldrich, 1991). Three network factors 

contribute to influencing the internationalisation speed: the strength of network ties, 

the size and the density (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). 

 

According to Oviatt & McDougall (2005), network ties represent the links between the 

different actors involved (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). Ties are either strong or weak 

and, according to the authors, the weak ties influence the internationalisation process 

since they are numerous. Weak ties include relations with customers, suppliers and 

consultants or brokers. Among the different relations, the most influential are ones 

with brokers (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005), since they directly create connections with 

the foreign markets. Brokers have the capability, as a result of their networks of 

knowledge, to connect actors that otherwise would not get in touch with each other. 

Alternatively, the entrepreneur might have direct contacts with customers in the 

foreign market: in any case, the more direct or indirect weak ties an entrepreneur has, 

the faster the internationalisation process will be (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005).  

 

Moreover, the number of weak ties influence the scope of internationalising into the 

foreign market. If an entrepreneur has many connections with a specific foreign 

country, he/she will invest resources quickly into it. Consequently, the network size 

conditions the internationalisation speed (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). Moreover, an 

extensive network contributes to generating substantial revenue from a foreign 

source, increasing the internationalisation commitment. Lastly, the network density 

influence internationalisation speed (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). A network can be 

either sparse or dense. In the former case, the network's actors are connected with the 

entrepreneur but not among each other. Because of that, this network configuration is 

better for collecting and generating new information. In the latter case instead, the 

actors are interconnected. Consequently, the network is characterised by redundant 
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links: even if redundancy is not optimal for collecting new information is perfect for 

establishing collaborations or opportunities. Therefore, a cross-national dense 

network can speed up the internationalisation process since it creates direct links to 

foreign markets.  

 

Oviatt & McDougall's model (2005) became a reference point in the 

internationalisation literature because it is comprehensive and, it includes in a broad 

framework most of the perspectives introduced by previous models. Hence, it is 

suitable to analyse the internationalisation process of SMEs that operates in different 

contexts and, that are in separate stages of the process. However, the model has been 

criticised because it tends to focus on the internationalisation drivers only and, it 

partially neglects the role of inhibitors (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). Thus, to complete 

the overview, in the next sections, export barriers are introduced and analysed.  

2.3 Barriers for commercial enterprises 

As illustrated in Section 2.2, the academic literature has deeply investigated the 

strategy adopted by business and entrepreneurial organisation to internationalise 

(Coviello & McAuley, 1999; Ruzzier et al., 2006). Given the focus of this study on start-

ups and small companies, it becomes interesting to notice that, according to Pan and 

Tse (2000), the most recurrent internationalisation practice among SMEs is export 

since it involves low risks and it requires a limited resources commitment.  

 

Even though the twenty-first-century business environment is connected, 

interdependent and globalized (Leonidou, 2004), there are many SMEs that see 

considerable export barriers to expand their operations across national borders 

(Leonidou, 2004). Consequently, they do not exploit the possibility to diversify their 

customer base, to attract investment and to maximise the production efficiency 

(Leonidou, 2004) because of these inhibitors.  

 

According to Kahiya (2018), more than 800 publications examine the impact of export 

barriers, defined as all constraints that are an obstacle to the firm’s capability to 

engage, to develop and to maintain operations across national borders (Leonidou, 

1995). Amongst these, 500 focus on SMEs specifically. Within the different 

classifications, Leonidou (1995; 2004) proposes a model (Figure 5) that has been 

successful in the research world (Pla-Barber & Alegre, 2007; Kahiya, 2018). His 

framework includes the majority of the most common barriers (Kahiya, 2018) faced by 
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SMEs.  Broadly speaking, export barriers can be classified into two categories 

(Leonidou, 1995; 2004; 2006): internal and external. These barriers are present at any 

stage of the internationalisation process. Moreover, they might vary among 

enterprises since the managerial approach, the organisation structure and the 

surrounding environment affect how an enterprise perceive them (Leonidou, 2004; 

2006). The following sections present the main results of Leonidou (2004; 2006) 

research.  

 
Figure 5: Map of export barriers, simplified from (Leonidou, 2004) 

2.3.1 Internal barriers 

The category of internal barriers includes all those inhibitors related to the enterprise's 

organisational resource and capabilities or the strategy adopted to enter the foreign 

market (Leonidou, 2004; 2006).  They have been classified into three macro-categories 

that are now presented.  

Information barriers 

Information barriers are perceived obstacles to the identification of new market and 

to the ability to select the most suitable ones for the expansions of an enterprise's 

operations. Usually, they are generated by an inefficient communication process 

(Morgan & Katsikeas, 1997; Katsikeas, 1994; Katsikeas & Morgan, 1994). For instance, 

an enterprise might fail to collect enough data on the target market or might obtain 

only bad-quality information (Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2011). Hence, these problems 

compromise the possibility to implement an effective marketing strategy or to identify 

business opportunities. Moreover, difficulties might emerge when it comes to contact 

new customers from abroad.  
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Functional barriers 

Functional barriers refer to inefficiencies in the enterprise business functions related 

to the capability to export products or services (Leonidou, 2004). They include four 

different problems. In the first place, the management team of a small enterprise might 

not have enough time for defining proper expansions strategies (Leonidou, 2004). In 

the second place, entering a new market could require hiring new personal and, this 

might create challenges for the organisation (Leonidou, 2004). In third place, 

production levels should increase to fulfil the new market demand: hence, the 

enterprise might face problems when it comes to increasing productivity with the 

resources available (Albaum et al., 1998).  Lastly, the lack of capital could inhibit an 

enterprise capability to enter new markets (Leonidou, 2004).  

Marketing barriers 

Marketing barriers are the most problematic area identified by Leonidou’s literature 

review (2004; 2006) and, their category is built up by 16 perceived barriers identified 

during his research. Barriers related to a firm’s product, pricing, distribution, logistics 

and promotional activities in foreign markets fall in this group (Moini, 1997; Kedia & 

Chhokar, 1986).  

 

Product barriers are related to the firm’s ability to develop or change products and 

services to meet the new markets needs and demand. Moreover, they include the 

capability to provide technical support and service to new customers. Lastly, they 

involve the technical regiments required to be successful in foreign market 

penetration, such as meeting quality standards and labelling requirements (Leonidou, 

2004). Small and medium-sized business can, for example, have an absence of research 

and development capabilities, limited financial resources or limited managerial 

experience to meet the new demands and requirements (McConnel, 1979). 

 

Pricing-related barriers are one of the most frequently mentioned and, they represent a 

serious issue for small firms. They describe the problem of offering satisfactory prices 

to customers or competitive prices in relation to existing competitors in the foreign 

market (Leonidou, 2004). These barriers can be mitigated by operating on niche 

markets and compete on other, non-monetary, value offers (Doole & Lowe, 2001). 

Furthermore, a perceived barrier related to pricing is the fear of offering credits to 

customers, due to the risk of customers turning into bad debtors (Leonidou, 2004). 

This risk increases with customers being geographically further away, when they do 
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not have any previous experience with the company and when the foreign market 

environment is more unstable for political-economic reasons (Korth, 1991). 

 

Distribution-related barriers, instead, describe the complexity generated by 

differences in distribution systems (Terpstra & Sarathy, 2000) or by the difficulties to 

access distribution markets (Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2001). At the same time, 

achieving a reliable representation or maintaining control over foreign middlemen 

might represent a challenge for the exporting enterprise (Leonidou, 2004). One way to 

bypass many of the distribution-related barriers is to piggy-back on an already set-up 

distribution system, operated by partners or companies selling complementary goods 

(Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2001).  

 

Closely linked to the distribution barriers are the more technical logistics barriers 

(Albaum et. al, 1998). They relate to the ability to resupplying the new foreign market 

adequately and gaining access to good warehousing facilities. Moreover, delayed 

product delivery increases transportation and insurance costs. Consequently, it may 

act as a significant barrier if the increased cost is perceived to be too excessive 

 

Promotion barriers are the last category of barriers covered under marketing barriers 

and, they address the need to adjust promotional activities to new buying motives, 

consumption patterns and government regulations (Leonidou, 2004). Advertising 

activities are warranted particular attention in the promotion mix since they often 

constitute most of the promotional budget. The challenges to advertising in new 

foreign markets are mostly in regard to inappropriate marketing content, variation in 

customer target groups, access to different kinds of media, institutional restrictions 

and insufficient resources to assess advertising across countries (Leonidou, 2004). 

2.3.2 External barriers 

External barriers are defined as those inhibitors "stemming from the home and host 

environment in which the enterprise operates" (Leonidou, 2004, p. 281).  According to the 

literature review carried out by Leonidou (2004), they are procedural, governmental, 

task and environmental.  

Procedural barriers 

Procedural barriers are related to the complexity of performing business with foreign 

customers (Leonidou, 2004). Firstly, an enterprise that expands abroad might face 

problems with the required documentation to export goods or services: 
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documentation and bureaucracy contribute to increasing the export cost (Moini, 1997). 

Secondly, communication problems with the customers might arise (Terpstra & 

Sarathy, 2000), caused by geographical distance and different values. Lastly, because 

of infrequent communication, the process of collecting payments could become slower 

than in the home market (Leonidou, 2004). To overcome these difficulties, third party 

agents could play a relevant role: for example, government agencies can contribute to 

simplifying documents and procedures and, banks and insurance companies can 

provide guarantees on payments.  

Governmental barriers 

Governmental barriers, defined as the behaviours undertaken or not undertaken by the 

government organisations (Leonidou, 2004), are another form of external inhibitor. 

For instance, host governments have the power and the possibility to adopt restrictive 

roles, by imposing strict regulations and limits, or to provide inadequate support and 

information to the export enterprises. However, also the home government can play 

a relevant role in hindering the internationalisation process (Leonidou, 2004). The 

home government could refuse to provide incentives for export or, it might offer 

support services incapable of understanding the needs of small enterprises. At the 

same time, enterprises may not know where or how to access the assistance offered. 

Lastly, the home government might embrace restrictive policies towards hostile 

countries which prevent the possibility to expand in their markets.  

