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I 

Abstract 
 

Background: Ever since the Born Global phenomenon has emerged in the early 1990s, it 
has been investigated from various perspectives as for example from the network-based 
view. However, research has exclusively been done within this field at early stages of Born 
Globals’ internationalization. Therefore, there is a lack of understanding of how Born 
Global firms continue their operations after their initial internationalization. 

Research Question: How does networking influence a Born Global firm in order to 
continue its international growth? 

Purpose: The purpose with this study is to increase the understanding of how networking 
influences an already internationally established Born Global firm in order to continue its 
international growth. 

Theoretical Framework: The theoretical framework is divided into four different 
categories, namely Maintenance and Increase of Network, Personal and Inter-
Organisational Network, The Strength of a Network Tie and Causation and Effectuation, 
which have been developed based on the literature review. At the end, the theoretical 
framework is summarized with a model indicating the categories’ influence on the 
continued international growth of Born Globals.  

Methodology: For this study a qualitative research method has been chosen where both 
secondary and primary data have been collected. A case study consisting of two Swedish 
companies has been conducted.  

Conclusions: This study shows that efficient and strategic networking is crucial for the 
continued international growth of Born Globals, which is supported by the establishment 
of routines and standardized criteria. It is of the highest importance to keep a close contact 
to customers and to preserve control over the network, which can be realized by having 
strong relationships to distributors or agents or by establishing own sales subsidiaries. 
Furthermore, it is noticeable that network relationships shift from a personal to a 
predominantly business-based character during the continued international growth of Born 
Globals.  

Managerial Implications: Managers should perceive networking as a crucial part of their 
firms’ continued international growth and implement networking in their overall 
internationalization strategy. Essential for a long-term success is to keep control over the 
increasing network and stay as close as possible to the increasing number of customers.  

Theoretical Implications: The findings of this study imply that the role of networking as 
well as the networks’ characteristics change over time during Born Globals’ continued 
international growth.  

Keywords: SMEs, Born Globals, Internationalization, Growth, Network 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

In recent years, globalization has increasingly obtained attention by business and 
management research (Bond & O’Byrne, 2014). According to Govindarajan and Gupta 
(2000), globalization is related to the flow of commodities like goods, services, capital and 
knowhow across national borders due to decreasing transportation costs and the 
advancement of information technology, to name but a few reasons. Therefore, the 
interdependence of different domestic economies increases (Govindarajan & Gupta, 2000). 
This structural change of the global economy contains opportunities and threats for 
companies, whose success depends on the mastering of these new conditions (Prasad, 
2006). 

In order to take globalization as a source for new opportunities, firms can make use of it by 
internationalizing their operations (Andersson & Wictor, 2003). According to Atik (2012), 
some of the benefits from internationalization are new markets and customers, cheaper 
resources and factors of production and an improved competitive position of firms. 
Although there are many different opinions about the definition of the internationalization 
concept, the term is commonly described as “[...] the process of increasing involvement in 
international operations” (Welch & Luostarinen, 1993, p. 156). 

In recent years, the internationalization of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)1 has 
more and more aroused researchers’ and policies’ interest (Ruzzier, Hisrich & Antoncic, 
2006; Kontinen & Ojala, 2010; European Commission, 2013). The importance of SMEs 
for the European Union is illustrated by the fact that about 20 million SMEs, 
corresponding 99,8 per cent of all enterprises within Europe, employed more than 86 
million people (European Commission, 2013). Furthermore, Kontinen and Ojala (2010) 
argue that SMEs stimulate the development of new products and services and open new 
market sectors resulting in that local economies can benefit from SMEs. Especially the 
growth of SMEs is considered as important for the economy and the future of a nation 
(Coviello & Munro, 1995).  

This means that particularly firms pursuing niche strategies in small domestic markets are 
dedicated to cross the borders of their domestic market due to the fact that there is not 
enough domestic demand in order to pursue growth (Björkman & Forsgren, 2000; 
Coviello, 2006). Moreover, in small domestic markets, economies of scale within 

________________________________________ 

1 Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs): defined by European Commission (2005) as enterprises 
with a number of employees up to 250 and a turnover not exceeding 50 million Euro or a balance sheet up to 
43 million Euro. 
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marketing or manufacturing, for example, are restricted, which pushes the 
internationalization of SMEs (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003).  

A term which is often used when talking about internationalization and growth is 
international growth, which can be defined as the expansion of firms outside their national 
boundaries (Penrose, 1959, ref. to in Paavilainen & Kuuluvainen, 2008). According to 
Paavilainen and Kuuluvainen (2008), international growth can be seen as a combination of 
internationalization and growth. The authors argue that both of the phenomena, 
internationalization and growth, can be intentionally pursued, whereas the respective 
counterpart emerges as a by-product.  

 

1.2 Discussion 

Andersson and Wictor (2003) argue that small domestic markets not only stimulate 
business operations abroad in general, but also the likelihood to be involved in 
international activities from the inception of the firm compared to firms founded in 
countries with large domestic markets. A study from 1993 which investigated SMEs 
showed that there are firms which do not follow a stepwise internationalization process 
(Rennie, 1993, ref. to in Andersson & Wictor, 2003). The findings of this study were one 
of the first that argued against traditional stage models for internationalization like for 
instance the Uppsala-Model, where companies internationalize in a gradual process driven 
by their knowledge base (Andersson & Wictor, 2003). Although the so-called Born Global 
phenomenon was not completely new, the study made an important contribution by 
showing that SMEs can internationalize faster after their inception without following the 
traditional path (Andersson & Wictor, 2003). 

Firms which start to internationalize at their inception or soon after their inception have in 
the last decades become more common which has led researchers to study the phenomenon 
both from a conceptual and an empirical approach (Zucchella, Palamara & Denicolai, 
2007). Though, Sharma and Blomstermo (2003) argue that a well-developed theoretical 
framework around the phenomenon is still missing. This is already evidenced by the lack 
of a common naming of the phenomenon, which is also labelled as “global start-ups”, 
“instant internationals” or “international new ventures”, for example (Cavusgil & Knight, 
2009). For this study, solely the term Born Globals will be used. 

There exist several different definitions of Born Globals and they are suitable for different 
contexts and environments (Andersson & Wictor, 2003). For example, Oviatt and 
McDougall (1994, p. 49) describe a Born Global as “a business organization that, from 
inception, seeks to derive significant competitive advantage from the use of resources and 
the sale of outputs in multiple countries”. Other researchers underpin their definitions with 
numbers. Knight (1997) defines Born Globals as companies with a minimum rate of 25 per 
cent of sales abroad within the first three years after their internationalization. In this study, 
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the Born Global definition of Andersson and Wictor (2003) will be used, who adapted the 
concept to the conditions of a small domestic market. They define Born Globals as 
companies which record a minimum rate of 25 per cent of sales from multiple markets 
abroad within the first three years of the inception of the firm. 

Sharma and Blomstermo (2003) argue that the internationalization process of a Born 
Global is strongly dependent on the company’s network. Moreover, Coviello (2006) 
determines that many researchers besides Sharma and Blomstermo (2003), like Arenius 
(2002), Andersson and Wictor (2003) and Autio (2005), also call attention to the 
importance of network research within the field of Born Globals.  

Considerable research has already been done especially within the above-mentioned 
research field at early stages of Born Globals. Coviello (2006), for example, investigated 
network dynamics within Born Globals with focus on the very early stages of a Born 
Global’s life cycle, namely conception, commercialization and growth including 
internationalization. Also the study “The Resource Dynamics of International New Venture 
Networks” from Coviello and Cox (2006) only focuses on the initial stages of Born 
Globals, until first sales growth and early internationalization. Other studies focusing on 
network research within early stages of Born Globals are Sharma and Blomstermo (2003), 
who investigate strong and weak ties and their influence on Born Globals’ early 
internationalization, and Mort and Weerawardena (2006), who see the development of 
dynamic networking capabilities as essential for a Born Globals’ rapid and early 
internationalization. Many of them found out that Born Globals’ networks are dynamic and 
therefore change over time (Coviello & Cox, 2006; Coviello, 2006; Sharma and 
Blomstermo, 2003).  

However, as Zahra (2005) looks back on a decade of research on Born Globals, he 
determines that there is an area within this field of research which is mostly untouched so 
far. More specific, there is still a lack of understanding of how Born Global firms continue 
their operations seen from a long-term perspective after the initial internationalization.  

Andersson, Gabrielsson and Wictor (2004) shed light on this field by investigating the 
question why some internationalized small firms continue their international growth. In 
short, the gap in research is the lack of knowledge about the role of a Born Global’s 
network for the international growth at a later stage of its life cycle, namely its continued 
international growth2. Therefore, we want to answer the following research question:  

________________________________________ 

2 In this study, continued international growth is based on Andersson’s and Wictor’s (2003) definition of 
Born Globals and on Paavilainen’s and Kuuluvainen’s (2008) perception of international growth. We define 
a Born Global’s continued international growth as the increase of its sales turnover generated in multiple 
markets abroad. The continued international growth starts after the Born Global’s first three years of 
inception. The increase of sales turnover can hereby be achieved either by increasing the number of foreign 
markets and/or increasing the volume of already established foreign markets. 
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1.3 Research Question 

How does networking influence a Born Global firm in order to continue its international 
growth? 

 

1.4 Purpose 

The purpose with this study is to increase the understanding of how networking influences 
an already international Born Global firm in order to continue its international growth. 

 

1.5 Delimitations 

This study is solely targeting Born Global firms, which means that no consideration will be 
taken to firms that differ from the Born Global definition used in this study. Previous 
studies have investigated the Born Global phenomenon from several different perspectives. 
However, this particular study will only focus on the network approach during the 
continued international growth of Born Globals. Furthermore, in this study the type of 
industry was not taken into consideration when selecting the case companies. Instead, other 
criteria were developed when selecting companies, which is further described in the 
methodology chapter. 
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1.6 Disposition 

Below the disposition of the study is presented.  

 

 

  

 Figure 1: Disposition of the study (own construction).  
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2 Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Literature Review 

The Born Global phenomenon has been widely investigated from different angles ever 
since it emerged in the early 1990s. As Knight (1997) emphasizes, the Born Global 
phenomenon is complex and needs therefore to be looked at from various perspectives. 
One of the investigated areas within the field has been the network-based view where it has 
been argued by several researchers that network plays an important role for Born Globals’ 
international development (Cavusgil & Knight, 2009) due to their limited resources (Mort 
& Weerawardena, 2006). However, there is still a lack of knowledge when it comes to the 
role of networks within a Born Global context. As Coviello and Munro (1995) have 
pointed out, more attention should be paid on how network relationships are established 
and with whom. Moreover, the network relationships can change over time in terms of 
their characteristics and compositional ties and therefore it is highly relevant to assess the 
dynamics of Born Global networks (Coviello, 2006). 

Agndal and Chetty (2007) explain that there are different types of network relationships. 
They have identified three pairs of categories, namely business and social relationships, 
direct and indirect relationships, and a category to distinguish a reactive use from a 
proactive use of networking concerning change in internationalization strategy. This can be 
related to Andersson and Wictor (2003), who argue that diverse researchers have used the 
network concept in various ways. However, not many researchers have investigated the 
way in which Born Globals are influenced by different types of networks, namely networks 
at personal and firm level, informal and formal networks, planned and unplanned 
networks, professional and unprofessional networks, as well as networks on a marketing, 
financial and technological level (Andersson & Wictor, 2003). Similarly, Greve (1995) 
explains that a network can for instance be characterized by its density which can be 
related to the strength of a tie and by its availability of indirect contacts. Another 
characteristic describing the network is the background of the persons in terms of relations 
and personal characteristics (Greve, 1995). In addition, Coviello (2006) came to the 
conclusion that the network of Born Globals included relationships in form of social and 
economic, strong and weak, and short- and long term. It was also found that networks can 
be intentionally managed as well as path-dependent and developed through third parties 
(Coviello, 2006). Based on the arguments from the authors, we have focused on the 
following network categories within our theoretical framework: Maintenance and Increase 
of Network, Personal and Inter-Organisational Network, The Strength of a Network Tie, 
and Causation and Effectuation. It is of importance to emphasize that our developed 
categories have been treated in prior research, which will be demonstrated below.  
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Maintenance and Increase of Network – Johanson and Vahlne (2003) clarify that firms can 
overcome country market barriers with the help of network relationships and therefore 
underline the importance of establishing and developing relationships with suppliers and 
customers. One study that treats the maintenance and increase of network is Loane and 
Bell (2006). The authors argue that research has a tendency to focus on firms’ existing 
network, however, more attention should be paid on how firms with rapid 
internationalization build new networks. This is in line with Coviello and Munro (1997), 
who argue that managers should consider the establishment of new network relationships 
as an important competitive ability. Though, the authors also argue that the management of 
already established network relationships deserves more attention. 