Task Barriers 

Tasks barriers refer to the difficulties, originated by the customers and competitors in 

foreign markets (Leonidou, 2004). Different countries are characterised by different 

climate conditions, income level, standard of education and manners: consequently, 

customers attitudes and behaviours are not constant around the world (Cateora & 

Graham, 2005). This variance requires changes in the company strategy and, therefore, 

enterprises must invest time and resources to adapt.  Another factor that influences 

the decision to penetrate a new market is the competition level (Leonidou, 2004). Local 

firms might challenge an enterprise's competitive advantage through the adoption of 

alternative and more specific business models and diversified marketing strategies 

(Doole and Lowe, 2001). Generally speaking, international competition is stronger 

than the one in the home market (Doole and Lowe, 2001). These factors could deter an 

enterprise ambition to expand internationally (Leonidou, 2004) or, they could lead to 

the adoption of niche marketing strategies to enter new markets (Doole and Lowe, 

2001). 
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Environmental barriers 

The last barriers set identified by Leonidou (2004) is defined as environmental barriers 

and, it refers to the political, legal, socio-cultural and economic environment of the 

foreign market (Moini, 1997). These barriers are usually subject to rapid changes 

(Leonidou, 2004) and, enterprises can hardly predict or control them.  

 

Foreign markets might not be attractive because they are going through an economic 

deterioration (Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2001): when this happens, the purchasing 

power and the customer behaviours are negatively affected, making the market less 

attractive for the expanding enterprise. At the same time, fluctuations in the currency 

exchange rate might inhibit the possibility to enter the market because they increase 

the operations risk (Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2001).   

 

Another factor that influences the operational risk is political instability (Terpstra & 

Sarathy, 2000): enterprises are reluctant to expand in countries where there are social, 

political or economic tensions. Furthermore, if the host government adopts entry 

restrictions, price control policies, special taxes or exchange control measures, 

complications will emerge that might lead the enterprises to target different markets 

(Cateora & Graham, 2005). In addition, non-tariff barriers such as the arbitrary 

classification of taxes, the establishment of quotas or embargo measures and the 

customs administration could impact the market attractiveness (Albaum et al., 1998). 

 

Lastly, there are some cultural factors that could determine the internationalisation 

decisions (Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2001). An enterprise might struggle to deal with 

different business practices in foreign countries or to understand the difference in the 

sociocultural traits of the country (Cateora & Graham, 2005). For example, people 

might adopt different negotiation strategies or have a different perception of kindness. 

These elements expose the enterprises to difficulties since they might considerably 

change the local customer perception of the company. The last but not least differences 

in the verbal and non-verbal communication languages might increase the complexity 

of the expansion in a foreign market (Terpstra & Sarathy, 2000). If the communication 

is not clear, marketing strategies will fail and the possibility to collect relevant 

information will be compromised.  
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2.4 Area of investigation 

Figure 6 depicts the theoretical focus of the study and, it is meant to equip the reader 

with a clear description of how the different theories are combined. Social 

entrepreneurship theories provide the understanding required to analyse the world 

of social enterprises and, for this specific research, to explain how for-profit social 

enterprises operate. Internationalisation theories, instead, allow describing how 

enterprises expand in foreign markets and what challenges inhibit their expansions 

process. Within the different inhibitors, the export barriers have been discussed in 

detail since export is the most common market entry strategy for small enterprises. 

Hence, the intersection between the two theoretical spheres outlines the area of 

investigation of the study and, the models previously presented exemplify the lenses 

used to conduct the investigation.  

 

 
Figure 6: Study focus. 
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3. Method 

In the following chapter, the research methodology is thoroughly explained.  In 

Section 3.1 the research approach is presented and discussed. Subsequently, the 

research designed is introduced and analysed in depth, proving information about (i) 

the preliminary investigation of the field and academic publications, (ii) the data 

collection method, (iii) the data analysis strategy, and the measures adopted to ensure 

(iv) research ethics and (v) research quality. 

3.1 Research Approach 

A qualitative and deductive research approach has been adopted because of three 

reasons. Firstly, the study aims to understand if the existing studies, presented in 

Chapter 2, on internationalisation and its inhibitors apply to social enterprises. Since 

there are already extensive researches that analyse the same topic for SMEs, the study 

relies on and uses the presented models to drive the data analysis process, with the 

goal to validate, complement or falsify the existing theories. Hence, a theory-testing 

and descriptive purpose drive the study (Johnston et al., 1999; Blomkvist & Hallin, 

2015): such a purpose has been proved to be compatible with deductive and 

qualitative inquiries (Barratt et al., 2011; Bitektine, 2008). However, when theoretical 

shortcomings have been identified, principles of inductive reasoning have been 

embraced to formulate suggestions on what might generate them and how they could 

be integrated into the existing theories (Thomas, 2006). 

 

Secondly, both the main research (MRQ) question and the sub research questions 

(SRQs) posed focus on a process (the international expansion) and, they consider the 

phenomenon’s surrounding environment (the world of social enterprises). Therefore, 

the analysis and the conclusion are formulated considering the context within which 

the phenomenon takes place (Blomkvist & Hallin, 2015). According to Yin (1994), 

Choy (2004), Long and Godfrey (2004), a qualitative study is the design logic that 

should be preferred under such circumstances.  

 

Thirdly, the selection of a qualitative approach has been confirmed by the data 

collection pool. Since social enterprises are an emerging reality within the 

entrepreneurial world (Mair & Marti 2006) and, given the time constraint under which 

the research project was subject, the data collection process has been based on a 

limited number of respondents. Thus, as suggested by Hyde (2000), a qualitative 
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approach represented the best option to produce detailed data from a small number 

of individuals.  

 

The qualitative and deductive research approach led to the selection of content 

analysis as the study's method. Content analysis is a successful method to analyse 

qualitative data (Neuendorf, 2017) and, when based on a deductive approach, to test 

how existing theories apply to new contexts (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). 

Consequently, it represented a logical solution to pursuit the study purpose.  

3.2 Research Design 

Based on the research approach, the research process has been drafted (Figure 7) to 

make the problem researchable, to identify the empirical material required for 

replying to the research questions (Blomkvist & Hallin, 2015) and to ensure research 

quality (Yin, 2003). The study has been designed into three different phases, critically 

discussed in the following paragraphs, and, through each phase, measures have been 

adopted to ensure research quality and ethics.  

 

 
Figure 7: Research Process 

At the end of the research process, answers have been formulated for the sub-research 

question SRQ1 and SRQ2. Lastly, answers to SRQ1 and SRQ2 have been combined to 

reply to the main research question MRQ.  

3.2.1 Preliminary research and literature review 

During the first month of research, weekly discussions took place between the authors 

and representatives of the Swedish American Chamber of Commerce in New York 

(SACCNY). SACCNY is currently investigating how to support the international 

expansion towards the New York markets of Swedish social enterprises. Hence, the 

organisation representatives have been able to provide relevant points of reflections 

on how to structure the research and to provide connections with some potential 



 

 

29 

 

interviewers. Hence, the preliminary investigation and data collection allowed to 

narrow down the research scope and to identify focus areas. 

 

Consequently, a literature review has been carried out to facilitate the formulation of 

relevant contributions and, to provide a solid foundation for the investigation 

(Webster & Watson, 2002). Based on the results obtained during the preliminary 

study, two areas of research were identified as fundamental to ground the research 

questions: internationalisation models and social entrepreneurship. Hence, the review 

process focused on a purposive selection (Trost, 2010) of relevant articles.  

 

Since the internationalisation is a mature topic in the academic world, the review was 

characterised by an in-depth analysis of the most relevant models (Webster & Watson, 

2002). Thus, the first step to gather a good overview of the subject has been to look for 

previous literature reviews with a high number of citations. For this purpose, the 

databases KTH Primo, Google Scholar and Web of Science have been chosen. Queries 

have been run using combinations of the following keywords: "SMEs 

internationalisation process", "enterprises internationalisation", "SME 

internationalisation", "SME internationalisation literature review", "enterprises 

internationalisation theories”. As a result, it has been possible to identify four 

established approaches, that have been presented in Chapter 2: the process-based, the 

network-based, the entrepreneurial-based and the international entrepreneurial-

based. Afterwards, the work of the renowned authors on these topics has been 

examined, considering publications with a focus on SMEs. Given the research 

orientation towards internationalisation barriers and since export is the most adopted 

market penetration strategy among SMEs, papers on export inhibitors have been 

included in the review process. Publications on this topic have been found with 

combinations of the following keywords: "export barriers", "export inhibitors", "SMEs 

export barriers", "export barriers literature review". 

 

In parallel, a study of the main contributions in the field of social entrepreneurship 

has been carried following a similar approach. Firstly, literature reviews on the topic 

have been analysed to gain a general understanding of the subject and to identify the 

most popular school of thoughts. Secondly, publications with a high number of 

citations have been reviewed to draft a definition of social enterprise that could suit 

the study purpose. The following keywords have been used to select publications 

form the previously mentioned databases: "social enterprises review", "social 
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entrepreneurship definition", "social enterprise definition", "social enterprises 

globalization" and "social enterprises internationalisation". 

 

The theories and model identified through the literature review process have been 

integrated into a graphical representation of the area of investigation (Figure 6, cf. 

Section 2.4). The graphical representation has the purpose to (i) clarify the research 

position against previous studies (ii) specify the area of contribution (iii) guide the 

data generation process and (iv) drive the data analysis. It does not aim to develop a 

completely new approach but rather to visualise the "lenses" adopted to investigate 

and to explain the phenomenon (Anfara & Mertz, 2015) in a new context, building the 

foundations of the deductive study (Grant & Osanloo, 2014).  

3.2.2 Data Collection 

The qualitative content analysis has been based on primary and secondary data. 

Primary data are defined as generated and collected for the specific purpose of the 

research (Hox & Boeije, 2005). Instead, data collected for other purposes and, 

consequently, already available have been considered as secondary data (Hox & 

Boeije, 2005).  

Primary Data Generation 

Primary data has been collected through semi-structured interviews since they allow 

achieving a high degree of consistency in the questions asked while producing a low 

degree of standardisation in the information collected (Trost, 2010). Moreover, semi-

structured interviews enable to study the world and the vision of the interviewee (Qu 

& Dumay, 2011). Hence, they suit the research purpose and, they contribute to collect 

relevant information for replying to the research questions.  

 

A thematic structure has been adopted to design the interview guideline and to 

efficiently collect data (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) about the respondent interpretation 

of the discussed subjects (Qu & Dumay, 2011).  The interviews have been divided into 

four sections: general introduction, internationalisation process, internationalisation 

challenges and conclusion. Each section has been formulated taking into the 

theoretical models identified during the literature review process.  Moreover, the 

interviews have been realised using mainly broad and follow-up questions, to 

enhance the interviewees' narration (Qu & Dumay, 2011). To ensure data 

comparability, the same open-ended questions have been asked to different 
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respondents. A complete guide of the interview guideline can be found in Appendix 

A.  