Personal and Inter-Organisational Network – Chetty and Campbell-Hunt (2003) 
investigate instead the importance of business networks for firms’ international growth. 
They argue that a firm’s relationships with other firms play an important role in order to 
obtain resources and cope with rapid international growth. On the other hand, Andersson 
and Wictor (2003) explain that the main network for Born Globals is the personal network 
due to the fact that the firms do not have fully established routines and processes. Based on 
the above-mentioned arguments, it can be said that both business and personal networks 
play an important role for firms, which is confirmed by Coviello and Munro (1995), who 
conclude that formal network contacts but also informal network contacts are important in 
order to understand a firm’s international development. 

The Strength of a Network Tie – Sharma and Blomstermo (2003) investigate the role of 
strong and weak ties and how these help Born Global firms to go international by 
providing them with knowledge. In particular, the authors point out the importance of 
weak ties for Born Globals’ internationalization. However, Loane and Bell (2006) are of 
the opinion that there still exist gaps in the understanding of how firms build and maintain 
networks in terms of strong and weak ties and propose further research concerning this.  

Causation and Effectuation – Finally, our last network category, namely causation and 
effectuation, is based on two types of decision processes for reaching a particular goal. The 
difference between them is characterized by the set of choices (Sarasvathy, 2001). More 
specific, the choice is either to choose the means to achieve a certain effect (causation) or 
to choose among different effects by using a specific set of means (effectuation). In order 
to clarify the distinction between causation and effectuation, Sarasvathy (2001) provides an 
example of a chef cooking a meal. Either the chef can cook a meal based on a recipe which 
means that certain ingredients are needed to actually cook the meal (causation), or the chef 
can look through the kitchen for available ingredients and based on these cook a meal 
(effectuation). These concepts can be related to Hite and Hesterly (2001), who clarify that 
there is research focusing on a more proactive use of networking (intentionally managed; 
causation), whereas other research explains network change as path-dependent 
(effectuation). In a Born Global context, it is argued by Sharma and Blomstermo (2003) 
that the actors within the firm’s network often take the first step and in that way affect the 
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Born Global firm’s internationalization pathway. The following table (Table 1) gives an 
overview over the academic articles that build the base for the development of the 
theoretical framework.  

 

Author(s), 
Year 

Content/Findings 
Empirical 

Source  
Allocation to 

Theory Chapter 

Johanson and 
Vahlne 
(2003) 

− International expansion is an outcome of the 
development of existing relationships and the 
establishment of business network relationships 

Rapid 
internationalizing 
firm 

Maintenance and 
Increase of 
Network 

Loane and 
Bell (2006) 

− Building new networks is more important for 
internationalization than using existing network 

− Strong ties (e.g. financial support from family) 
more important in start-up phase 

− Weak ties more important for 
internationalization (international knowledge 
acquisition and development) 

Internationalizing 
small 
entrepreneurial 
firms in Australia, 
Canada, Ireland 
and New Zealand 

Maintenance and 
Increase of 
Network, 

The Strength of a 
Network Tie 

Coviello and 
Munro 
(1997) 

− Management of existing network relationships 
and establishment of new network relationships 
should be a key competitive capability 

− Internationalization process is driven, facilitated 
and inhibited by formal and informal network 
relationships 

Small software 
firms 

Maintenance and 
Increase of 
Network, 

Personal and 
Inter-
Organisational 
Network 

Chetty and 
Campbell-
Hunt (2003) 

− Importance of business networks for firms’ 
international growth and success (market 
knowledge, information, technology and access 
to distribution networks) 

Manufacturing 
SMEs from small 
isolated 
economies 

Personal and 
Inter-
Organisational 
Network 

Andersson 
and Wictor 
(2003) 

− Entrepreneurs’ personal networks, used as tools, 
are crucial for the implementation of Born 
Global strategies 

Born Globals Personal and 
Inter-
Organisational 
Network 

Sharma and 
Blomstermo 
(2003) 

− Weak ties are a source of heterogeneous and 
novel knowledge and therefore influence Born 
Globals in terms of their internationalization 

− Strong domestic ties help Born Globals to 
establish weak ties abroad  

− Initiative for selecting foreign markets and 
clients is often taken by other network actors 
(effectuation) 

Born Globals The Strength of a 
Network Tie 

Causation and 
Effectuation 

Sarasvathy 
(2001) 

− Choose the means to achieve a certain effect 
(causation)  

− Choose among different effects by using a 
specific set of means (effectuation) 

General Thought 
Experiments 

Causation and 
Effectuation 

Hite and 
Hesterly 
(2001) 

− Entrepreneurial network shifts from identity-
based to a more calculative nature over time 

− Reactive use of network (path-dependent role of 
network) 

− Proactive use of networking (intentionally 
managed network) 

Emerging Firms Causation and 
Effectuation 

Table 1: Literature Review. 

 



 

Continued International Growth of Born Globals – A Network Approach 

Theoretical Framework  

 

9 

2.2 Maintenance and Increase of Network 

According to Johanson and Vahlne (2003), international expansion is an outcome of two 
main processes, namely the development of existing relationships and the establishment of 
relationships with customers or suppliers. This is in line with Söderqvist (2011), who notes 
that the result of networking is to learn how to maintain and increase networks both on a 
domestic and on an international level.  

A company that perceives network development as an ongoing process and implements 
this spirit in its overall internationalization strategy benefits from useful knowledge and 
therefore increases its international competitiveness (Loane & Bell, 2006). More precisely, 
Loane and Bell (2006) emphasize that the acquisition, exploitation and renewal of 
knowledge are essential for a company in order to internationalize rapidly and be 
competitive on an international level.  

On the one hand, knowledge helps a firm for instance to identify international partners and 
therefore stimulate international growth (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003). On the other 
hand, a firm learns from the development and establishment of relationships about 
networking itself (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003). Within the context of Born Globals, 
who usually lack routines in selecting foreign markets and partners, this means that 
routines and specific criteria can be established over time (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003; 
Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003).  

Both for existing relationships and for the development of new relationships, it is important 
that partners have common interests in the future development of their resources and that 
the partners’ interests are taken into consideration when acting (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). 
Therefore, and due to the fact that greater psychic and geographic distances hamper the 
cohesion of network partners, a company should invest in long-term relationships 
(Freeman, Edwards & Schroder, 2006). The argument of building long-term relationships 
can also be underlined by the fact that the building of a business network is complex and 
delicate and requires time and resources (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). This is why 
companies defend relationships that are important for their business by increasing the 
commitment (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). Another factor that is highly important in order 
to keep networks together and coordinate them is trust, which is also an outcome of the 
partners’ mutual learning about each other’s strategies, resources, needs and business 
contacts (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003; Söderqvist, 2011). This can be related to Sharma and 
Blomstermo (2003), who argue that networking and the acquisition of knowledge are co-
evolutionary and the process of international growth is therefore a gradual feedback 
process.  

As previously mentioned, besides the acquisition of knowledge, the exploitation of 
knowledge is essential for international success (Loane & Bell, 2006). This means that a 
healthy network structure offers strong opportunities for international expansion (Johanson 
& Vahlne, 2003). That also means for example that companies can lever extensive 
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domestic distribution networks in order to be successful on an international level (Loane & 
Bell, 2006; Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003). If a company is seen as an insider within an 
international network, it can profit for instance by being involved with channel members, 
government or advertising (Freeman, Edwards & Schroder, 2006).  

Hence, the fact that networking is a feedback process requires a behaviour that upholds the 
reputation of the firm within its network (Söderqvist, 2011). An exchange action on a 
market is a process of transactions that are interrelated rather than a sequence of one-off 
transactions (Eriksson et al., 1998, ref. to in Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003). Due to the 
fact that these exchanges cannot be performed between two network partners in isolation 
from other network members, information about negative incidents is distributed through 
the network and thus also influences a company’s relationship to other direct or indirect 
contacts (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003; Ghannad, 2013; Söderqvist, 2011).  

In terms of Loane’s and Bell’s (2006) renewal of knowledge, also Coviello and Munro 
(1995) found out that network relationships are restructured over time. This is also 
accounted for by the fact that the number of network relationships is limited due to a lack 
of time and resources and thus a company can be locked out from more important 
relationships and therefore from relevant information (Gulati, Nohria & Zaheer, 2000). 
This is in line with Mort and Weerawardena (2006), who found out that the “rigidity” 
phenomenon can limit firms’ strategic options as the firm has to take care of the interests 
of its network partners. Restructuring a network also means termination and replacement 
of partners which do not perform as expected, which can also lead to the establishment of 
own sales or support offices, for example (Coviello & Munro, 1995). Therefore, Loane and 
Bell (2006) recommend prioritizing the development of relevant networks.  

 

2.3 Personal and Inter-Organisational Network 

Following a review of O’Donnell, Gilmore, Cummins and Carson (2001), an 
entrepreneurial network can be divided into two groups, namely the inter-organisational 
network and the personal network. Following (Söderqvist, 2011), inter-organisational 
networks can also be called business networks or formal networks and personal networks 
can also be called social networks or informal networks.  

The inter-organisational network is an alternative to a market mechanism, where 
transactions are straight-forward, non-repetitive and require no transaction-specific 
investments, and a hierarchical organized firm, where transactions are uncertain in 
outcome, recur frequently and require substantial “transaction-specific investments”, by 
taking into consideration that interpersonal relations are always involved in economic 
transactions (O’Donnell et al., 2001). Other authors describe business relationships as 
consisting of actors, activities and resources (Söderqvist, 2011; Ghannad, 2013).  
Following Johanson and Mattsson (1988, ref. to in Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003), a 
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business network is a relationship between firms jointly conducting business which is of 
mutual benefit. Chetty and Campbell-Hunt (2003) argue that business networks support 
firms’ internationalization by raising the pace of international growth due to the fact that 
cooperations with other firms provide knowledge about new markets.  

The personal network within entrepreneurship theory is based on social network theory, 
which considers the network’s structure and the nature of interactions between network 
actors, and is therefore often used in business research (O’Donnell et al., 2001). Burt 
(1992, ref. to in O’Donnell et al., 2001) describes a personal network as the network of 
contacts an actor has, which consists of every person the actor knows, has ever known and 
every person that knows the actor even though the actor does not know them. Ghannad 
(2013) describes a personal network as a network which is surrounding an individual. It is 
as a more extended network focusing on collectives which whom the individual has direct 
or indirect relations. Within a personal network, mutual trust is more or less seen as self-
evident (Söderqvist, 2011). Personal networks are considered as important especially for 
firms that successfully want to implement a Born Global strategy (Andersson & Wictor, 
2003).  

Viewed from a disjunctive perspective, inter-organisational networks exist between 
organizations and are formal whereas personal network actors are informally linked 
individuals (O’Donnell et al., 2001). However, from an entrepreneurial perspective, the 
two groups of networks often intersect each other, especially due to the fact that the 
entrepreneur embodies his company and therefore both organizations and individuals can 
be part of both an inter-organisational and a personal network (O’Donnell et al., 2001). 
This is in line with Söderqvist (2011), who assumes that individuals like bankers or 
consultants known from earlier experiences or from current working-life experiences are 
also included in a business network. Elfring and Hulsink (2003) also point out that firms 
are embedded in ongoing relations of social (personal) and economic (business) origin, 
which is in line with Coviello and Munro (1995), who argue that both business and 
personal contacts have an impact on the internationalization of entrepreneurial firms.  

Following the above-mentioned assumptions, Ghannad (2013) argues that a personal 
relationship to partners, suppliers, distributors or customers, to name but a few, emerges 
over time based on the fact that a capital of trust is created when carrying out business 
exchanges. In contrast, Hite and Hesterly (2001) found that an emerging firm’s network 
shifts from identity-based to a calculative character, which indicates a shift from a personal 
character of a network relationship towards a more business-based relationship. The space 
between a business to a personal relationship and vice versa can at this be seen as a 
continuum (Söderqvist, 2011).  
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2.4 The Strength of a Network Tie 

Another alternative to categorize different network contacts is the strength of a tie. The 
concept has its origin in sociology (Söderqvist, 2011) and was coined by a study of 
Granovetter (1973, p. 1361), who argues that the strength of a tie is characterized by the 
“(probably linear) combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy 
(mutual confiding), and the reciprocal service”. This means that a weak tie is 
characterized by a low time factor, low emotional intensity, low intimacy and low 
reciprocal service (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003). Perry-Smith and Shalley (2003) base 
their definition on Granovetter (1973) and see relatively infrequent interactions, 
comparatively low emotional closeness and one-way exchanges as characteristics of weak 
ties. They see the strength of a tie as a continuum, along which a relationship can be 
dedicated to (Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003). Marsden and Campbell (1984) emphasize the 
indicator “closeness” as a measure for the intensity of a relationship in order to distinguish 
between strong and weak ties. They argue that time in terms of duration and frequency can 
lead to an overestimation of tie strength. According to Lin et al. (1981, ref. to in 
Söderqvist, 2011), the strength of ties can be related to different types of ties. Friends, 
relatives and neighbors are related to strong ties while acquaintances or friends of friends 
are considered as weak ties. Based on this assumption, Söderqvist (2011) argues that 
strong and weak ties can occur within both personal and business networks.  

As a network is a dynamic construct and, like above-mentioned, relationships can take 
different positions within the continuum of strength, ties can gradually change their 
strength over time (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003; Loane & Bell, 2006). Hite (2005) found 
out that embeddedness of a relationship is a dynamic phenomenon and increases over time, 
which means that a relationship can change from a weak to embedded relational strong tie. 
This can be caused by the sequential demonstration of trustworthiness to each other, which 
increases the commitment of both actors to the relationship (Ghannad, 2013). This is in 
line with Larson and Starr (1993, ref. to in Coviello, 2006), who say that not only the 
network increases over time but also the integration and density of its ties.  

Weak ties can provide a Born Global with important heterogeneous and novel knowledge 
due to the fact that strong ties adapt to each other and thus develop a similar knowledge 
base (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003; Loane & Bell, 2006). Knowledge provided by weak 
ties can be information about upcoming orders, for example (Holmlund & Kock, 1998). 
Also, weak ties can make a company think about the appropriateness of its present 
practices and therefore give important inputs concerning customer needs (Sharma & 
Blomstermo, 2003). Moreover, Sharma and Blomstermo (2003) argue that it is the weak 
ties that influence a Born Global concerning the choice of international markets and 
foreign clients as well as the mode of entry into foreign markets as they are a source of 
referral. Following Loane and Bell (2006), weak ties often act as “bridges” to other 
networks and therefore support a company’s development in new international locations. 
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This is in accordance with Granovetter (1973), who found out that weak ties can act as a 
link between two coherent clusters. Weak ties can also be seen within the context of 
brokerage, where a third person, the broker, links two standalone networks (Burt, 1992; 
2005; 2007, ref. to in Söderqvist, 2011). Other advantages of weak ties are the low costs of 
maintenance, a higher level of autonomy of both partners (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003) 
and, due to the fact that weak ties provide each other with heterogeneous knowledge, a 
non-redundance of network ties (Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003).  

Strong ties can provide network partners with reliable information when it comes to 
decisions in questions concerning internationalization (Holmlund & Kock, 1998). In 
addition, Söderqvist (2011) argues that besides the credibility also the speed of information 
flow is higher within strong ties. Another advantage of a strong tie is the willingness to 
help without any expectations, whereas weak ties tend to demand a counter-value 
(Söderqvist, 2011). Sharma and Blomstermo (2003) found out that strong ties on a 
domestic market can help a company to establish a number of weak ties abroad, which 
again provide the company with institutional knowledge abroad.  

To sum up the importance of strong and weak ties, a frequently used expression can be 
used: “Weak ties if you want information, but strong ties if you want something done.” 
(Söderqvist, 2011, p. 37).  

 

2.5 Causation and Effectuation 

In their study from 2001, Hite and Hesterly found out that, over time, the entrepreneurial 
network will shift from identity-based to a more calculative nature. More precisely, they 
observed that networking activities changed from being mainly path-dependent to a more 
intentionally characterized management of networking. This is in line with a review from 
Hoang and Antoncic (2003), who observe two main categories within network-based 
entrepreneurship research. On the one hand, research is done to understand how networks 
affect the entrepreneurial process (network as an independent variable) and on the other 
hand, there is research that investigates the question how entrepreneurial processes 
influence network development (network as a dependent variable) (Hoang & Antoncic, 
2003).  

Within an international growth context, the effectuation character of networking is that 
internationalization is a result of initiatives taken by network partners like intermediaries, 
customers or suppliers (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003, Sarasvathy, 2001). This means that a 
company can get a request from an expanding codependent to follow abroad, for example 
(Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003). The company itself therefore gets the impetus to enter a 
foreign market from outside, the realization depends on its willingness to grow 
internationally (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). The phenomenon of followership occurs 
especially when a company has strong ties with internationally active firms (Sharma & 
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Blomstermo, 2003). In some cases, the company may also be forced to develop a network 
in a foreign market in order to support a strategic relationship (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). 
Sharma and Blomstermo (2003) argue that when it comes to the selection of foreign 
markets and clients in a Born Global context, the initiative is often taken by the company’s 
network actors.  

In contrast, causation means that networking can actively be used by firms in order to 
pursue a systematically planned internationalization process (Söderqvist, 2011, Sarasvathy, 
2001). Mort and Weerawardena (2006) found that a successful internationalization is based 
on the development of dynamic networking capability and its anchorage in the Born 
Global’s strategic vision. If a company is positioned beneficially within a network, which 
means that there is a potential to establish new relationships, this networking capability can 
be used as a competitive advantage (Coviello & Munro, 1995). Then companies can 
leverage their network contacts in order to get access to knowledge and as a result obtain a 
higher pace of international growth (Loane & Bell, 2006; Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003).  

 

2.6 Summary 

The following Model visualizes the theoretical framework of this study.  

 

 

Figure 2: Theoretical Framework Model (own construction).  
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As mentioned above, the four different categories influencing the continued international 
growth of Born Globals were developed based on the literature review (chapter 2.1). The 
arrows pointing on the center of interest symbolize the influence of the respective 
theoretical perspective on the continued international growth of Born Globals.  
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Research Approach 

“The main objective of any research is to confront theory with the empirical world” 
(Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 555). Patel and Davidson (2011) explain that there are three 
ways for a researcher to find relations between theory and empirical data, namely through 
the deductive, inductive or abductive approach.  

The deductive approach means that the researcher uses already existing theory to test it 
empirically (Patel & Davidson, 2011). More specifically, this means that the theory 
decides what kind of information the researcher should collect, how this information 
should be interpreted and related to the theory. Applying this approach, it is possible to 
strengthen the objectivity of the research (Patel & Davidson, 2011), though Jacobsen 
(2002) argues that the researcher risks missing other important information with this 
approach due to the fact that the researcher only seeks to find information that is relevant 
for the study. 

On the other hand, with the inductive approach, the researcher investigates the reality 
without having a preselected theory for the study and can therefore develop theories based 
on the gathered empirical information (Patel & Davidson, 2011). Abduction is the third 
research approach, which Patel and Davidson (2011) describe as a combination of the 
deductive and inductive approach. Dubois and Gadde (2002) argue that with the abductive 
approach the researcher is going back and forth between theory and empirical observation, 
and the confrontation between these parts is constant throughout the research process. 

For this dissertation, the deductive approach has been chosen, which means that we went 
from theory to empirical observation, which is in accordance with Patel and Davidson 
(2011). In order to investigate the most appropriate phenomenon, we started the study by 
contacting our case companies, which showed us that a network perspective was required 
to conduct the study. Thereafter, we deepened our knowledge within these theories by 
reviewing previous research, which contributed to the development of our categories in the 
theoretical framework and questions for each category of our interview guide. The next 
step for us was to return to the same companies we contacted in the early phase of our 
research, and conduct in-depth interviews based on the interview guide we developed. The 
fact that we did not develop new theories based on our empirical findings made the 
inductive approach inappropriate for this particular study. Also, the fact that we did not go 
back and forth between theory and empirical observation during the research process, 
means that our study is not relatable to the abductive approach. Jacobsen (2002) argues 
that the researcher risks missing other important information with the deductive approach, 
however, this approach was a conscious choice due to the fact that the companies’ first 
information (telephone interviews) helped us to narrow down our study in position.  
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3.2 Research Method 

According to Jacobsen (2002), there exists two research methods, namely the quantitative 
and qualitative method.  

Jacobsen (2002) explains that with the quantitative method, the researcher measures reality 
with the purpose of receiving information in terms of numbers. Therefore, it is most 
common that the researcher develops a questionnaire with given answer options in order to 
investigate the phenomenon. The qualitative method means instead that the researcher 
investigates a phenomenon by collecting information in terms of words (Jacobsen, 2002). 
This can be done through observations and open interviews, for example. The qualitative 
method is considered as more flexible than the quantitative due to the fact that once a 
questionnaire is developed and sent out to participants, there is no possibility to change it 
during the research process, while the methods for data collection can vary in a qualitative 
research (Jacobsen, 2002). Christensen, Engdahl, Grääs and Haglund (2010) argue that one 
method is not better than the other, instead, it is the research problem and purpose that 
determines which of the methods that are most appropriate for a study. The researcher’s 
prior knowledge about the phenomenon to be studied is another factor that affects the 
choice of method since the quantitative method requires more prior knowledge 
(Christensen et al., 2010). 

In order to fulfil the purpose and to answer the research question of our study, the 
qualitative method has been chosen. The reason is that we consider our research question 
to be of a descriptive character since we want to describe in words how networking 
influences the continued international growth of a Born Global firm. Although 
international growth can also be measured in numbers (e.g. employees, turnover etc.) and 
can therefore be investigated with a quantitative method, the fact that this study is focused 
on the network approach makes the use of a qualitative method more appropriate.  

The fact that we have based our choice of research method on the research question can be 
related to Christensen et al. (2010), who argue that the type of research question is one of 
the factors that determine the choice of research method. Also, since our prior knowledge 
about the topic was limited before conducting the study supports the choice of a qualitative 
method due to the fact that a quantitative method requires more prior knowledge of the 
researcher (Christensen et al., 2010). 

 

3.3 Research Design 

There exist several different research strategies such as experiments, surveys, histories, 
archival analyses and case studies (Yin, 2014). Each one of these strategies has pros and 
cons and the objective for the researcher is to choose an appropriate strategy for the study 
(Yin, 2007). The chosen research strategy for this dissertation is the case study and 
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therefore the other strategies will not be further described. Yin (2014, p. 237) describes a 
case study as “a study that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and in its 
real-world context”. If a case study is appropriate as a research strategy depends on three 
conditions, namely the formulated research question, the degree of control over events, and 
if the focus is on contemporary events (Yin, 2007). 