 

Lastly, a total of 10 interviews were conducted between March 2019 and May 2019, 

using different channels. Whenever it has been possible, they have been done in 

person. However, for some respondents located outside from the Stockholm area, calls 

or video calls have been used. All interviews lasted for a total of 25-35 minutes and, 

they have been recorded and transcribed for further analysis. 

Selection of respondents  

The selection of respondents has been based on Robinson (2014) process, which 

involves four different stages: the selection of sampling universe, the determination 

of sample size, the adoption of sampling strategy and the sample sourcing.  

 

The first step of the process required to define a sampling universe. This has been 

done by establishing inclusion and exclusion criteria (Robinson, 2014) to select 

relevant enterprises for the study purpose. In this study, social enterprises have been 

defined as for-profit organisations that aim to generate a positive impact on society, 

either by improving social inclusion or environmental conditions (cf. Section 2.1.2). 

Thus, social enterprises that meet these criteria have been included in the preliminary 

study sample.  Moreover, all organisations that were not either involved in or 

approaching the internationalisation process have been excluded. Lastly, among the 

remaining enterprises, only the ones adopting an export strategy to enter foreign 

markets have been chosen. The resulting sample is characterised by homogeneity, in 

terms of organisation structure and purpose, and heterogeneity, in terms of the 

geographical distribution and target markets. Heterogeneity ensures the 

generalisability of the findings, while homogeneity guarantees the possibility to 

identify meaningful trends (Robinson, 2014). Hence, the balance between these two 

elements fit the theory-testing research purpose (Robinson, 2014). 

 

During the second step of the process, the definition of the sample size, a target 

number of ten social enterprises has been selected to allocate time and resources to the 

data collection process (Robinson, 2014). The target has been decided by considering 

the ideal number of interviews needed to draw relevant conclusions and limited by 

the research project time constraints. At the end of the data collection process, the 

target has been proven reasonable: the last interviews brought a limited amount of 
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new insights. Hence, one could argue that data saturation has been achieved (Ness 

and Fusch, 2015).  

 

A purposive sampling strategy has been adopted during the third step of the process 

(Trost, 2010). According to Trost (2010) and Robison (2014) is possible to formulate 

hypotheses, based on the knowledge gained during preliminary investigations, on 

which individuals, within the sample universe, might be the most beneficial to 

interview for fulfilling the research purpose. The researchers assumed that C-level 

managers could be the best people to interview since they are usually involved in 

strategic decision making. Consequently, C-level managers could provide relevant 

information on what leads and inhibits the internationalisation process. In conclusion, 

the actual sampling sourcing has been carried out by: 

 

1. Selecting enterprises based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria;  

2. Obtaining a declaration for taking part in the study by ten enterprises; 

3. Identifying respondents within these enterprises, based on the purposive 

sampling criterion.  

 

The final list of selected organisations and, consequently, respondents is shown in 

Table 1. However, to ensure confidentiality, the interviewees and companies names 

are not reported.  

Sourcing biases  

The study sample aims to be representative of the whole sample universe. However, 

since the respondents were all volunteers who agreed to take part in the research, 

without any kind of compensation, the sample is subject to self-selection bias 

(Costigan & Cox, 2001). In fact, only proactive and interested respondents were 

interviewed during the data collection phase. Moreover, the sample might be subject 

to a geographical bias (Henry, 2001): even though it tries to cover as many 

combinations as possible of home and target markets, most of the enterprises selected 

are either based in European countries (nine out of ten) or are targeting European 

countries (six out of ten). Furthermore, the geographical bias becomes more evident 

when considering the relation that the chosen enterprises have with the Swedish 

market: seven social enterprises are based in Sweden. Lastly, the definition of social 

enterprises adopted for this study includes both the generation of social inclusion and 

the improvement of environmental conditions. Even though both the purposes are 
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represented by the sample, seven out of ten enterprises have an environmental focus: 

thus, this might represent a bias. 

 

Table 1: Respondents Overview 

Interview 

ID 

Company 

Field 

Company 

Purpose 

Respondent 

Title 

Interview 

Date 

Channel 

1 IT  

Service 

Environmental CEO 13.03.2019 In person 

2 Food Environmental COO 13.03.2019 Video call 

3 Social 

Platform 

Social CEO 26.03.2019 Call 

4 IT  

Service 

Social CEO 27.03.2019 In person 

5 Energy 

Production 

Environmental CEO 02.04.2019 In person 

6 Food Environmental CMO 09.04.2019 Call 

7 Tech. 

Product 

Environmental CGO 09.04.2019 Call 

8 Tech. 

Product 

Environmental CEO 11.04.2019 Video Call 

9 Transporta

tion 

Environmental CTO 15.04.2019 Call 

10 IT  

Service 

Social CEO 03.05.2019 Call 

Secondary Data  

Even though the data collection process mainly relied on the collection of primary 

data, generated and collected for the specific purpose of the research (Hox & Boeije, 

2005), secondary data has been gathered through different sources such as public 

reports or documents, presentations and recorded interviews about the interviewed 

social enterprises. This information has been used for two reasons: firstly, to 

understand the company value proposition and, consequently, to optimise the 

interview time. Secondly, to obtain materials for the data triangulation process.  

Data triangulation  

During the data collection process, triangulation has been implemented through (i) 

triangulation of data, (ii) investigator triangulation and (iii) triangulation of theories 
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(Flik, 2005). Firstly, the data triangulation process took place by evaluating primary 

data against secondary data and vice versa (Flik, 2005): this allowed to detect 

inconsistencies and, to ask for clarifications during or after the interviews. Secondly, 

to achieve investigator triangulation, both the researches carried out the interviews 

and codified the materials generated: this allowed to eliminate or minimise personal 

biases (Flik, 2005). Thirdly, the triangulation of theories has been implemented by 

analysing the data from different theoretical perspectives (Denzin, 1970).  

3.2.3 Data Analysis 

The primary data collected has been analysed through deductive content analysis to 

test if relevant theories on internationalisation and its barriers apply to social 

enterprises. The approach has been selected because it fits the theory testing purpose 

(Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) and, it has been implemented following Elo & Kyngäs (2008) 

recommendations. Hence, as the first step of the process, the interviews were 

transcribed by the researchers. Next, a categorisation matrix has been developed 

based on the theoretical models identified during the literature review. The content of 

categories has been explained using sub-categories (Marshall & Rossman, 1995) and, 

data has been reviewed and coded to identify matches or mismatches with the 

categorisation matrix (Marshall & Rossman, 1995).  

 

The information that fell in the categorisation matrix has been used to support or 

falsify the existing models (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). Elements that did not match 

with the pre-set categories have been reviewed and discussed, to evaluate their 

relevance for the research purpose. Irrelevant details have been excluded and, the 

relevant ones have been used to create new concepts to integrate the existing theories 

(Elo & Kyngäs, 2008), following principles of an inductive analysis (Thomas, 2006). 

The data analysis process has been synthesised and shown in Figure 8. 

 

 
Figure 8:Data analysis process, adapted from (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008, p. 1110) 
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The results of the data analysis have been reported in two different chapters. In 

Chapter 4, relevant findings have been presented and analysed adopting an analytical 

framework (Figure 9) and following a thematic structure.  

 

The horizontal axis of the analytical framework represents the internationalisation 

level of social enterprises. Even though it is hard to measure internationalisation 

(Coviello & McAuley, 1999), during the data analysis, it became evident that not all 

the social enterprises were in the same stage of the process. For instance, some of them 

were focusing on identifying suitable markets through qualitative researches and pilot 

tests. Some enterprises, instead, were fully engaged in the market penetration process, 

investing resources to gain relevant market shares. Lastly, some respondents had 

already reached a satisfactory business volume and presence in the foreign target 

markets and, they were looking into new opportunities. Hence, three different groups 

have been introduced to better exemplify the differences: the Approachers, the 

Engaged and the Experienced. Thus, in Chapter 4, the characteristics of each group 

are presented and discussed, following the logic chain identified by the respondents. 

 

In Chapter 5, instead, the data have been re-elaborated by the researchers and, they 

have been compared with the existing theories on SMEs internationalisation and its 

inhibitors. Hence, the researchers discussed the applicability of already existing 

theories and, the outcome of the discussion has been used to formulate answers to the 

research questions, that have been presented in Chapter 6. 

 

 
Figure 9: Analytical Framework 

3.2.4 Research Quality 

During the whole research process, measures to ensure research quality have been 

adopted. In the following sections, the adopted research methodologies are critically 
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discussed four evaluation criteria, as suggested by Stenbacka (2001): validity, 

reliability, generalisability and carefulness. 

Validity 

In qualitative research, the concept of validity refers to the relationship existing 

between the data collected and the research purpose (Gibbert et al., 2008). Hence, since 

the goal of qualitative research is to develop an understanding of a phenomenon, the 

researcher is interested in understanding the respondent perception of the 

investigated problem. Therefore, it is possible to obtain relevant data by interviewing 

individuals that are currently involved or dealing with the subject of research 

(Stenbacka, 2001). Moreover, the respondents should have the possibility to express 

themselves freely (Stenbacka, 2001). 

 

Given the research purpose, during the data collection process, the researchers 

contacted representatives of social enterprises that were either involved or 

approaching internationalisation. Moreover, the first section of the interviews has 

been drafted to verify the respondent's involvement in the researched phenomenon 

(cf. Appendix A). At the same time, to give the respondents the possibility to present 

their personal experiences and perception about the research topic, the interviews 

have been designed following a semi-structured approach. Consequently, the 

researchers asked open-ended questions and they always gave the interviewees the 

possibility to present his or her point of view before asking follow-up questions. 

Lastly, to minimise the interpretation issues, all the interviews have been carefully 

documented and transcribed, giving the researchers the possibility to review, discuss 

and triangulate the information collected.  

Reliability 

Reliability, in the context of qualitative research, is achieved when a thorough 

description of the research process is provided. In particular, the relationship between 

the researchers, the data generation process and the data analysis should be explained 

(Stenbacka, 2001).  

 

All data collected has been transcribed and stored to increase the reliability of this 

study. Moreover, this chapter has been written to provide comprehensive information 

about the research process. The data generation and analysis methodology have been 

discussed carefully in Section 3.2.3 and 3.2.4. Lastly, in Chapter 5, the data collected 
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are presented. Hence, according to the authors, with the available information, it 

should be possible to understand the research process and to replicate it.  

Generalisability 

Generalisability refers to the possibility to elevate the empirical material to a more 

general level, where it is possible to formulate an analysis of the observed 

phenomenon by understanding its dynamics and causes (Stenbacka, 2001). 

Consequently, in the case of qualitative research, generalisability is not related to the 

sample size and, it can be achieved on an analytical level by selecting proper 

respondents (Stenbacka, 2001).  

 

In this specific study, the objective is not to understand how the internationalisation 

process works for all enterprises. Instead, it is to evaluate if the existing 

internationalisation theories apply to a specific set of social enterprises. Hence 

analytical generalisability has been obtained by (i) providing a clear description of 

how relevant respondents have been selected (ii) explaining how relevant theories 

have been selected and (iii) highlighting how existing theories explain the data 

collected.  

Carefulness  

Carefulness refers to the study's capability to explain how the researchers interacted 

with the phenomenon under observation (Stenbacka, 2001) and, the level to which the 

study reflects the reality (Gibbert et al., 2008). In a qualitative study, it is necessary 

that researchers interpret the data collected. However, biases should be limited during 

the data collection process. Moreover, the process to identify and establish logic 

relationships should be presented to the reader.   

 

Hence, to limit the biases during the data collection, the interview questions have been 

asked using terminology familiar to the respondent. Additionally, the interviews have 

been analysed by both the researchers and, whenever possible, the information has 

been triangulated with third sources. Lastly, to provide the reader with a clear 

understanding of how conclusions have been drawn, findings and discussion have 

been reported in two distinct chapters. Consequently, through the adoption of these 

systematic measures, the authors intended to achieve a carefulness in the study.  
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3.2.5 Research Ethics 

Since the research topic and result do not arise any significant ethical issue, the ethics 

discussion focuses on the research process. During the research process, measures 

have been adopted to ensure the respect of the ethics standard defined by the Swedish 

Research Council (2017) and Swedish Engineers Code of Honour (2019). During the 

data collection process, all the respondents voluntarily agreed to take part in the 

research process. Hence, they have been provided with detailed information about the 

research purpose and on how the data collected would have been used. Since the 

interviews have been recorded, explicit consent has been asked to the respondent and, 

the researchers promised and secured complete confidentiality. Consequently, all 

personal information has been omitted from this report and the data collected has 

been anonymised.   
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4. Findings and Analysis 

In the following chapter, the information collected during the data generation process 

is presented and analysed. In Section 4.1 respondents are segmented using the 

framework introduced in Section 3.2.4. In Section 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4 the different groups 

are described in detail, providing information on the influence of the dual value chain 

on the internationalisation process and on the perceived export barriers. Lastly, 

Section 4.5 provides an overview of the cross-category findings.  

4.1 Respondent Segmentation 

To systematically illustrate the findings and to enhance the generation of insightful 

comparisons, the framework presented in Section 3.2.4 has been used to segment the 

respondents. The result of the segmentation is presented in Figure 10 and, it is now 

presented.  Each social enterprise (identified by the interview ID, cf. Table 1) has been 

allocated to one of the different groups, based on the information obtained during the 

interview process. 

  

 
Figure 10: Respondent Segmentation 

Table 2 summarises the enterprises' purpose, offer, home and target markets to 

provide the reader with a better understanding. In the following sections, each group 

is described in detail by illustrating its common characteristics, its core differences, 

the role of the social value chain in the internationalisation process and the perceived 

barriers that hinder it. 

 

 



 

 

40 

 

Table 2: Purpose, Offer, Home and Target markets of selected respondents 

Interview Purpose Offer 
Home 

Market 

Target 

Market(s) 

1 Environmental Product as a Service Sweden Ghana, Nigeria 

2 Environmental Service Sweden Europe 

3 Social Digital Platform United States Europe 

4 Social Service Sweden United State 

5 Environmental Product as a Service Sweden 
Southern 

Europe 

6 Environmental Service Denmark Europe 

7 Environmental Product Sweden Europe 

8 Environmental Product Sweden Europe 

9 Environmental Product as a Service Sweden United State 

10 Social Digital Platform Denmark World 

 

4.2 The Approachers 

The common characteristic of the Approachers is to be involved in the early stages of 

the internationalisation process. The three enterprises that are in this group 

highlighted that they are focusing on building up the business in their home market 

while exploring the possibility to expand in other countries. Hence, they have a clear 

international ambition: their solutions, regardless of the business model through 

which they are offered, fulfil needs that are relevant to multiple markets like the 

creation of sustainable transportation solution, water purification systems or the 

promotion of social inclusion. However, because they are still in the early stage of their 

entrepreneurial journey, they have not established operations in foreign markets on a 

significant scale yet. Lastly, since the Approachers are growing organisations, the 

limited amount of resources has a strong impact on the business itself.  



 

 

41 

 

4.2.1 The internationalisation process and the dual value chain 

It is interesting to notice how two out of three Approachers were born as traditional 

business organisations, with an economic mission only. However, the way the 

customer used their products or services made the founders realise that they could 

create social value together with profit. Hence, they implemented a dual value 

creation process and, they became social enterprises. The consequence of this strategic 

change has been clear. All the respondents recognised that, given the increasing 

attention toward sustainability among the consumers, a dual value chain contributes 

to enhancing their brand strength and, it makes it easier to approach new markets. 

The positive influence is evident when it comes to targeting Western countries. For 

instance, respondent R8 described the environmental focus impact as follow:  

 

"I think it supports the business: that's what we believe.  At least, it creates a lot of interest: 

without that, we would probably be another product, you know, competing with other 

products." (R8, personal communication, 2019) 

 

The same positive influence has been highlighted by respondent R9, whose 

organisation was born as a social enterprise, by saying that the environmental purpose 

makes the process of pitching their solution on international markets: 

 

"Definitely easier because our value proposition is very much in line with the current 

thinking of today." (R9, personal communication, 2019) 

 

However, the positive impact tends to decrease when the social enterprise approaches 

countries where sustainability is not perceived as a relevant topic yet. When that is the 

case, the respondents reverted to a more traditional approach, mainly focusing on the 

innovative aspects of their products or services to attract potential customers.  

 

Moreover, if the influence of the environmental or social purpose is clear when the 

Approachers establish contacts with new foreign markets, it becomes weaker in the 

medium-term internationalisation strategy. Because of the resource constraints to 

which these enterprises are subject to and of the for-profit business model they have 

adopted, the economic criterion has a predominant role. Hence, the markets to explore 

are selected based on profitability logic. For example, none of the Approachers 

decided to target emerging countries from inception because they are perceived as too 

risky.  
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4.2.2 The perceived export barriers  

Regarding the perceived internationalisation barriers, three factors have been 

highlighted as the most relevant. Firstly, fragmented legislation and technical 

regulation across markets add complexity to the identification of foreign target 

markets. For example, both in the United States and in the European Union legislation 

takes place on a federal/communitarian level and, on a state level. Hence, the 

Approachers have to spend energies and time to gain a full understanding of which 

markets might offer the best conditions.  Carrying out such research is problematic 

because of the limited resources the newly established enterprises have.  

 

Secondly, when the enterprises reach a sufficient understanding of the legal 

landscape, they must obtain an authorisation to operate in the market and, they might 

apply for public founding to support their expansion. These processes are perceived 

as complex and slow. Eventually, social enterprises must adapt their product or 

service to the current laws. Consequently, logistics and distribution-related expenses 

increase.  

 

Thirdly, all respondents highlighted a peculiar challenge that characterises social 

enterprises: since their value proposition aims to generate social value, it usually 

challenges the status quo and the customer's habits. Therefore, they must take over 

the responsibility to educate the customers and to convince them that it is worth 

adopting a new practice. A great example has been provided by respondent R8: 

 

"What we are doing is totally changing a process that been used for almost [...] hundreds of 

years or at least a hundred years. [...] So it's a very big educational process that you need to 

go through. Therefore, we need to have our own staff on site, really, or on the ground, quite 

much, and that's very costly to have." (R8, personal communication, 2019) 

 

At the same time, respondent R3, who operates in the field of social sustainability, 

highlighted: 

 

"We have to look at how the country is perceiving certain people and [...] how to help them to 

integrate. We have to look at how to change the branding of how these people are perceived." 

(R3, personal communication, 2019) 

 

In conclusion, most of the barriers the Approachers perceives are interconnected and 

generated by the limited resources they have for carrying out innovation in multiple 
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markets. Indeed, social enterprises identified two support measures that could be 

beneficial to speed up their internationalisation process, regardless of their target 

markets or area of focus: a better and faster connection with government 

representatives and, more information availability. The latter could contribute to 

speed up the identification of good markets and, the former to obtain the 

authorisations required to start operating.  

4.3 The Engaged 

The social enterprises that constitute the Engaged group have already established 

relevant commercial relations both in the home and foreign markets. They are 

investing energies and resources to increase the revenue stream abroad and, to enlarge 

their international customer base. Even though they are considering the possibility to 

expand in more markets, internal and financial capabilities constitute the bottleneck 

of their expansion. Consequently, they are forced to focus on the markets they are 

currently active rather than in reaching out to new ones. The Engaged consider the 

international expansion a required step and, they have pursuit it since inception. 

Lastly, the Engaged organisations are built around a dual value creation process: their 

business model and organisation are based on the ultimate objective to promote 

sustainable growth. 

4.3.1 The internationalisation process and the dual value chain 

Since the Engaged are already active in foreign markets, the respondents described 

both how they selected markets in which they are currently active and what drives 

their future expansion plans. In the first phase of their internationalisation process, 

the market selection has been driven by a pragmatic approach. The social enterprises 

reached countries that could offer promising business volume with relatively low 

risks. Thus, being based in Sweden, they decided to enter other European markets 

either where the social value proposition was likely to be understood or where there 

was a clear business opportunity. Hence, the social value proposition seems to be an 

internationalisation enabler but not the main driver. According to all respondents, in 

a short-term perspective, it is necessary to build economic sustainability through the 

creation of a solid business case. For example, R7 described their short-term priority 

as follow:  
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"We need to navigate where the customers are and not spend a lot of money, effort and 

resources on markets where we will not have many clients." (R7, personal communication, 

2019) 

 

In the same way, R5 underlined how: 

 

"But right now, it's important for us to build business value. That is more important than to 

have a wide geographic presence, in the very short term." (R5, personal communication, 

2019) 

 

These pieces of evidence confirm what described by the Approachers. However, the 

Engaged recognised that the short-term economic focus is a necessary step to bring a 

strong social impact in multiple markets. Through the creation of a rooted business in 

a few countries, it becomes possible to take larger risks in the internationalisation 

process and, consequently, to target markets where the social enterprises can generate 

more social value. Therefore, the social or environmental purpose shape the long-term 

internationalisation strategy. A perfect exemplification of how the ultimate goal of 

generating social value influences the long-term internationalisation has been 

provided by R5: 

 

"So, I would like to see us being able to do business in complex markets and complex 

legislation with high risk. Say for example; Turkey Bangladesh, India or Indonesia. It's a lot 

of risks but, if we want to create climate impact, we need to do that." (R5, personal 

communication, 2019) 

4.2.2 The perceived export barriers 

The interviewed social enterprises that constitute the group of the Engaged operate in 

three different sectors: energy production, food and water waste reduction. These 

sectors are usually highly regulated by country-specific laws since they are either of 

strategic importance for states (energy production) or since they might have a direct 

impact on the population health (water or food waste reduction).  