Research questions can basically be categorized into five types and these are “who”, 
“what”, “where”, “how” and “why” (Yin, 2007). In case studies, the research questions are 
most often of a “how” or a “why” character (Yin, 2014). A research question can therefore 
provide a hint of which strategy that has been chosen for a study, but important to be aware 
of is that a strategy can be used regardless of the research question since the different 
strategies can overlap (Yin, 2014). When it comes to the other two conditions, Yin (2014) 
clarifies that a case study should investigate contemporary events which for example can 
be done through interviews with the persons who have been involved in the events. 
However, in a case study a researcher has little or no control over the events and has no 
possibility to study situations directly. This can be put in relation to the research strategy 
experiments where the researcher can control and influence behaviour directly (Yin, 2014). 

We consider our study to be in accordance with the three conditions described above and 
therefore also appropriate as a case study research. Our research question is of a “how” 
type which according to Yin (2014) is frequently used in case studies. When we were in 
contact with the companies in the beginning of the research process, we understood that 
networking was of importance, though, it was still unclear for us how it exactly influenced 
the companies’ continued international growth. This led us to a descriptive research 
question, namely “How does networking influence a Born Global firm in order to continue 
its international growth?”. To be able to answer the question, we conducted two 
interviews with two CEOs with focus on contemporary events, as Yin (2007; 2014) 
expresses it, which we in our study consider as the companies’ continued international 
growth. The reason why these persons were chosen for the interviews is that they possess a 
great knowledge of their respective company. Though, the most important reason is that 
these persons have been involved in the events meaning that they have worked within their 
position for many years during the companies’ continued international growth. Finally, the 
study also fulfils the last condition due to the fact that we had no control over the events 
and neither is it possible to study them directly. Instead, the only way to take part of these 
events is if someone retells them which was the case in our study.  

 

3.3.1 Case Study Design 

According to Yin (2014), a case study research can either be of a single- or multiple-case 
study design. To make it even clearer, the difference between the two designs is that a 
single-case study is based on a single case while a multiple-case study is based on two or 
more cases. The latter design has become more common in recent years. Yin (2014) 
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clarifies that it is possible to carry out a successful case study research regardless of the 
chosen design. Though, if the researcher has enough resources and can therefore choose 
whether to conduct a single- or multiple-case study, Yin (2014) would prefer a multiple-
case study due to the analytic advantages. As Yin (2014, p. 64) explains it, with a single-
case study the researcher has “all eggs in one basket”, which makes the study vulnerable. 
Even if a research only consists of two cases, there exists a possibility of direct replication 
and the analytical conclusions that are drawn from this research will be more powerful than 
those which are drawn from a single-case study. Furthermore, with a study that consists of 
two cases the researcher shows the ability to conduct a more extensive empirical work, 
which often is a criticism within the single-case study design (Yin, 2014). 

This dissertation is based on two cases and has for that reason a multiple-case study design. 
Our intention with having two cases has been to improve the overall quality of the 
research, but also to obtain rich empirical information in order to do comparisons and find 
similarities and differences between the cases. Even though Yin (2014) highlights the 
advantages of having two cases instead of one, we would like to emphasize that we are 
aware of the disadvantages with having two cases and not three or more. The main 
disadvantage is the fact that the cases can only be compared with each other which means 
that we can only find similarities and differences, but these cannot be confirmed by a third 
case, for example.  

 

3.3.2 Case Study Type 

Yin (2014) explains that there exist three types of case studies, namely exploratory, 
explanatory and descriptive. Exploratory studies have the purpose of developing 
hypotheses and propositions for further research. Explanatory case studies have the 
purpose of explaining how or why some events have occurred and to explain the relation 
between cause and effect (Yin, 2014). Finally, descriptive case studies have the purpose of 
describing a phenomenon in its real context (Yin, 2014). This could for example be a study 
that is historically focused and that describes various events in a certain sequence 
(Merriam, 1994). Furthermore, Merriam (1994) explains that some case studies are only 
descriptive but they can also be a combination of different types. 

However, we consider our study to be of a descriptive type. As previously mentioned, even 
though we understood that networking was important for the companies in order to 
continue their international growth, we did not exactly know how it influenced the 
companies in real context which made the descriptive approach most appropriate for this 
particular study. Also, our empirical presentation is of a descriptive character since we 
describe the companies’ continued growth with the help of several key events in a 
chronological order. This can be related to Merriam (1994), who explains that a descriptive 
case study can describe various events in a certain sequence. 
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3.3.3 Case Company Selection 

In order to investigate a problem, Merriam (1994) explains that a researcher has to delimit 
the study by selecting a sample of units to be studied. Basically there exist two methods of 
sampling, namely probability sampling and non-probability sampling. Both methods can 
be used within case study research. With probability sampling it is possible for a researcher 
to generalize results from random samples to a population (Merriam, 1994). Non-
probability sampling is on the other hand a frequent method within qualitative case studies. 
The most common form of non-probability sampling is called purposive, which means that 
the researcher has certain criteria that a unit must match in order to be appropriate for the 
study (Merriam, 1994). 

Our selection of companies can be related to the non-probability sampling method due to 
the fact that our intention has not been to generalize the study and claim that the findings 
from this study can be related to other companies. In addition to this, our study has a 
qualitative approach, which is in accordance with Merriam (1994), who argues that the 
non-probability sampling is frequently used within qualitative case studies. Though, the 
main reason why our selection of companies is relatable to non-probability sampling 
method is because we had certain criteria that the companies had to match in order to be 
appropriate for the study. The two selected companies for this study were chosen based on 
following criteria:  

− The company has up to 250 employees. 1 

− The company has a turnover not exceeding 50 million Euro. 1 

− The company has had a minimum rate of 25 % of sales from multiple markets 
abroad within the first three years of the company’s inception. (Andersson & 
Wictor, 2003) 

− The company pursues continued international growth. 2 

 

3.4 Data Collection 

Data can be divided into two types, namely secondary and primary data, depending on 
when, how and why it has been collected (Christensen et al., 2010). For this particular 
study, both secondary data and primary data have been collected, which is in accordance 
with Jacobsen (2002), who clarifies that a research is usually a combination of both types. 
Using both secondary and primary data provides the benefit that the two types of data can 
support each other and strengthen the results of the research (Jacobsen, 2002). 
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3.4.1 Secondary Data 

Secondary data is described as data that already exists and that has been collected by other 
researchers for another purpose (Christensen et al., 2010). Jacobsen (2002) explains that 
secondary data can be in form of statistics and numbers but it can also be documents in 
form of text. According to Christensen et al. (2010), examples of secondary data are books, 
annual reports, research rapports etc. Christensen et al. (2010) argue that this type of data is 
useful for the researcher in the beginning of a study in order to increase the basic 
knowledge about the phenomenon to be studied. There are several different ways for a 
researcher to find secondary data. It could for example be through databases and search 
engines on the internet, the university library and personal networks (Christensen et al., 
2010). Therefore, the main advantages with this type of data are that it is time efficient and 
that the researcher can find a variety of sources related to the problem. On the other hand, 
the main concerns with secondary data are to find relevant information for the research 
among all information that is available, and that this information is current due to the fact 
that information with time becomes less worth (Christensen et al., 2010).  

Secondary data that we have used for this study are scientific articles, reports, books and 
numbers in terms of employees and turnover. We have gathered the secondary data from 
the library of Halmstad University but also through the database ABI/Inform and search 
engines such as Google Scholar, JSTOR and Emerald Insight on the internet. The most 
used source in respect of secondary data for our study has been scientific articles which we 
have found through the database and the different search engines on the internet. When 
searching for scientific articles, we used the search words “Born Globals, international 
growth, networking, personal network, business network, strong ties, weak ties, causation, 
effectuation”. We have also taken the articles’ age into consideration and we were aware 
of their present currency, which is in accordance to Christensen et al. (2010), who argue 
that the researcher has to be aware of the actuality of secondary data. Besides purchasing 
scientific articles, internet has only been used in order to get hold of reports from the 
European Commission, which was downloaded from their website. The books that are used 
in our study are about Born Globals, international growth and research methodology and 
were found in the library of Halmstad University. The numbers in terms of employees and 
turnover were given to us upon request by the persons that we interviewed, which was 
helpful in order to follow the companies’ international growth from their internationally 
established position until today. Moreover, the above-mentioned data was used in order to 
support the empirical data gathered through interviews. 

 

3.4.2 Primary Data 

Primary data is the data that a researcher collects directly from one or several persons 
through interviews, observations or questionnaires (Jacobsen, 2002). This data is 
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customized for a specific research problem and is gathered when secondary data is not 
sufficient to carry out the study (Christensen et al., 2010). Primary data has several 
advantages and one of them is that the collected data is current, which is not always the 
case with secondary data (Christensen et al., 2010). Another advantage is that the 
researcher is aware of the reliability concerning the gathered information due to the fact 
that he or she has collected it. However, the disadvantages are that it is time consuming to 
conduct a primary data collection and it requires a lot of preparation (Christensen et al., 
2010).  

For this study, we have collected primary data by conducting interviews and thus no 
observations or questionnaires have been used. The secondary data was not sufficient in 
order to answer our research problem and therefore the information from the interviews 
has been of highest importance for this study. Due to this fact the other techniques for 
collecting primary data will not be further described, instead, we will describe in greater 
detail how the interviews were conducted. 

 

3.4.2.1 Interviews 

There exist three types of interviews, namely structured, semi-structured and unstructured 
interviews (Denscombe, 2009). Structured interviews mean that the researcher has a list of 
formulated questions and the respondent is offered limited answer alternatives which can 
be compared to a questionnaire in a quantitative research. In a semi-structured interview, 
the researcher still has a list of themes and questions that should be reviewed during the 
interview but the difference is the flexibility (Denscombe, 2009). This means that the 
questions do not need to follow a strict sequence; instead, the respondents can talk freely 
and develop their ideas concerning the different themes. Finally, in an unstructured 
interview the researcher should be active as little as possible by simply introducing a topic 
and then let the respondent talk freely about it (Denscombe, 2009). 

This study started with two telephone interviews where we contacted the companies in 
order to get their perception of the phenomenon we aimed to investigate, but also to get an 
overview of which theories that could be suitable for our research. The cooperation with 
the companies continued at a later stage of the research process where we got the 
opportunity to conduct two extensive interviews in form of semi-structured interviews. Just 
as Denscombe (2009) explains, it means that we had prepared an interview guide with 
different categories and questions to conduct the interviews. Although many questions are 
of a “yes/no”-character, they were used for the purpose of introducing a new topic and 
giving an impulse to let the interviewees develop their ideas concerning the different 
aspects (Denscombe, 2009). Also relatable to Denscombe (2009) is that we did not ask the 
questions in their pre-defined sequence during the interviews, in fact, some of the 
questions were not even asked. This was because the informants answered some of the 
other questions we had when talking about a certain category. In other words, when a 
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certain question was asked, we let the informants talk freely by at the same time keeping 
an eye on the other questions in case they were simultaneously answered. Especially the 
introducing question “Can you tell us some key events in your firm’s history when the use 
of networking had a crucial impact on your firm’s international growth?” was essential in 
order to get an overall picture of the networking activities within the respective Born 
Global’s continued international growth. Moreover, the respondents shared valuable 
information by talking about key events within a network context, which were relatable to 
our different theoretical categories.  

Furthermore, Denscombe (2009) explains that the most frequent type of semi-structured 
interview is the personal interview. A personal interview is a meeting between the 
researcher and an informant. It has several advantages, some of them are that it is relatively 
easy to arrange and control a personal interview since the interview only involves one 
interviewee. This makes it also easier to transcribe a recorded interview due to the fact that 
the researcher only has one voice to keep track of (Denscombe, 2009). To record an 
interview by using a tape recorder and microphone is recommended by Bryman and Bell 
(2011) in order to catch the informant’s answers in their own terms. Though, Denscombe 
(2009) explains that it is not always given that the informant agrees on being recorded. In 
such circumstances the researcher has to rely on notes that have been made during the 
interview and/or shortly after. Jacobsen (2002) mentions other important factors for the 
researcher to take into consideration and one of them is the place where the interview will 
be carried out. To choose a place that the informant is familiar with is preferable since it 
can affect the content of the interview. Another factor is how well the informant is 
prepared because this affects the answers as well. 