 

The first direct consequence of operating in similar fields, emphasised by the 

respondents, is that regulations might change according to the government political 

vision. Hence, they are not stable and, they might vary over time. Consequently, the 

legal framework in which social enterprises operates is complex and, in constant 

evolution. For an organisation that is born in a different market, it is already hard to 



 

 

45 

 

understand regulations because of a language barrier. Moreover, when laws are 

subject to changes, the complexity increase because revisions might be based on 

values or might be introduced through ways that are not familiar to the foreign 

enterprise. For instance, respondent R5 said:  

 

“So, in a market like Spain, there have been changes, retroactive changes, of legislation, and 

that is like the worst thing. [...] As long as we understand the framework now and we can 

believe that it's not going to change, then there is a possibility to make a sound investment 

decision and accept a certain amount of risks and so on. But if the politicians are starting to 

retroactively change legislation that creates a big distrust.” (R5, personal communication, 

2019) 

 

Similarly, respondent R2 described their challenges related to understanding the legal 

system as follow:  

 

“We need more lawyers; we need that kind of help or advice [...] we need to know the legal 

system around food waste: [...] this has been very hard for us. You can read about it but we 

actually need to know more.” (R2, personal communication, 2019) 

 

The difficulties in understanding the legal framework lead to two consequences. On 

one hand, social enterprises tend to work together with external partners, such as 

consultants, to overcome the challenge. Consequently, their operational costs increase. 

On the other hand, because of the perceived uncertainty, it becomes harder to attract 

investment. Hence, this combination of factors forces the Engaged to focus more on 

building up a solid business in the short term.  

 

On an internal level, instead, the Engaged recognised they have limited human and 

financial resources. However, all respondent underlined how that is a typical problem 

of small enterprises in general: they didn't see any correlation between the social or 

environmental purpose and this specific problem. On the contrary, some of the 

companies highlighted that their environmental focus helps them attracting 

motivated and qualified employees. In conclusion, most of the challenges identified 

by the Engaged are introduced by external factors and, they are mainly related to the 

legal framework. As confirmation, all respondent asked for more support on a 

political-legal level because they felt that, even though they cannot influence 

regulations, they have a direct impact on their daily operations. Hence, if the host 
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countries could be more supportive of foreign social enterprises, they could speed up 

their international expansion.  

4.4 The Experienced 

The Experienced are social enterprises with a strong international presence: they have 

successfully established in foreign markets and, the revenue generated from abroad 

allows them to target new countries. The interviewed social enterprises operate in 

Europe, Africa and America and, they work in different fields. Hence, they have 

collected unique experiences and knowledge related to the internationalisation 

process and its challenges. Even though they are still relatively new organisations, 

they have a mature view of how they intend to maximise the social value generation 

and, consequently, of how their internationalisation process should be shaped to 

achieve such a strategic goal.  

4.3.1 The internationalisation process and the dual value chain 

Since the Experienced are already in an advanced stage of their expansion, they tend 

to have different perceived drivers for internationalisation. For example, respondent 

R6 describes the enterprise driver as follow:  

 

"We have a global purpose [reducing food waste] and that motivates us. It impacts our daily 

operations and expansion plans. [...] The last thing we want is to do is to waste time. We 

know that [reducing food waste] is a really important purpose. So, the better we are at 

identifying and getting into the right markets, the faster we can start finding food waste." 

(R6, personal communication, 2019) 

 

This example redefines the role of social or environmental purpose compared to the 

other categories. If the social or environmental purpose was a facilitator of the 

Approacher's internationalisation and a long-term objective for the Engaged, it 

becomes the current internationalisation driver for the Experienced. Hence, the 

economic perspective does not represent the most relevant force in the 

internationalisation process because the Experienced have already built a market base 

that allows prioritising the creation of social value. Consequently, the revenue 

generation becomes a supportive tool that allows maximising the social impact in 

multiple markets. Such a concept has been summarised by respondent R1: 
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"I don't know any social enterprise that is actually trying on doing good profit. Like, really 

there isn't because the mission is double as you said. To have a large revenue makes you, as a 

company, able to do much more difficult tasks that you are already up to. [...] We reinvest 

[revenue] into expansions, immediately." (R1, personal communication, 2019) 

 

In this context, an interesting perspective has been introduced by the respondent R10 

(Personal communication, 2019) whose company offers social services through a 

digital platform. Its organisation has not gone through a traditional international 

expansion: the social or environmental purpose and to the scalability of digital 

services forced the social enterprise to open to international customers and users base 

from inception. This event exposed the company to several business opportunities 

but, it also raised organisational challenges that have not been foreseen by the 

founders. In conclusion, according to R10 (Personal communication, 2019), the social 

or environmental purpose might have a drastic influence on the internationalisation 

speed of social enterprises, especially if they have a reliable and scalable business 

model.  

4.3.2 The perceived export barriers 

The business volume and the international presence the Experienced can rely on 

influences also their perception of the barriers to the internationalisation process. It is 

interesting to notice how the main obstacles highlighted by the respondents are 

generated within the organisation. For instance, the respondent reported challenges 

related to optimising internal processes, scaling up teams, sharing knowledge and 

recruiting the right people to reach out to new markets. However, as recognised by 

the respondents, these challenges are not only typical of social enterprises: instead, 

they are common to any growing organisation. For instance, respondent R6 describes 

the knowledge sharing process as follow: 

 

"It's so important that every piece of information is shared with as many people as possible 

because it may bring extra value. I think that can make us and, will make us, even stronger. I 

think that is something we focus a lot on. But, as we grow and expand to more markets, we 

must keep that tension and that information flowing." (R6, personal communication, 

2019) 

 

Similarly, Respondent R1 underlined the challenges the organisation faced while 

getting ready to expand into a new African market:  
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"We needed to replicate our idea. That has a lot to do with internal processes and getting 

people aligned, showing that this is the mission, getting an understanding through the team. 

That is where we stand and, because of that, the team need to meet and to get the structure 

set together. So, it was a collaborative effort that was needed from our side. No one in the 

world could have done that." (R1, personal communication, 2019) 

 

Insisting on the same point, respondent R10 and R4 described the need to set up 

reliable and aligned teams in order to overcome the challenges raised by operating in 

multiple markets. Hence, looking at the information collected and comparing them 

with the previous categories, it becomes evident how the Experienced evaluate their 

organisations in a critical manner. Moreover, even though they recognise the 

presences of complex legislation, different cultural backgrounds and tradition, the 

Experienced are confident that these barriers can be overcome by investing time and 

resources.  

 

Lastly, looking at the required support, there is not any clear trend: different 

Experienced required distinct support services, depending on the sector or area of 

focus. Such a fact might confirm the previous observation: since the organisations feel 

that most of the challenges they faced have to be overcome internally, external 

structure or entities cannot bring a substantial contribution.  

4.5 Cross category trends 

In the previous paragraphs, the essential insights obtained through the data collection 

process have been presented. However, to facilitate the comprehension of the analysis 

and discussion of the observation, that will take place in Chapter 5, a summary of the 

observed trends is now presented. 

4.5.1 The internationalisation process and the dual value chain 

All respondents have confirmed that the social value chain had influence and will 

influence the internationalisation process of their social enterprises. However, the way 

it changes the international expansions varies according to business maturity and 

international presence of social enterprises. Organisations that are in the early stages 

of their life prioritise economic criteria to select the next market to enters and, their 

environmental or social goal defines the long-term strategy and internationalisation 

objectives. Instead, social enterprises that are already established abroad tends to give 

more relevance to the social value creation when identifying new markets to target.  
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In any case, regardless of the international presence or business volume, all enterprises 

underlined that the social or environmental purpose represents an advantage when it 

comes to approaching Western markets. In particular, the positive impact is 

maximised in those countries where the sustainability issues are discussed by public 

opinion. Moreover, there is a correlation between the social enterprise offer and the 

internationalisation speed: companies that work with services approaches 

international markets faster than product-focused organisations. In particular, 

companies that operate through online platforms have the lowest internationalisation 

time.  

4.5.2 The perceived export barriers 

Respondents described how the cultural background of every country influences the 

markets trends, customer habits and legislation. Thus, cultural difference generates 

export inhibitors that challenge the market penetration. Moreover, since social 

enterprises offer sustainable products or services, they usually have to re-educate 

customers and to convince them to change their habits. Hence, regardless of the target 

market, every organisation must go through a steep learning process when reaching 

out a new market. Firstly, it has to understand the context and, secondly, to adapt its 

approach to the new environment. 

 

Furthermore, the interviewees underlined the presence of barriers raised by the 

specific proposition of a social enterprise or by the peculiar target market. For instance, 

product-based organisations highlighted difficulties related to setting up sales and 

support teams in several countries. In addition, they encounter distribution or logistics 

issues caused by the need to adapt their products to specific market laws.  Hence, their 

internationalisation capabilities are limited by organisation resources. In contrast, 

service or platform-based organisations are more scalable because they do not 

necessarily need to set up physical teams in the new markets. However, they tend to 

encounter more communication or information barriers. For example, several 

respondents described misunderstanding about customer requirements or the team 

members expectations. Similarly, depending on the targeted markets, the perceived 

barriers tend to change, for instance, social enterprises that are expanding in Europe 

reported fewer problems in understanding the target markets than the organisations 

that are targeting African countries or the US.   
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Lastly, it has become evident how the perception of barriers is not static. While the 

international presence or business volume of a social enterprise grows, the perceived 

obstacles change. Social enterprises in the early stage of their internationalisation 

highlighted mainly external or economic barriers. On the contrary, established social 

enterprises focused more on internal inhibitors. In any case, all respondents reported 

difficulties in scaling up their enterprises, principally because of financial or founding 

reasons.  
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5. Discussion 

In the following Chapter, the empirics are discussed taking into consideration the 

theories analysed in Chapter 2. In Section 5.1, the applicability of stage (Johanson and 

Vahlne, 1977), network (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009), entrepreneurial (Andersson, 

2000) and international entrepreneurial (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005) based 

internationalisation theories are assessed for social enterprises. In Section 5.2 the 

relevance of export barriers is analysed considering Leonidou (2004) study.  

5.1 Internationalisation theories and social enterprises 

It has been empirically observed that the dual value chain influences the 

internationalisation process of social enterprises, as summarised in Section 4.5.1. 

Hence, it is necessary to discuss if internationalisation theories apply to social 

enterprises or if they should be revisited.   

5.1.1 The Uppsala model applicability 

Considering the data collected during the interview process, the stage-based model 

developed by Johanson and Vahlne (1977) seems to be partially relevant for describing 

the internationalisation of social enterprises in the early stage of the international 

expansion process for three reasons. 

 

Firstly, social enterprises that are in the early stage of the international expansion, such 

as the Approachers or the Engaged, underlined that they target markets where risks 

are low. Hence, they select countries where the value proposition is likely to be 

understood and, where the sociocultural values are similar to the home market's ones. 

In other words, the market selection process is influenced by the liability of 

foreignness (Johanson and Vahlne, 1997). By selecting markets with a low psychic 

distance (Johanson and Vahlne, 1997), social enterprises try to reduce the economic 

risks involved with the internationalisation process.  

 

Secondly, social enterprises offering products or products as a service (PaaS) 

described a progressive international expansion that follows the establishment chain 

introduced by Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul (1975). Since these companies need to 

be physically present in the foreign market, to carry out the business activity, they 

firstly establish contacts with the target customer group through agents (second step 

of the establishment chain). Once they identify a clear customer need, they start setting 
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up sales teams and support teams in the foreign market (third step of the 

establishment chain), to meet the customer demand. However, none of the 

respondents is planning to open production facilities in the target markets (fourth step 

of the establishment chain), mostly because of resource constraints.  

 

Lastly, the knowledge-creation dynamics described in the Uppsala model (Johanson 

and Vahlne, 1977) has been proven as relevant by the Experienced. For instance, the 

social enterprises that belong to the group have highlighted how the knowledge and 

expertise developed by operating in foreign markets helped them out to approach 

neighbour nations. Thus, they identified a correlation between the resources in a 

specific geographical area, defined as state aspects by Johanson and Vahlne (1997), 

and the future investments in the same location, defined as change aspects by 

Johanson and Vahlne (1997).  

 

Nevertheless, the model fails to explain the internationalisation dynamics of social 

enterprises that embrace new ways to create value, such as the use of digital platforms 

or services. These organisations do not go through a progressive internationalisation 

but, they rather target international markets from inception, as described by the born 

global theory (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). Moreover, the Uppsala model neglects the 

impact of the social value chain on the internationalisation strategy. It has been 

observed that the social purpose, defined as the creation of value for the society 

through the improvement of environmental conditions or social inclusion, influence 

the internationalisation of social enterprises. For instance, the social purpose shapes 

the long-term internationalisation strategy of social enterprises in the early stage of 

international expansion, like the Approachers, and it influences the selection of the 

next markets to target the Experienced. In addition, all respondents underlined how 

the social or environmental purpose facilitate to approach markets where the public 

opinion perceives sustainability issues as relevant. Thus, even though one could argue 

that the market's perception of sustainability issues contributes to defining the 

physical distance (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977), the possibility that social enterprises 

identify target markets by taking into account the social value generation is not 

considered explicitly. Hence, the influence of the social value chain on the 

internationalisation process should be considered by the model explicitly. 

5.1.2 The Uppsala revised model (network) applicability 

The network-based and revisited Uppsala internationalisation model (Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2009) provides a framework to explain how business networks influence the 
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international expansion of social enterprises. Regardless of the internationalisation 

stage, social enterprises highlighted the relevance of having contacts in foreign 

markets: hence, the model seems to be relevant. 

 

For instance, social enterprises that are currently moving the first steps towards 

international markets reported difficulties in understanding the customer 

requirements, the legal framework and the competition level. They directly connected 

these challenges with the fact of not having a relevant business network in the target 

market. Consequently, this leads to not knowing where and how to find the needed 

information without carrying out extensive researchers. The very same problem has 

been observed and reported by Johanson & Vahlne (2009) as the liability of 

outsidership, which described the challenges an organisation faces when entering a 

market without having connections with any local business. The authors suggested 

that companies should first focus on establishing relevant connections to facilitate 

both markets understanding and penetration. Their recommendation has been 

confirmed on an empirical level by the respondents R2 (Personal communication, 

2019) and R6 (Personal communication, 2019), that highlighted how it is possible to 

enlarge the customer and the knowledge base by taking advantage of the contact with 

suppliers or already existing customers. Hence, social enterprises that have a strong 

insidership (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) tends to have a faster international expansion.  

 

However, the network-based internationalisation model developed by Johanson & 

Vahlne (2009) does not explicitly recognise the influence of the social purpose on 

networks development and, consequently, on the internationalisation process. Social 

enterprises tend to create connections with companies or customers that share the 

same vision about sustainability issues. Thus, their business relations are not only 

influenced by an economic perspective but also by a social one (Ebrahim et al., 2014). 

Consequently, a social enterprise could take decisions about business relations or 

internationalisation that might be hard to explain without recognising the strategic 

influence of the dual value chain. For instance, respondent R7 (Personal 

communication, 2019) described how its enterprise internationalisation process is 

mainly driven by external customers that get in touch with the organisation, asking 

for its product because of its superior environmental performances. Hence, social 

enterprises might overcome the liability of outsidership (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) 

not by investing resources in creating relevant contacts but simply thanks to their 

sustainable value proposition.  
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5.1.3 The Entrepreneurial approach applicability 

The approach proposed by Andersson (2000) emphasises the role of the entrepreneur 

and of the contextual factors in the internationalisation process. Since the interviewed 

social enterprises are relatively small organisations, the internationalisation strategy 

they adopt is influenced by the entrepreneur/founder vision.  

 

For example, respondent R7 (personal communication, 2019) described the social 

enterprise's founder as a person with a strong technical background with a 

technologically innovative idea. Thus, the founder shaped the social enterprise value 

proposition around the new technological solution and invested most of the 

organisation’s resources to improve the product. Consequently, the social enterprise 

did not reach out to multiple marked. Instead, it adopted a product-based 

internationalisation strategy (Andersson, 2000), selecting target markets based on the 

customer's orders. Such an approach suits the needs of a social enterprise since it 

allows minimising risks by investing in a market only when there is already a demand 

for the product.  

 

On the contrary, no example of marketing or structure-oriented entrepreneur 

(Andersson, 2000) has been found among the interviewed organisations. As a result, 

based on the information available, marketing or structural internationalisation 

strategies (Andersson, 2000) are not popular among social enterprises. The former 

approach requires to invest a considerable amount of financial and human resources 

to establish connections with markets that might not pay back the investment. Hence, 

given the limited resources availability of newly born social enterprises, it is possible 

to explain why the marketing-based internationalisation has not been adopted by any 

of the respondents. Instead, structural oriented internationalisation strategy cannot be 

implemented because, as highlighted by Andersson (2000), they take place in complex 

industrial organisation. Hence, they are not relevant to newly born social enterprises.  

 

Even though not all the approaches proposed by Andersson (2000) are applicable, his 

model can still be relevant for analysing the social enterprises' internationalisation. All 

interviewed social enterprises are led by individuals with a clear interest in 

sustainable development. After having interpreted the general context, or macro-

context (Andersson, 2000), they founded organisations with the goal to combine 

revenue and social value creation. Moreover, acting on the organisational or meso 

level (Andersson, 2000), they defined internationalisation strategies considering both 

the enterprises constraints and the possibility to generate social value. Hence, it is 
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possible to argue the influence of founders/entrepreneurs allows social enterprises to 

follow a social-oriented internationalisation strategy. 

5.1.4 The Born global applicability 

The international entrepreneurship model, developed by Oviatt and McDougall 

(2005), offers a complete framework to explain the internationalisation process of born 

global enterprises. Among the different theories analysed, it seems the one that suits 

social enterprises the most, since it considers different perspectives.  

 

According to Oviatt and McDougall (2005), the internationalisation process begins 

with the recognition of a customer need that is valid in multiple markets. Since social 

enterprises offer solutions that tackle sustainability-related problems, their offers aim 

to fulfil needs in different markets. Hence, it has been observed that international 

expansions start with the recognition of a business opportunity that can be exploited 

in more than one country. Moreover, the model suggests that the level of competition 

and the availability of technological solutions enable internationalisation (Oviatt & 

McDougall, 2005). Even though the motivation role of competition has not been 

observed directly, all respondents declared that, before entering a new market, they 

collect information on the competition level and, that they prioritise markets where 

there are few competitors. Furthermore, respondent R2 (personal communication, 

2019) underlined that the organisation is trying to establish long and lasting business 

relationships before competitors emerge. Thus, competition plays a role in defining 

the internationalisation process of social enterprises. However, all interviewees 

recognised the enabling role of technology (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). The increasing 

accessibility of information, transport solutions and networks give social enterprises 

the opportunity to enter foreign markets. Similarly, the observation confirms that 

entrepreneurs play an important role in shaping the internationalisation strategy. For 

instance, as described by Respondent R1, R4 an R10 (personal communication, 2019), 

they actively structure the company organisation to facilitate international expansion. 

 

In addition, Oviatt and McDougall (2005) identified two moderating forces: 

technology intensity and networks. The former refers to a correlation between an 

organisation's technology intensity (Bell et al., 2003) and its internationalisation speed. 

The data collected confirmed Oviatt and McDougall (2005) analysis: social enterprises 

whose proposition strongly relies on technological solutions and knowledge tends to 

have a faster international expansion than organisations that focus on physical 

products or incremental innovation. The latter stresses the connection between 
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networks and the internationalisation speed: having contact with customers or 

suppliers in the target markets facilitate the expansion process. As discussed in Section 

5.1.3, business relationships are relevant also for social enterprises.  