The two interviews we conducted were personal interviews, which means that we arranged 
a meeting with each of the informants, just as Denscombe (2009) explains. The interviews 
took place at the informants’ respective office, which was beneficial for us as well as for 
the informants, since they were familiar with the places and we got quiet and acoustically 
good places to conduct the interviews at. In order to give the informants opportunity to 
prepare for the interview, we sent our interview guide to them before the interviews were 
held. Due to this, we have taken the different factors from Jacobsen (2002) into 
consideration. Both authors of this dissertation took part in the interviews, one being the 
main interviewer and the other taking care of recording and making notes during the 
interviews. Both of the interviews were, due to the informants’ approval, recorded with a 
tape recorder and microphone as recommended by Bryman and Bell (2011). Notes on the 
most important information were made for safety reasons.  
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3.5 Data Analysis 

The most difficult and least developed part of case study research is the analysis of data 
(Eisenhardt, 1989). This is in accordance with Yin (2014), who argues that too many times 
researchers start their case studies without having a plan how to go from data collection to 
conclusions. However, Eisenhardt (1989) identifies two ways of analyzing data which are 
closely linked to each other and these are within-case analysis and cross-case analysis. The 
main objective with the within-case analysis is to present each case separately in order to 
get familiar with the cases, but it also allows showing unique patterns of each case which 
later enables cross-case comparison. Yin (2014) explains that cross-case analysis is only 
applicable when a study consists of multiple cases so that the researcher can reveal patterns 
across the cases. 

For this dissertation, both the within-case analysis and cross-case analysis have been used 
to be able to draw conclusions from the empirical data. The within-case analysis is 
structured in the way that we have analyzed each case separately by comparing the 
empirical findings to the theoretical framework in order to find similarities and 
dissimilarities for each case. Therefore, the same domains as in the theoretical framework 
are used in order to keep the golden thread through the dissertation. Finally, a cross-case 
analysis has been made in order to provide an overview with patterns across the cases.  

 

3.6 Research Quality 

According to Bryman and Bell (2011), there are several criteria for evaluation of business 
research and some of the most common are validity and reliability. Though, there exists a 
discussion if these terms are more appropriate for quantitative rather than for qualitative 
research, and if the terms credibility (instead of internal validity), transferability (instead of 
external validity) and dependability (instead of reliability) are more suitable for qualitative 
research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). With respect to this discussion, we have chosen to use the 
terms credibility, transferability and dependability in this dissertation. 

 

3.6.1 Credibility and Transferability 

Credibility of a study handles the issue if the researcher has measured what he or she 
intended to measure with the study (Shenton, 2004). To ensure, credibility is one of the 
most important factors to be able to regard a study as trustworthy. Shenton (2004) provides 
several aspects that a researcher can take into consideration in order to ensure credibility 
and some of these aspects will be presented. One of the aspects is to get familiar with the 
organisations before starting with the data collection which for example can be done 
through preliminary visits. This is important in order to establish a relationship with mutual 
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trust between the parties (Shenton, 2004). Another aspect is to strive for honesty from 
informants when collecting the data which for example can be done by explaining that 
there is no right or wrong to the questions that will be asked. Finally, an aspect that may be 
the most important one when it comes to a study’s credibility concerns the accuracy of the 
collected data. It means that it is necessary for the researcher to verify whether the 
informants’ words actually match what they aimed to say (Shenton, 2004). 

In order to strengthen the credibility of our dissertation and to make it trustworthy, certain 
actions have been made from our side. First, as Shenton (2004) suggests, we got familiar 
with the organisations before starting the data collection by conducting telephone 
interviews with the respective CEOs. As previously mentioned, the persons that we have 
interviewed both by telephone and personally, are CEOs of their respective company 
which we believe strengthens the credibility of the study. Their position demonstrates the 
knowledge they possess about their respective company and by interviewing them we got 
access to the information we needed to investigate the phenomenon. Though, at the request 
of one of the CEOs, it was necessary for us to make both the informant and the company 
anonymous in order to ensure open and honest answers. This can be related to Shenton 
(2004) who argues that trust between the parties and honesty from informants are factors 
that affect a study’s credibility. Another action we made was to let neutral people read 
through our interview guide in order to discover errors that we did not notice. When the 
corrections were done, we sent the interview guide to the informants to give them the 
opportunity to get an overview of the questions and to prepare for the interviews. After the 
interviews, the transcription of the collected data was sent to the informants to ensure that 
we have interpreted the data correctly. This is in accordance with Shenton (2004), who 
argues that the researcher has to verify the received information. Finally, as mentioned in 
previous sections, we have used multiple sources for data collection and this can also be 
considered as an action to strengthen the trustworthiness of the dissertation.  

Furthermore, Shenton (2004) explains that transferability has to do with the extent to 
which a study’s results are applicable to a wider population. The author is questioning 
whether the results from a qualitative research are transferable due to the fact that they are 
representative for a small number of situations. Shenton (2004) argues instead that the 
findings should be understood within the context of the particular organizations. 

Our aim with this dissertation has not been to generalize the results and claim that our 
conclusions can be transferred to other companies and to a broader population. Instead, our 
purpose with the study has been to investigate the role of networking for the particular 
organizations and in that way increase the understanding of the phenomenon. Therefore, 
the conclusions that we have drawn are only representative for the organizations that we 
have studied, which is in accordance with Shenton (2004).  
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3.6.2 Dependability 

According to Shenton (2004), dependability deals with the issue whether similar results 
would be obtained if the study was repeated with the same methods and participants. 
Therefore, in order to strengthen the dependability, it is of highest importance that the 
process of the study is described in detail so that future researchers have the possibility to 
repeat the study. However, the results can still differ due to the fact that the investigated 
phenomenon may change and that a researcher’s observations are linked to the situation of 
the study (Shenton, 2004). 

Certain actions have been made to increase the dependability of the dissertation. One of the 
actions is that we have based our interview guide on the theoretical framework in order to 
fulfil the purpose of the study. Moreover, the interview guide is provided as an appendix to 
the dissertation in order to comprehend the connection between the questions and the 
empirical findings. Another action to raise the dependability is the fact that during the 
interviews, the questions were explained and asked again in order to eliminate 
misunderstandings and to ensure the interviewees’ correct understanding of the questions. 
The data that we received from the interviews were transcribed the day after the interviews 
while the information was still present, in order to limit the risk of loss or 
misunderstanding of the information collected. Furthermore, our aim has been to write a 
well-developed methodology part in the dissertation by for example presenting the criteria 
for our company selection and how the collected data has been analyzed. This is relatable 
to Shenton (2004), who explains that it is important that the process of the study is 
described in detail to be able to repeat the study. 
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4 Empirical Findings 

4.1 Company A 

The international career of Company A’s CEO started very early as he experienced a one-
year exchange with an American High School at the age of 18. After his Bachelor in 
Mechanical Engineering, he worked for a Swedish automaker within the technical 
development of automotive safety for 18 years. During that time, his then employer was 
bought out by a foreign company, which required an extended international perspective, 
mostly focused on America and Germany.  

“During two years, I went to Frankfurt 42 times”, he laughs.  

Two of his last four years within the automotive company, the engineer lived in the United 
States, building up a quality report network. The last two years, he worked for marketing 
and sales, representing Asia and Australia and therefore constantly traveling within the two 
countries.  

In the year 2000, the informant became CEO of the Swedish Company A, which was 
founded in 1993. It is difficult to determine the exact date of the company’s start of 
internationalization due to the fact that Swedish customers operating on an international 
level bought the company’s products to be installed in their plants abroad. However, as a 
first export market via distributors, Norway was accessed in 1995. By 2000, when the CEO 
started his work for Company A, he already regarded the company internationally 
established at that time, besides Norway operating on the Finnish, the Swiss and the 
German market. International growth for the informant is 

“Well, from day to day, it’s pure sales. That’s how I would define it, pure and 
simple: sales”. 

Saying this, he means that the percental sales turnover outside Sweden grows.  

Talking about networking in an internationalization context, it is, according to the CEO of 
Company A, important to distinguish between pure networking and using external sources.  

The latter, he does not consider as networking, it is more like “pick and choose a good 
external source to help you”. However, as the use of external sources helped his company 
to continue its international growth and it helps to clarify his definition of networking, he 
gives an example. In 2000, Company A’s primary target was to establish itself in the 
United States. As, besides dedication and the willingness to conduct a step like this, 
external help is crucial for a relatively small company, and the company did not have any 
suitable contacts, it made use of an external resource, the Swedish Trade Office. The 
organization helped the company to establish itself and its subsidiary in the United States. 
After conducting a project like this in cooperation, the CEO mentions that once one knew 
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the people within the external source at that point, a more personal network started to 
establish itself. However, a company still has to pay for every service it makes use of. 

In 2003/2004, when the company started to enter China, the company participated a 
program initiated by a Swedish institute the CEO was in contact with. The institute’s aim 
was to gather eight Swedish companies together and establish them as a unit in China and 
share costs. Even though the project did not go very well due to the fact that the other 
seven participants were not dedicated and therefore Company A was the only one going all 
the way, the company managed to start selling. As the company wanted to extend its 
operations in China, the CEO made use of the Swedish Trade Office again, which can, 
according to the informant, at that point of time be seen as the company’s network.  

As the company strives besides organic growth also after growth in terms of acquisitions, 
networking also plays a role for the latter form of growth. More precisely, according to the 
informant, networking is, compared to organic growth, even more important in terms of 
non-organic growth (acquisitions). He signifies: 

“If you have a good network, they listen to the market and they find the 
companies that are for sale, and then they contact you.” 

Networking is a very good instrument which can help in many circumstances and 
therefore, it is important to maintain and increase the current network. This is why 
networking is embedded in the company’s strategy to create an extravert image and 
attitude, which means that networking is required on all levels within the company. Hence, 
employees, including the CEO, in participation with external associations, are active in the 
local society, meet partners at a show, or the CEO in particular is active in the university 
world, to name but a few examples. However, networking in these terms is not the main 
source of international growth and should therefore not be overestimated.  

In contrast, talking about the company’s network of distributors, maintaining and 
increasing the network are extremely important for the continued international growth of 
the company, because the export sales growth is mainly based on distributors, which are 
always local in the respective market. The fact that the company expands every year more 
or less into a new market makes the need of maintenance and increase of its network, 
especially for the continued international growth of the company, obvious.  

In order to maintain the current distribution network, the company arranges events yearly 
or every second year, however, these are only for the “top crop of the cake”. Essential for 
the maintenance of the crucial distribution network are the so-called business development 
managers (BDMs), all of them operating from the company’s headquarters in Sweden, 
except in the US, where the company has had a local BDM for many years. In the course 
of Company A’s continued international growth, the firm established these BDMs within 
the sales department, each BDM responsible for two up to four countries, which means 
between two and five distributors. These BDMs maintain a very close relationship to their 
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distributors by having contact with them every week or sometimes every day. One of the 
company’s recent strategies is  

“… to move out and be closer to the markets when you want to further grow. 
It's hard to do it from home-base”. 

Therefore, Company A started to move the BDMs closer to the distributors and at the same 
time be with its own personnel closer to the market, to better understand the market and to 
provide the distributors with a stronger support. As an example, the company hired a 
German BDM living in Germany at the beginning of 2014, being responsible for the 
German and Austrian distributors.  

Increasing the network of distributors can be accomplished in several ways. One option is 
that Company A is contacted by a distributor and asked for cooperation. Another option is 
that the company searches for distributors by using an external source. The number of 
suggested potential distributors is then, according to a specification, narrowed down by 
Company A from about 50 to four. The final decision is eventually made based on personal 
visits.  

Talking about the company’s relationship to network partners, the CEO of company A 
emphasizes that both the personal and the business aspect play an important role for the 
continued growth of his company.  

“It’s rarely that you can maintain a contact where it doesn’t really match. It’s 
like a marriage”,  

the informant laughs and points out that it is important to have a good personal 
relationship, especially to the distributors. Otherwise, the CEO apprehends with reference 
to some of his company’s current relationships where the personal aspect is not present, 
that sooner or later the cooperation will crash.  