 

The strength of Oviatt and McDougall (2005) is that it incorporates most of the 

perspective introduced by the previous frameworks. Hence, it can be used to 

understand what does facilitate the internationalisation process of all the interviewed 

organisations. However, as highlighted by Johanson and Vahlne (2009) the model 

focuses more on the internationalisation enablers than on its inhibitors. Consequently, 

to gain a full picture of the forces that influence the international expansion of a social 

enterprise, the factors that have a negative influence on the internationalisation speed 

should be considered. Lastly, in the specific case of social enterprises, the social value 

chain should be included among the moderating forces since it has been observed that 

the social or environmental purpose influences the definitions of internationalisation 

priorities.  

5.2 Perceived barriers and social enterprises 

During the data collection process, several inhibitors to the internationalisation 

process of social enterprises have been identified, as illustrated in Chapter 4, and the 

general trends have been summarised in Section 4.52. In the following sections, the 

barriers described by the respondents are connected with and discussed according to 

Leonidou’s classification of export barriers (2004).  

5.2.1 Internal Barriers 

Most of the organisation-related barriers presented by the respondents can be 

associated with the internal barriers introduced by Leonidou (2004), since they are 

usually arisen by an enterprise’s resources or strategy.  For example, nine out of ten 

interviewed social enterprises reported problems in either raising capital or having 

enough financial resources to cover the cost of internationalisation. Hence, these social 

enterprises have to limit the number of markets they target at the same time because 

their a subject to a shortage of working capital (Leonidou, 2004) to finance exports. 

Similarly, all social enterprises highlighted the need to recruit and train new 

employees to fulfil the increasing amount of work correlated with operation 

expansion. Such a challenge is also part of Leonidou (2004) functional barriers and, it 

has been defined as inadequate or untrained personnel (Leonidou, 2004).  
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The second most common internal barriers identified belong to the family of 

marketing barriers and, they have been reported by nine out of ten enterprises. For 

instance, seven social enterprises struggle to adapt their marketing and promotion 

strategy to new markets: hence, they face promotion barriers (Leonidou, 2004). 

Promotion barriers are influenced and intensified by the social or environmental 

purpose since the enterprises must educate the customers about how to use the new 

products or services they offer. Moreover, five organisation reported challenges in 

establishing connections with relevant distribution partners: hence, they are subject to 

distribution barriers (Leonidou, 2004). Furthermore, three product-based enterprises 

highlighted the problems related to setting up and maintaining sales and support 

departments in foreign countries. Consequently, their difficulties can relate to 

providing technical/aftersales service (Leonidou, 2004). 

 

Lastly, seven out of ten enterprises reported inhibitors that might relate to the 

information barriers (Leonidou, 2004). For instance, organisations emphasised 

difficulties related to collecting relevant market information or in conducting 

preliminary researches. Consequently, their expansion process has been slowed down 

and, they had to invest more resources for overcoming the lack of data. Such a 

challenge has been described by Leonidou (2004) as limited information to 

locate/analyse foreign markets. 

 

In conclusion, the classification of internal barriers introduced by Leonidou (2004) 

seems applicable and useful for understanding the difficulties faced by social 

enterprises during the internationalisation process. Based on the data collected, no 

evident correlation between social purpose and internal barriers emerged, except for 

the promotion challenges.  

5.2.2 External Barriers 

Most of the environmental-related inhibitors described by the respondents can be 

categorised and described adopting Leonidou's (2004) classification of external 

barriers, since they are generated by the context in which social enterprises operate.  

 

Six respondents described problems with operating in foreign market contexts, hence, 

they are subject to procedural barriers (Leonidou, 2004). These barriers are usually 

caused either by unfamiliarity with exporting procedures and documentation or by 

problematic communication with foreign customers (Leonidou, 2004). Among the 

respondents, the former barriers have been reported by product-based organisations 



 

 

58 

 

mainly. In fact, they usually are linked to difficulties with understanding the 

certification required to sell products.  The latter, instead, emerged among serviced-

based organisations since they need to have a constant communication process with 

their customers.  

 

Similarly, six respondents have underlined challenges with gaining a clear picture of 

how the customers behave in the target markets. The interviewees underlined that 

customers from diverse part of the world base their purchasing behaviours on distinct 

value. Consequently, it is necessary to personalise and shape the services or products 

offered to meet their requirements. Hence, the description provided perfectly matches 

the definition of task-specific barriers formulated by Leonidou (2004). Lastly, four 

organisations declared that they did not receive the expected support from 

government agencies during the first step of the export process. Mostly, they claimed 

that the government from their home market is not doing enough to provide relevant 

contacts or assistance to enter new markets. Thus, it is possible to argue that they faced 

government-barriers (Leonidou, 2004).  

 

Five respondents identified challenges related to the difference in cultural values, 

economic conditions and legal framework between the home and target market. 

Consequently, they faced environmental barriers (Leonidou, 2004). Within them, most 

of the organisations reported socio-cultural barriers (Leonidou, 2004). For example, 

enterprises with limited resources struggle to gain a full understanding of the different 

sociocultural traits and of the verbal/nonverbal language differences (Leonidou, 2004) 

that emerge in new markets.  However, economic and governmental barriers do not 

seem to be a real obstacle to the internationalisation process of social enterprises. Only 

two respondents reported them. This might be explained by the fact that the 

interviewed organisations are mainly targeting markets with similar conditions, like 

European countries. Such an assumption is supported by the fact that respondent R1 

(personal communication, 2019), whose organisation operates in Africa, is the only 

one who underlined corruption problems and discriminatory laws. 

 

In conclusion, since for-profit social enterprises operate under the same market 

condition of any other small and medium enterprises, the external barriers proposed 

by Leonidou (2004) are relevant to understand what might challenge the 

internationalisation of a social enterprise. In addition, the influence of the dual value 

chain on the perceived external barriers is secondary: based on the evidence collected, 
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it impacts only the socio-cultural inhibitors. Lastly, economic and political-legal 

barriers seem secondary in developed countries. 

5.2.3 A graphic representation of export barriers   

The deductive codification process, based on a pre-established codification matrix (cf. 

Section 3.2.4), allows to visualise the outcome of the data analysis and discussion on 

export barriers.   

 

 
Figure 11: Export barriers overview, based on Leonidou (2004) classification 

In Figure 11, each blue circle represents one of the barriers or categories of barriers 

identified by Leonidou (2004). On the left side of the picture, the external barriers are 

presented. On the right side, instead, the internal ones are shown. Each barrier is 

connected both to its sub-barriers and parent barriers. For example, marketing barriers 

are linked both to five sub-barriers (distribution, logistics, price, product and 

production) and to its parent barrier (internal barriers). In the middle of the picture, 

all respondents are represented. Each line connecting an export barrier to a 

respondent exemplifies that the interviewee reported, at least once, the barriers to 

which he/she is connected. For example, only Respondent 1 (personal communication, 



 

 

60 

 

2019) underlined the presence of economic barriers. On the contrary, all respondents 

highlighted the presence of functional barriers. Figure 11 is powerful because, looking 

at the density of connections, it is possible to understand what are the most and less 

recurring inhibitors that challenge the internationalisation of social enterprises. It 

becomes evident that social enterprises are subject to the same resource constraints of 

SMEs (Leonidou, 2004): in fact, there are several connections on the right side of the 

picture. Similarly, looking at the external barriers, there is a limited recurrence of 

economic or political-legal inhibitors (Leonidou, 2004), most likely because the 

respondents operate in Western countries. Hence, even though Figure 11 does not 

provide quantitative information, it summarises the discussion on export barriers in 

an effective manner. 
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6. Conclusions 

In this last Chapter, the findings of the research are summarised. Firstly, in Section 6.1 

the research questions are answered. Secondly, in Section 6.2 and Section 6.3 the 

system and sustainability implications are explained. Thirdly, in Section 6.4 the 

research contributions are highlighted and, lastly, in Section 6.5 opportunities for 

further research are identified.  

6.1 Answering the research questions 

In Chapter 4 and 5, the findings of the research project have been analysed and 

discussed. Now, they are used to formulate a reply to both the research sub-questions 

and the main research question. 

6.1.1 SRQ1 

How should internationalisation theories take into account the role of the 

social value chain to explain the internationalisation of social enterprises?  

The existing literature on social entrepreneurship and internationalisation have been 

reviewed to answer SRQ1. Consequently, in the context of this study, social 

enterprises have been defined as for-profit organisations with a dual value chain, 

where the social value chain aims either to improve social inclusion or to generate a 

positive environmental impact (Ebrahim et al., 2014; Santos, 2012). Thus, four 

internationalisation theories have been analysed in depth: the Uppsala model 

(Johanson and Vahlne, 1997), the Uppsala revisited model (Johanson and Vahlne, 

2009), the entrepreneurial model (Andersson, 2000) and the international 

entrepreneurial model (Oviatt and McDougall, 2005).  Hereafter, through the analysis 

of the collected data, the influence exerted by the social value chain on the 

internationalisation process of social enterprises has been identified.  

 

It has been observed that the influence of the social value chain on the 

internationalisation process varies according to the business maturity and 

international presence of social enterprises. Hence, social enterprises that are in the 

early stages of their existence follow economic criteria to shape the short-term 

internationalisation strategy and, the social value chain defines the long-term 
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internationalisation objectives. Instead, social enterprises that are already active in 

foreign markets and that have a solid business base tend to prioritise the social value 

creation when defining the next target markets. In conclusion, social enterprises need 

to achieve business maturity before focusing on the maximisation of social value 

creation.  

 

Lastly, the internationalisation theories have been reviewed and, their relevance has 

been critically discussed, identifying possible shortcomings that need to be addressed 

to account the role of the social value chain in the internationalisation process. The 

results of the discussion are summarised in Table 3. 