But also to increase the company’s network, the CEO’s personal network plays an 
important role. As an example, he mentions a current situation where the company is in 
need of a European project manager living in Shanghai, China. Therefore, the informant 
asked a person within his personal network who has a lot of experience in China to help 
him find a suitable person. As a result, the CEO received two contacts that gave him access 
to several other names which are potential candidates for the open position.  

Besides the personal aspect, also the business aspect of a relationship to distributors is of 
high importance for the continued growth of Company A. 

“The more they sell, the better it is. […] If they don't perform, if they don't sell 
as expected and if they don't put the right effort into selling, that's normally the 
reason why we separate. So the business is of course vital.” 

During the continued international growth, the company learned what it can demand from 
their distributors. Therefore, the company established a protocol that includes for instance 
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a common sales target and also a guideline how to reach this target. Moreover, the 
distributors are educated in order to represent Company A as a straight and honest 
company that sells high quality products. Additionally, the company developed routines to 
ensure an efficient flow of information regarding orders, deliveries or forecasts, for 
example. As there are also partners that do not keep their promises, the continued 
international growth of Company A requires cancellations of partnerships from time to 
time. Especially as the number of distributors increases, it is important to concentrate on 
the business aspect in order to keep the distributors focused on the company’s products due 
to the fact that most of them do not only sell products from Company A.  

All in all, it can be said that, although both the business and the personal aspect are 
essential, the business aspect of a relationship to distributors has gained more importance 
for the continued international growth of the firm in relation to the personal aspect.  

The CEO of Company A can distinguish between different layers of networks, depending 
on how close he or the company itself is to the respective partners. With closeness, he 
means the time that is spent with a network partner as well as the level of dependence of 
his company on network partners.  

 

 

Figure 3: Different layers of networks (CEO Company A, 2014). 

 

As Figure 3 shows, the center of the network is represented by the owners, the CEO, and 
all internal employees, including all subsidiaries. The closest circle includes the 
distributors, the network that actually sells the company’s products. The outer ring 
symbolizes the relationship to, compared to distributors, several loose contacts to other 
players. These other players include financial institutions like banks, agents or custom 
brokers, but also agencies like the Swedish Trade Office or consultancy in technical, 
financial and legal concerns. As an example, the informant mentioned the company’s 
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relation to a financial advisor. Moreover, these more loose contacts can also now and then 
be important customers that are used as a reference in order to attract new customers.  

For the continued international growth of his company, the CEO of Company A 
emphasizes the importance of both, the very close relationships and the more loose 
relationships. A close relationship to distributors is essential due to the fact that they are 
the link between the company and the customers. Even though the loose network contacts 
are often not used more than two or three times a year and can, compared to the 
distributors, easily be replaced, the CEO of Company A emphasizes that 

“Some of the less frequent contacts are more important now than they used to 
be early on, because the questions are bigger.” 

Whereas the impulse to Company A’s first export was to follow customers abroad, the 
CEO points out that since the company continued its international growth,  

“It is a strategy to network in the company. […] It might have been so in the 
beginning that a machine or a unit from us was sold to a foreign country and 
therefore we established ourselves there. But nowadays, that’s not the case. 
Nowadays, […] you need to have a plan, you need to be dedicated that we 
shall establish ourselves in the market and you need to put effort into it. […] 
You need to focus and you need to do it correctly.” 

While network partners play a secondary role when it comes to the choice of foreign 
markets in order to continue the international growth of the company, they still contribute 
to the international growth of Company A, however, in another manner. More precisely, 
after the initial internationalization, the growth of network partners influences the 
international growth of Company A positively. This is essential due to the fact that for 
example in 2014, the intended international growth comes to 90 per cent from already 
established international markets. The reason that only 10 per cent are supposed to come 
from new establishments is that the CEO sees a sufficient growth potential within the 
already established markets and moreover, new establishments do not offer a high growth 
rate from their inception. Therefore, Company A strives after the growth of its current 
distributors in order to create a win-win situation. Though, not every distributor is willing 
to grow or does not have the means to grow. In this case, the informant mentions two 
solutions. First, Company A can widen its distribution network by increasing the number 
of distributors in a specific market or second, it can buy the distributor in order to pursue 
growth with its own personnel, which the informant terms as “re-defining the network”. A 
factor that also positively influences the continued international growth of Company A is 
the reputation that it has established within its international network. A name which stands 
for quality, good performance and good products supports distributors all over the world in 
their daily business.  

All in all, according to the CEO of Company A, the most important aspect within 
networking for the continued international growth and therefore for the long-term success 
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of his company is to have the right personnel and to always create a win-win situation that 
also the network partners work profitable and “live a good life”. Moreover, it is important 
to keep the growing organization efficient, which also means to control the growth pace 
and ensure a consistent growth in all sections.  

 

4.2 Company B 

At the age of 58, the CEO of Company B can look back on a longstanding working 
experience as his first employment started already at the age of 17. With a technical 
background on a mainly practical level, he started in the 1970’s and beginning of the 
1980’s to be very interested in information technology (IT) and the technical and 
administrative application of computers. For nearly 20 years he worked as an IT manager 
for a Swedish elevator company, being responsible for various IT projects. In the late 
1980s, the company was bought out by a Swiss company, which was the starting point for 
the informant’s international career. From there on, the informant set up platforms all over 
the world, which required a vast number of meetings and coordination on an international 
level.  

In parallel to his full-time work, he studied for an academic degree in business control. 
After his graduation, he went to work for a company located in a small city in southern 
Sweden, trading machines as a finance director. Here, the informant’s international career 
continued as he had a lot of international contacts caused by purchases for instance from 
Japan, US or Germany. After six years, he decided to move on and became CEO and part-
owner of Company B in 2001.  

The long history behind Company B is that four brothers in the 1950’s at first started a 
firm not far from where Company B is located today. Due to some family problems, this 
company was sold in the early 1980’s. However, two of the brothers wanted to continue 
being entrepreneurs and thus decided in 1990 to found Company B. Together with their 
respective sons, the two brothers from now on continued working within the same industry 
as their previous company.  

When the informant started to work for Company B, it had already set up businesses 
through agents in France, Germany, the Nordic countries, Holland and in the UK, which 
meant that it had already established itself on the international marketplace. The basis of 
these international operations were contacts that had been established by Company B’s 
owners during their work with their former company.  

As the domestic market has already been exhausted and the industry the company operated 
in was very small in general, it was obvious that, in order to further grow, sufficient 
volume could only be found on an international level and therefore, the company’s 
international operations had to be extended. In order to continue Company B’s 
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international growth, the owners used the contacts that they already possessed, especially 
those from the two founders, and ensured that these contacts followed them abroad in order 
to become even bigger with more international growth. Additionally, a program was set up 
in order to define a strategy how to operate in order to become accepted in markets that 
have different cultures and behaviours. The informant defines international growth as 
setting up businesses in other countries and having returning customers. He explains that 

“It is easy to make internationalization in a one shot deal, but the company has 
to find regular buyers.” 

In 2002, the company planned to investigate the US market as it believed in a long-term 
success of its products in that market. Therefore, the informant went to the Swedish and 
US chamber of commerce, where a seminar was held, in order to find a person who could 
help the company. The CEO of Company B managed to find two persons who could be 
their driver in this market and help them to start their business in the United States. In 
parallel, the informant contacted Company B’s existing customers in Europe and asked for 
cooperation with their mother and/or daughter companies in the US. Here also, he was 
successful and met two potential partners in the US. Finally, Company B decided to work 
with one of the contacts from the Swedish and US chamber of commerce and established a 
subsidiary in the United States. Today, the subsidiary consists of around seven employees 
and a warehouse where Company B’s products are sent to and then distributed and sold on 
the US market. The informant concludes that 

“The network we set up at that point, or those people we met at this event, were 
very important. And also, when we got this reference from existing customers 
in Europe, to their mother and daughter companies, it allowed us to show what 
we play with.” 

In the same year, a person who had worked for a competitor of Company B, termed by the 
informant as a “guru”  due to his extensive reputation within their business, decided to start 
to collaborate with a fence producer and start up his own business in Belgium. The CEO of 
Company B sniffed a chance and contacted the “guru”  and found out that his supplier 
experienced difficulties due to the fact that his investment was too high. After the 
informant had contacted the supplier, they agreed on a cooperation with a 40/60 per cent 
stake, with Company B owning 60 per cent. The combination of Company B’s knowledge 
and production facility and the new partner’s knowledge about the local market turned out 
to be a “success story”. The informant proudly concludes 

“So in just a week or just a month we went from nearly nothing in the 
Belgium/Luxembourg area to be the market leader, because we had the right 
person”. 

In 2011, the CEO of Company B saw an opportunity in a weak contact of a close business 
partner to Japan, which was generally interested in the type of product that Company B and 
its partner offered. Although, at that point of time, the purchased quantity was very small. 
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Even though the Japanese was constantly under time pressure and therefore hardly 
available, the informant looks back:  

“I tried and tried and finally I managed to get half an hour in the airport in 
Milano – between two flights.” 

However, the informant could not convince the Japanese, who was of the opinion that the 
product was not appropriate for Japan. Three weeks later, the CEO of Company B got a 
request by the Japanese for a company visit in Sweden. As the Japanese was convinced, he 
ordered a complete copy of the company’s showroom, which was installed in south Japan. 
Finally, the product was introduced in the partner’s eleven sales offices all over Japan.  

“So now, they are one of our best customers. And they buy containers by 
containers and it's an extremely good connection […]” , the informant 
concludes.  

One of the major current projects in order to continue the international growth of Company 
B is to set up business in Brazil, where the company considers a huge growth potential. In 
order to find local dealers and to establish a subsidiary in São Paulo as a central point for 
distribution in Brazil, the company employed a young Brazilian woman. The contact 
between the informant and the Brazilian, who studied an international program in Sweden, 
was made through a partnership with her university. After her studies, she got a two-year 
education in the company’s headquarters in Sweden with focus on customer service. 
Additionally, the Brazilian learned to speak Swedish. The informant enunciates:  

“[…] now, together with her, we want to really attack the market.”  

The informant highlights Brazil as a perfect example of how important it is for the 
company to increase the current network, and to build up a team which is more 
international in order to continue the international growth of Company B. More generally, 
he emphasizes: 

“That is the clue, to increase and to maintain the network.” 

Mainly responsible for maintaining and increasing Company B’s network are the CEO and 
his two co-owners, one leading the marketing and sales department, the other leading the 
research and development department, together with the marketing department of the 
company.  

The CEO notes that one of his key tasks within the company is to have full control over all 
the people working in the network. This means that for the continued growth of Company 
B, his focus is on the maintenance of the current network. More precisely, he concentrates 
on the maintenance of the most important parts of the network, which means network 
relationships to key markets like Germany, for example. Maintaining this key network also 
requires regular personal visits with key partners worldwide. However, the informant 
emphasizes that a good relationship to network partners from secondary important markets 
can be very important for the continued international growth of Company B. In particular, 
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he points out the above-mentioned “guru”  from Belgium as an example. Disappointing 
him would not only influence Company B’s sales on the Belgian market, it would also 
have a wide influence on key markets like Germany. In terms of maintenance, the 
informant is supported by the marketing department, where about four persons exclusively 
work with internal and external communication and therefore also contribute to the 
preservation of the current network.  

When it comes to the increase of the network, the informant points out that during the 
continued growth of Company B, his colleagues from the marketing department are mainly 
responsible for making the first contact as it was the case in Poland, India, Korea or 
Russia, for example.  

In order to ensure a smooth flow of information, Company B established core teams within 
the marketing and the research and development department. In regular meetings, in which 
the CEO and the respective leaders of the departments (the co-owners) also participate, 
feedback from different parts of the network is brought together, analysed and new 
approaches are found. In particular, within a marketing core team meeting, the main topics 
are network communication issues like for instance the design of the company’s website, 
its intranet or its next leaflet. Especially within a research and development core team 
meeting, network feedback for instance from distributors or directly from customers is 
essential due to the fact that they offer valuable ideas in order to develop and sell the right 
product.  