 

Table 3: Internationalisation models: identified strengths and shortcomings 

Model Relevant concepts: Relevant for: Suggested change: 

Johanson & 

Vahlne, 1997 

- Liability of Foreignness 

- Psychic Distance 

- Knowledge creation 

- Establishment chain 

(partially) 

- Early stages of 

internationalisati

on 

- Product-based 

social enterprises 

- Include social value 

among the model's 

variables 

- Define the relationship 

between Psychic 

Distance and 

perception of social 

value 

Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2009 

- Liability of outsidership 

- Insidership 

- Network influence 

- All social 

enterprises 

- Define the relationship 

between insidership 

and social purpose 

Andersson, 2000 

- Product-based 

internationalisation 

- Entrepreneur role 

- All social 

enterprises 

- Introduce  

social-oriented 

internationalisation 

Oviatt & 

McDougall, 2005 

- Opportunity recognition 

- Enabling factors 

- Mediating agent 

- Moderating forces 

- All social 

enterprises 

- Include social purpose 

among moderating 

forces 

6.1.2 SRQ2 

What export barriers hinder the internationalisation of social enterprises? 
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To answer SRQ2, the data collected have been codified against Leonidou (2004) 

classification of export barriers faced by SMEs. Figure 11, introduced in Section 5.2.3, 

summaries the outcome of the investigation, highlighting the connections between the 

barriers and the social enterprise that reported them. The density of connections 

shows that for-profit social enterprises face the same challenges of SMEs during an 

export-based internationalisation process. Consequently, the dual value chain that 

characterises social enterprise (Ebrahim et al., 2014) does not significantly influence 

the perceived export barriers. In fact, according to the research results, the social or 

environmental purpose influence only socio-cultural and promotion inhibitors.  

 

The barriers encountered by social enterprises are originated mostly by a lack of 

financial or human resources, as for the SMEs (Leonidou, 2004). Furthermore, the data 

collected confirmed that social enterprises, like SMEs (Leonidou, 2004), perceive 

different challenges based on the level of their international expansion. For example, 

social enterprises in the early stage of internationalisation give more relevance to 

external barriers than social enterprises with a robust international presence. Hence, 

it is possible to conclude that social enterprises are subject to the same export barriers 

of SMEs. 

6.1.3 MRQ  

Are theories on SMEs internationalisation and export barriers applicable to 

social enterprises? 

Based on the research outcome, summarised in the answers to SRQ1 and SRQ2, it has 

been observed that the internationalisation process of for-profit social enterprises is 

similar to the one of traditional SMEs. Even though for-profit social enterprises aim to 

generate both a positive impact on society and economic value (Ebrahim et al., 2014; 

Santos, 2012), they still strive to reach profitability. Consequently, the already existing 

internationalisation theories (Andersson, 2000; Johanson and Vahlne, 1997; Johanson 

and Vahlne, 2009; Oviatt and McDougall, 2005) can provide relevant frameworks to 

understand and analyse the internationalisation dynamics of social enterprises, 

according to an economic perspective.  

 

However, as highlighted by the answer to SRQ1, the existing internationalisation 

theories (Andersson, 2000; Johanson and Vahlne, 1997; Johanson and Vahlne, 2009; 
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Oviatt and McDougall, 2005) neglect the influence of the enterprises' social objectives 

on the international expansion process. Hence, the models should be partially 

revisited to explain explicitly how the social or environmental purpose might 

influence the dynamics described by the models. Moreover, since social enterprise 

operates in the same markets and under the same constraints of SMEs, it has emerged 

that social enterprises face the same export barriers of SMEs. Thus, the existing 

classifications of export inhibitors (Leonidou, 1995; 2004) are suitable for analysing 

and understanding the challenges social enterprises face while exporting services or 

products to new markets.  

6.2 System implications 

The research outcome arises implications that might impact the context in which social 

enterprises act and their organisation. The implications are now presented following 

the system perspective introduced by Blomkvist and Halin (2015).  

 

1. Implications on the industrial level 

The research has highlighted that social enterprises face the same barriers 

of SMEs during the internationalisation and export process. Hence, if the 

ultimate goal of policymakers is to promote the creation of sustainable 

development through social enterprises, actions should be undertaken to 

establish support entities and measures. For instance, it has been observed 

that social enterprises could benefit from the existence of public institutions 

that provide assistance in both establishing contacts with foreign markets 

and understanding the markets legal framework. Thus, these institutions 

could minimise the impact of informational barriers and, could support 

social enterprises to enter relevant business networks. Moreover, since 

social enterprises underlined difficulties related to raising capitals, 

policymaker should take into consideration two possible solutions. One 

alternative could be to provide emerging companies with financial support 

and the other to create niche conditions where social enterprises can 

develop. The protected environment or financial support allows social 

enterprises to reach business maturity in a timelier manner. Therefore, the 

effect of barriers caused by lack of financial resources would be mitigated. 
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2. Implications on the functional/enterprise level  

The research has identified the factors that might influence the 

internationalisation of social enterprises, such as the role of business 

networks, cultural differences between home and target markets, the 

entrepreneur vision, the role of technology and the common barriers that 

might hinder the expansion. Hence, the study provides the managers of 

social enterprises with an initial list of variables to consider before defining 

an internationalisation strategy and shaping the company structure to fulfil 

it. By considering the research outcome, it might be possible to avoid 

incurring in some of the barriers and to speed up the internationalisation 

process. Thus, it is possible to formulate the following recommendations: 

○ When social enterprises enter markets where the cultural distance is 

evident, the marketing and promotion strategy should be adapted to 

meet the foreign customer requirements and behaviours.  

○ Business relations and networks play a consistent role in defining 

internationalisation speed. Hence, social enterprises should invest 

resources in establish and maintain relevant contacts in future target 

markets.  

○ The social enterprise organisation should grow during the 

internationalisation process, to handle the increasing volume of 

operations.  

 

3. Implications on the individual level  

The study has not focused on the individual level of analysis: hereafter, it is 

not possible to formulate articulated implications and, further research 

should be conducted on the topic. However, based on the collected 

evidence, it has been noticed that the knowledge of both the entrepreneur 

and of the working team influence the internationalisation process. For 

example, a technical entrepreneur might lead the organisation to adopt a 

product-based internationalisation strategy. Instead, a team with an 

understanding of the target market might speed up the market penetration 

process. Hence, social enterprises should rely on and invest in individuals 

that are part of the working group.  
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6.3 Sustainability implications 

Based on ESCAP definition (2015a), sustainable development is achieved by fulfilling 

three criteria: economic, environmental and social sustainability. Hence, the three 

dimensions are intrinsically correlated and, they constitute a reference system against 

which it is possible to evaluate the research contributions. It is believed that the study 

contributes to the creation of sustainable development in two ways.  

 

Firstly, it contributes to achieving the objective 8.3 of Agenda 2030, which reads as 

follow: "Promote development-oriented policies that support productive activities, decent job 

creation, entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, and encourage the formalization and 

growth of micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises, including through access to financial 

services" (United Nations, 2015b). Based on the study findings, it has been possible to 

identify support measures and policies that could enable the internationalisation of 

social enterprises. Hence, by promoting the international expansion of social 

enterprises, the growth of micro, small and medium enterprises could be facilitated. 

Consequently, the study contributes to improving economic sustainability.  

 

Secondly, a snowball effect might be obtained by enabling the international expansion 

and growth of social enterprises. Since social enterprises strive to achieve economic 

sustainability with the creation of a positive social and environmental impact 

(Ebrahim et al., 2014; Santos, 2012), their growth and proliferation could impact all the 

other goals included in Agenda 2030. For instance, seven out of ten interviewed social 

enterprises offer products or services that decrease the emission levels and, 

consequently, push towards the satisfaction of Goal 6, 7, 12 and 13 (United Nations, 

2015b). Moreover, the three remaining organisations focus more on the creation of a 

positive impact on the social level and, therefore, they contribute to fulfilling Goal 10. 

6.4 Research contribution 

From an academic perspective, the study generates two main contributions. Based on 

the preliminary investigation and literature review, the authors identified a lack of 

publications on the internationalisation process of social enterprises. In particular, no 

study has analysed the applicability of existing theories to this new form of 

entrepreneurial organisation. Hence, the research contributes to filling the literature 

gap by validating the theories (Andersson, 2000; Johanson & Vahlne, 1997; Johanson 

& Vahlne, 2009; Oviatt and McDougall, 2005) applicability and by identifying further 

directions of investigation. Secondly, the study verified that the previously identified 
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export barriers (Leonidou, 1995; 2004) are relevant to describe the challenges that 

social enterprises face while entering new markets through export.   

 

From an empirical perspective, instead, the research contributes by collecting data on 

both the internationalisation process and challenges of different social enterprises. 

Thus, through the analysis of the collected information, recommendations have been 

formulated on how it could be possible to support the internationalisation process of 

social enterprises from a policy and organisational perspective. 

6.5 Limitations and further research 

The research outcome and the research process are subject to limitations that create 

opportunities for further research.  

 

1. The research findings might not be generalised to the whole universe of social 

enterprises. Since the research focused on for-profit social enterprises that have 

a relation with the Swedish market, further investigations should analyse 

organisations that are born or targeting different markets. Furthermore, the 

internationalisation process of non-profit enterprises should be examined.  

2. As illustrated in Table 3, the study has identified some possible areas of 

improvement for the already existing internationalisation theories. However, 

because of the time limitation to which the research project has been subject to, 

further investigations are required to revisit the existing model.  

3. The study considered only export as a market penetration strategy: hence, 

further research should evaluate alternative solutions, such as acquisitions or 

mergers.  

4. Further research is required to clarify the interaction between individuals in 

the organisation and the definition of an internationalisation approach. Even 

though the research outcome led to the formulation of some preliminary 

considerations, an in-depth analysis would be beneficial. 

5. A quantitative study is needed to quantify the impact of export barriers on 

social enterprises' internationalisation. Defining the weight of each 

internationalisation inhibitors would allow formulating more in-depth 

recommendations for managers and policymakers. 
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8. Appendix A - Interview Guidelines  

1. General introduction:  

a. Could you describe your role at [Company Name]? 

b. Could you quickly introduce your [Company Name] objective? 

c. How would you describe your social/environmental purpose’s 

relationship with your daily operations?  

d. What markets are you expanding to and how far have you come?  

e. How would you say that your social/environmental mission influences 

the expansion process to new markets? 

 

2. How would you describe the challenges with expanding [Company Name] 

operations to new markets? 

a. What markets is [Company Names] targeting? 

b. What are the challenges generated within your organisation [during the 

internationalisation process]? 

c. What are the challenges caused by external factors [during the 

internationalisation process]? 

d. How would you say that your social/environmental purpose influences 

the challenges you have described? 

 

3. How could [Company Name]’s expansion process to new markets be made 

easier? 

a. What type of support structures would benefit your international 

expansion? 

b. What support would help you to overcome one/same of the major 

challenges you faced? 

c. How would you say that social/environmental purpose influences the 

need for support when expanding to new foreign markets?  

 

4. Ending question: 

a. Where do you see [Company Names] in 5 and 10 years from now? 

b. Do you have any questions for us? 
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