All in all, the CEO concludes that in order to pursue networking efficiently, a very close 
connection, especially between the three owners, is essential. The reason is that first, one 
of them is the CEO and the other two are the heads of the two departments that strongly 
depend on networking. Second, even though only one of the owners is CEO, all the three 
owners are supposed to be active within the network in order to represent the company in a 
proper way. The most important network relationships are partners who have contact to the 
approximately 10,000 buying customers, therefore the company has to “trust the people 
who work country by country, market by market”. The huge number of customers requires 
good local sales organizations who can maintain the relation to the customers. Contacts to 
lawyers or accountants, for example, are seen as secondary important by the informant and 
are just an addition to the main network.  

Furthermore, in order to continue the international growth of Company B, the informant 
explains that it is important to choose the right partners to work with, which also requires 
replacements of contacts. He can divide a network relationship in two aspects, a personal 
aspect and a more professional aspect.  

The informant explains that the personal aspect allows a quick estimation of how well the 
cooperation will work out and moreover, it is necessary in order to ensure that partners 
have the “Company B feeling” and embody the values of the company, which are speed, 
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flexibility and quality. Moreover, in order to be part of a successful team, network partners 
must identify with the general business idea of Company B.  

With the more professional aspect of networking, the informant means that in order to 

“[…] handle so many international contacts, we need to be more efficient and 
a little bit less personal, private. Not that much private compared to how it was 
in the beginning. […] we cannot be deeper friend with everyone and know 
exactly when their children are born and what car they drive” 

More precisely, he explains that the company established a system in order to collect 
information from direct contacts or contacts’ contacts received for instance from emailing 
or from different exhibitions. Moreover, a standardized setup of how to introduce 
Company B’s product, including brochures and leaflets in different languages, calculation 
and product configuration software facilitate the collaboration with network partners. The 
informant mentions that the company, compared to earlier stages, now has an efficient 
package that it can put on the market, which simplifies the process of setting up 
relationships and reduces the starting time of operations abroad. This is especially required 
by the fact that Company B sells its product to more than 50 countries today and therefore 
a standardized concept is essential. The established position of Company B within its 
network also enables it to cooperate with distributors on probation by giving them a two-
year contract, additionally including information about Company B’s concept, its tools and 
a specific education. If a distributor proves itself good, Company B lets itself in for a long-
term relationship.  

To sum up, the CEO of Company B explains that both the personal and the professional 
aspects are important for the continued international growth of his company. Professional 
business relationships must contain trust, which again requires a personal aspect. However, 
as the continued international growth of his company requires efficient networking, the 
initially dominating personal aspect of a relationship tends to lose a little bit of importance 
compared to the professional aspect so that the ratio is about 50-50 today.  

According to the CEO of Company B, both a proactive and a more reactive use of 
networking contribute to the continued international growth of his company.  

Compared to the initial international growth of the company, the informant points out that 
its continued international growth is more and more based on strategic decisions. 
Therefore, networking is used as a tool to extend to new markets. The network is therefore 
intentionally managed and built up more and more professionally in order to pursue the 
strategic decision to grow on a specific foreign market. A strategic networking decision 
can also be that in key markets like Germany, for example, the company operates with its 
own subsidiaries instead of agents or distributors, which is the usual practice, in order to be 
closer to the customer with its own personnel. 
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However, also due to the established status the company attained during its continued 
international growth, the company is recommended by network partners, which brings 
several advantages.  

“So we could select instead of just asking ‘Could you be with us, could you buy 
from us?’ Now they come and ask ‘Could we buy from you?’”,  

the informant describes Company B’s eminent status, which is additionally supported by 
the label “produced in Sweden” due to the fact that Sweden in general is well-known for 
its high quality all over the world. Company B’s status also comes to light when it comes 
to non-organic growth in terms of acquisitions. An example considering that is when 
Company B bought its agent in Spain due to the upcoming retirement of its owner and the 
question 

“Do you want to buy my company, because I see you to be the best owner of 
my company?”. 

Another example for an acquisition triggered by a network partner was when Company B’s 
dealer in Australia went bankrupt. In order to continue business in Australia and therefore 
the international growth, the only choice was to take over the ownership.  

Looking into the future, the CEO of Company B sees the use of social networks also as a 
trend within professional networking. Moreover, it is essential to make networking more 
and more efficient and therefore the focus is on training, international meetings in the 
company’s headquarters and social activities.  
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5 Analysis 

5.1 Company A 

5.1.1 Maintenance and Increase of Network 

The CEO of Company A emphasizes both the importance of maintaining and increasing 
the current network in order to pursue the company’s continued international growth, 
which is in accordance to Johanson and Vahlne (2003), who argue that international 
expansion is based on the development of existing relationships and the establishment of 
relationships with customers or suppliers. Obviously, due to the fact that the informant 
points out the network of distributors as the center of Company A’s networking activities, 
the focus for the continued international growth is, though indirectly via distributors, on 
the customers rather than the suppliers.  

Networking is embedded in Company A’s strategy, therefore every employee is 
encouraged to use networking in his or her everyday work. Regular participation in 
external associations, the local society, trade shows or the university world provide the 
company with useful knowledge. One example is the information about companies that are 
for sale in order to increase the company’s international involvement in form of 
acquisitions. This can be related to Chetty and Campbell-Hunt (2003), who found out that 
knowledge helps a firm to identify international partners in order to push companies’ 
international growth. Moreover, due to the fact that Company A cooperates with local 
distributors, it also profits from its network partners in form of knowledge about the 
respective market and its customers. The above-mentioned findings are also in line with 
Loane and Bell (2006), who argue that companies implementing networking in their 
strategy and perceiving it as an ongoing process get access to useful knowledge and 
increase their international competitiveness.  

Compared to the initial growth phase of Company A, during the continued international 
growth, which has lasted for more than 15 years now, it gathered a lot of experience in 
terms of networking. This helped the company to conduct networking more efficiently due 
to the fact that the company learned for instance what it can demand from its distributors. 
Sales protocols, distributor education and routines in order to guarantee an efficient flow of 
information are the most important examples. This is in keeping with both Chetty and 
Campbell-Hunt (2003) and Sharma and Blomstermo (2003), who found out that an initial 
lack of routines of Born Globals in terms of networking is often changed towards the 
establishment of routines and specific criteria over time. Moreover, these findings are also 
relatable to Chetty and Campbell-Hunt (2003) and Söderqvist (2011), who argue that being 
active in networking improves one’s networking skills itself over time.  

Johanson and Vahlne (2003) found out that a good network structure offers strong 
opportunities for international expansion. Regarding this aspect, the fact that Company A’s 
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growth target for 2014 consists to 90 per cent of growth within already established 
international markets, it was found out that the growth of Company A’s network partners, 
especially in terms of its distributors, positively influences its continued international 
growth. To amplify this factor, the company strives after its international distributors’ 
growth by creating win-win situations.  

In order to be successful in a long term, it is, according to the CEO of Company A, 
essential to have the right personnel within the network. Besides that, in order to exploit 
the opportunities offered by the network in a sustainable way, the CEO of Company A 
points out that it is important to always create a win-win situation and to let the partners 
“live a good life”. This is relatable to the fact that it is important that partners’ interests are 
taken into consideration when acting (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003).  

An exchange action on a market is a process of transactions that are interrelated rather than 
a sequence of one-off transactions (Eriksson et al., 1998, ref. to in Chetty & Campbell-
Hunt, 2003), which appears in the fact that Company A’s BDMs have daily or weekly 
contact with their respective distributors. Thus, network partners learn from each other, 
which leads to trust due to the fact that Company A’s partners understand that the 
company’s strategy is cooperative and of mutual benefit (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003; 
Söderqvist, 2011). Trust is again important in order to keep networks together and to 
coordinate them (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003; Söderqvist, 2011). The empirical findings 
show that Company A established a good reputation and the image of quality, good 
performance and good products during its continued international growth, which shows 
that international growth is a gradual feedback process (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003). 
This helps Company A to uphold its good reputation within its network (Söderqvist, 2011). 
More precisely, the good reputation of Company A supports its distributors’ sales activities 
and can therefore be seen as good advertising (Freeman, Edwards & Schroder, 2006). 
However, all this advantages have their price. Building a business network is complex and 
delicate and requires time and resources (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003), which is in line with 
the fact that the informant explains that new establishments do not offer a high growth rate 
from their inception.  

A current track working against the dispersion of Company A’s distribution network due to 
greater psychic and geographic distances (Freeman, Edwards & Schroder, 2006) is the 
establishment of BDMs during its continued international growth. With exception of the 
US, this process can be seen in two steps. First, the company developed BDMs located in 
the company’s headquarters in Sweden and second, the current trend is to go even closer to 
the foreign markets by locating the BDMs within the respective country.  

Coviello and Munro (1995) found out that network relationships are restructured over time. 
On the one hand, this means termination and replacement of partners which do not perform 
as expected (Coviello & Munro, 1995), which is supported by the fact that the informant 
mentions that the continued international growth of his company from time to time also 
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requires cancellations of partnerships with partners that do not keep their promises. On the 
other hand, restructuration can also mean establishing own sales offices (Coviello & 
Munro, 1995), which shows up in case of Company A in the circumstance that distributors 
can be bought, termed as “re-defining the network”, in order to pursue the company’s 
continued international growth.  

 

5.1.2 Personal and Inter-Organisational Network 

Entrepreneurial networks can be divided into inter-organisational and personal networks 
(O’Donnell et al., 2001), which can also be termed as business or formal networks and 
social or informal networks (Söderqvist, 2011). The empirical findings show that during 
the continued international growth of Company A, both inter-organisational networks and 
personal networks are involved.  

Company A’s network of distributors is a typical example for an inter-organisational 
network. First, transactions between the company and its distributors are neither 
exclusively market mechanisms nor do they only have characteristics of a hierarchical 
organized firm (O’Donnell et al., 2001). The empirical findings of Company A show that 
new establishments in foreign markets via distributors do not offer a high growth rate from 
the beginning and therefore require an investment of resources like for instance time, the 
company bears the risk that partners do not keep promises and that a cooperation between 
Company A and a distributor is not a one-off transaction. This means that the relationship 
is located between straight forward transactions and transactions which are uncertain in 
outcome and between the spectrum of no transaction-specific investments and substantial 
transaction-specific investments (O’Donnell et al., 2001). Second, the interpersonal aspect 
(O’Donnell et al., 2001) is involved in the relationship of Company A to its distributors 
due to the fact that the informant views a good personal relationship, especially to 
distributors, as important in order to avoid a crash of the cooperation. The informant 
mentions that it is hard to maintain a contact “where it doesn’t really match”, pointing out 
the importance of a personal relationship.  

The fact that the CEO of Company A emphasizes that his company strives after win-win 
situations and that it wants its partners to “live a good life” indicates the existence of 
business networks when following Johanson and Mattsson (1988, ref. to in Chetty & 
Campbell-Hunt, 2003), who define a business relation as jointly conducting business 
which is of mutual benefit. It is also given that Company A’s relationships always consist 
of actors (Company A and for instance a distributor), activities (trading products) and 
resources (e.g. time) (Söderqvist, 2011; Ghannad, 2013). Moreover, the findings of Chetty 
and Campbell-Hunt (2003) are supported due to the fact that business network partners like 
the Swedish Trade Office helped the company with its knowledge to overcome its initial 
complications after entering the Chinese market and finally contributed to increasing the 
pace of its international growth.  
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The role of personal networks comes to light when the company is in need for a European 
project manager in Shanghai. The informant makes use of a personal contact and gets 
access to his contact’s contacts. This is in line with Burt (1992, ref. to in O’Donnell et al., 
2001) and Ghannad (2013), who point out that a characteristic of a personal network is that 
it consists of direct or indirect contacts between individuals. The empirical findings also 
imply mutual trust because both take an adequate behaviour of the other for granted, which 
includes that the CEO of Company A treats his personal contact’s contact in a way that it 
does not impair their relationship, for example (Söderqvist, 2011).  

The above-mentioned example can also be related to O’Donnell et al. (2001), who found 
out that within entrepreneurial networks, inter-organisational networks between 
organizations and personal networks between individuals often intersect each other and 
therefore, firms are embedded in ongoing relations of social and economic origin (Elfring 
& Hulsink, 2002). Referred to the case of Company A, it is notable that the CEO of 
Company A uses a contact which he has as an individual independently of his company in 
order to pursue the business intention of the organization he works for.  

In conformity with Coviello and Munro (1995), the CEO of Company A points out that 
both the personal aspect and the business aspect of relations are essential for the continued 
international growth of his company. However, as the informant explains that the number 
of network partners, especially in terms of distributors, increases, he sees it as a necessity 
to focus more and more on the business aspect of a relationship instead of the personal 
relationship in order to continue the company’s international growth. No matter how good 
a personal relation is, the business aspect is vital and therefore poor performance leads to 
the cancellation of a partnership.  

Interestingly, the findings of Hite and Hesterly (2001) about emerging firms’ networks, a 
shift from identity-based (personal) to a calculative (business-based) character, carry on 
during the continued international growth of the Born Global Company A. Remarkably, 
the fact that personal networks are important to implement a Born Global strategy 
(Andersson & Wictor, 2003) fades into the background when the Born Global continues its 
international growth because the essential distribution network is increasingly built on 
inter-organisational contacts.  

 

5.1.3 The Strength of a Network Tie 

The CEO of Company A uses the factor closeness in order to establish three categories of 
network relationships. More precisely, the amount of time spent together and the level of 
dependence of his company on the respective network partner decides how close the 
relationship between Company A and the network contact is. Therefore, Company A’s 
closest relationships are between the CEO, its owners and its internal employees. 
Compared to the center of the company’s network, the network of distributors is 
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considered as a little weaker, whereas the weakest category of network ties is represented 
by some loose contacts to other players like banks, agents, agencies or consulting. This can 
be related to the definition of Perry-Smith and Shalley (2003) due to the fact that the 
informant describes these loose contacts as often not used more than two or three times per 
year (relatively infrequent interactions) and can, due to the low level of dependence, easily 
be replaced (low emotional closeness and one-way exchanges). However, even though the 
factor closeness is also emphasized by Marsden and Campbell (1984) in order to determine 
the strength of a network tie, it cannot be related to the informant’s perception of closeness 
due to the different definitions. Also Granovetter’s (1973, p. 1361) definition is only partly 
confirmed by only taking the amount of time into consideration. Moreover, the empirical 
findings do not admit either a relation of friends, relatives or neighbors to strong ties or 
acquaintances or friends of friends to weak ties (Lin et al., 1981, ref. to in Söderqvist, 
2011).  

The main reason for Company A to use its loose contacts is to get access to professional 
knowledge within a specific field outside the company’s competence and which cannot be 
provided by strong ties. This is clearly recognizable when looking at the examples the 
informant mentions, which are for instance consultancy in technical, financial and legal 
concerns. This can be related to the finding that weak ties provide a Born Global with 
important heterogeneous and novel knowledge and therefore avoid a redundancy of 
contacts (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003; Loane & Bell, 2006; Perry-Smith & Shalley, 
2003). However, the fact that Company A has to pay for every single service it gets 
provided with by most of its loose contacts (e.g. banks, agencies or consultancy) is a 
disadvantage of a weak tie (Söderqvist, 2011). Though not the usual practice, the informant 
mentions that his company can be asked for cooperation by a potential distributor, which 
can for example be a contact of a current customer. This indicates that the distributor sees 
an additional demand for Company A’s products and therefore the contact provides the 
company with information about upcoming orders (Holmlund & Kock, 1998). Another 
example for a weak tie is the contact of the informant’s personal network which helped the 
company to find a project manager in Shanghai. This contact can be seen in the category 
“loose contacts/other players” due to the fact that neither a close relationship exists 
between the informant and the contact (Marsden & Campbell, 1984), nor is the contact 
described as a friend, relative or neighbor (Lin et al., 1981, ref. to in Söderqvist, 2011). 
This contact acted as a bridge by connecting Company A’s network to other networks and 
therefore supported Company A’s international development (Loane & Bell, 2006; 
Granovetter, 1973). Furthermore, also the phenomenon of brokerage (Burt, 1992; 2005; 
2007, ref. to in Söderqvist, 2011) has come into effect, however not successfully, during 
the continued international growth of Company A. When the company started to enter 
China in 2003/2004, the Swedish institute linked Company A with seven other companies 
with which the company has not had contact before. Though, as mentioned above, 
Company A could not exploit the advantages of these newly created weak contacts. The 
empirical findings also support Sharma and Blomstermo (2003) due to the fact that 
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Company A’s loose contacts do not have to be maintained to the same extent compared to 
the company’s network of distributors and that infrequent contact keeps the autonomy of 
both partners.  

Due to the fact that Company A’s continued international growth is mainly based on export 
sales, a strong relationship to its distributors is essential. Therefore, and due to the fact that 
distributors embody the link between Company A and its customers, the distributors are 
selected cautiously, also in respect to the personal aspect, and a long-term relationship is 
intended. Therefore, these distributors provide Company A with reliable information 
(Holmlund & Kock, 1998). The establishment of BDMs, which are due to the fact that they 
are internal employees, the strongest category of network ties, supports the above-
mentioned fact and moreover, the time until new information reaches the company is 
reduced (Söderqvist, 2011) due to the recent development, which is moving BDMs even 
closer to the distributors.  

Interestingly, the informant’s distinction in the above-mentioned three categories of 
network ties does not envisage a weak tie becoming a strong tie, which is against the 
findings of Sharma and Blomstermo (2003), Loane and Bell (2006) and Hite (2005). 
During the continued international growth of Company A, distributors are seen as a 
separate category within the continuum of strength (Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003), 
unaffected by the time factor, and so are other players. Especially in case of its distribution 
network, Company A offers its partners a high level of confidence and trust once they have 
been selected, which indicates more an “either/or” character than an ongoing strengthening 
of relationships (Ghannad, 2013). This finding is contrary to a sequential demonstration of 
trustworthiness, commitment, integration and density of ties when looking at the whole 
continuum from weak to strong (Ghannad, 2013; Larson & Starr, 1993, ref. to in Coviello, 
2006). However, the strength within each category can be raised due to the fact that for 
example the relationship gets stronger when a distributor puts effort into the distribution of 
Company A’s products and therefore increases its performance. Coming back to the 
informant’s perception of closeness, the establishment of local BDMs increases the 
closeness to partners within the category of distributors due to the fact that more time is 
spent together. Seen from a holistic perspective, the relationship to all distributors 
generally tends to get stronger, which is caused by the fact that the long-term success of 
the company, especially during the continued international growth, is increasingly 
dependent on distributors. Interestingly, although the strength of ties within the category 
“loose contacts/other players” does not necessarily increase over time due to the fact that 
the informant mentions that these contacts can still easily be replaced, he points out that the 
importance of the reliability on their information increased during the continued 
international growth of his company due to the fact that the questions are bigger.  

In line with the related theory chapter, it can be summarized that “Weak ties if you want 
information, but strong ties if you want something done.” (Söderqvist, 2011, p. 37). On the 
one hand, Company A’s loose contacts are a source of heterogeneous knowledge (e.g. 
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consultancy) or offer knowledge about foreign markets (e.g. Swedish institute). On the 
other hand, relevant economic activities are mainly dependent on the two strong categories 
of relations, including owners, CEO, employees (including BDMs), subsidiaries and 
distributors.  

 

5.1.4 Causation and Effectuation 

The empirical findings within the networking category “Causation and Effectuation” show 
that both an effectual and a causal use of networking contribute to the continued 
international growth of Company A (Hite & Hesterly, 2001; Hoang & Antoncic, 2003).  

Especially for the non-organic growth in terms of acquisitions, the informant points out the 
important active role of Company A’s network. After indicating interest in further 
expanding non-organically, it is the network partners that scan the market, find potential 
candidates and contact Company A. Also in 2003/2004, it was the intention of a network 
partner to establish a group of companies together in China. These findings can be related 
to Johanson and Vahlne (2003), who found out that internationalization is often based on 
initiatives based on network partners. However, during the continued international growth 
of Company A, the foreign market is selected by the company itself, which is not in line 
with Sharma and Blomstermo (2003).  

The empirical findings proof a strong role of Company A’s causal use of its networking 
activities. The informant points out that for the continued international growth of his 
company, networking is a strategy and moreover, it is required in all levels of the 
company. New establishments are extensively planned, which means that the decision 
where and how to establish next is not, like during the initial internationalization of the 
company, strongly influenced by network partners. So is the distribution network in most 
cases systematically increased by for instance using an external source. This is in 
accordance to Söderqvist (2011) and Mort and Weerawardena (2006), who argue for the 
strategic implementation of networking to be essential for a successful internationalization. 
Again China is a good example, where the decision to establish the company was made for 
strategic reasons and after that, a network partner was contacted in order to find support. 
Also the establishment of BDMs and their move closer to the distributors and at the same 
time to the customers is a networking activity which is not a coincidence, instead it is a 
strategy in order to control and maintain the ever-increasing number of network partners 
and therefore keep track of the base for Company A’s continued international growth.  

All in all, it can be summarized that, compared to the initial internationalization of the 
company, the use of networking shifted from a more identity-based character, where 
network partners strongly influence decisions concerning internationalization, to an 
intentional use of networking in order to pursue strategic internationalization decisions 
during the continued international growth of Company A (Hite & Hesterly, 2001).  
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5.2 Company B 

5.2.1 Maintenance and Increase of Network 

It is of importance for companies to learn how to maintain and increase networks 
(Söderqvist, 2011) since these two processes affects the firms’ international expansion 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). The CEO explains that both maintenance and increase of 
network, especially in terms of international partners, is important for the company’s 
continued international growth and highlights the case of Brazil and Belgium as two 
examples implying this. In terms of Brazil, it was of the highest importance to increase the 
network with an international contact, in this case with a Brazilian student, to be able to 
enter the market successfully. On the other hand, the contact in Belgium which the 
informant termed as “guru”  is important for the company to maintain even though 
Belgium is a market of secondary importance for the company. This is based on the fact 
that networking is a feedback process and thus requires a behaviour that upholds the 
reputation of the firm within its network (Söderqvist, 2011). The Belgian partner’s 
influence on the industry’s network would therefore affect other key markets negatively in 
case of a disappointing market transaction with him. Information about negative incidents 
is distributed through the network and can, also due to the fact that a market exchange 
action is a process of interrelated transactions (Eriksson et al., 1998, ref. to in Chetty & 
Campbell-Hunt, 2003), influence a company’s relationship to other direct or indirect 
contacts (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003; Ghannad, 2013; Söderqvist, 2011). 

Responsible for the maintenance and the increase of networks in Company B are the CEO 
himself, the two co-owners and the marketing department which indicates that these two 
processes are implemented in the overall internationalization strategy of the company. This 
can be related to Loane and Bell (2006), who argue that companies which consider 
network development as an ongoing process and have this spirit in the overall 
internationalization strategy can increase its international competitiveness. The fact that the 
CEO is supported in his network maintenance activities by the marketing department 
shows that the CEO’s time is scarce. Thus, it has to be used efficiently by prioritizing 
network partners (Loane & Bell, 2006). The fact that the CEO takes care of the “right” 
parts of the network prevents the company from being locked out from more important 
relationships (Gulati et al., 2000) and from the “rigidity” phenomenon described by Mort 
and Weerawardena (2006).  

The contacts to US mother and/or daughter companies of Company B’s European 
customers show that a good network offers strong opportunities for international expansion 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). This can, even though the customers in the above-mentioned 
example were not domestic but European, in a broader sense be related to the argument 
that an extensive domestic distribution network can be levered in order to succeed on an 
international level, in this case on another continent (Loane & Bell, 2006; Chetty & 
Campbell-Hunt, 2003). This gave Company B the opportunity “to show what we play 
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with”  and therefore its insider position enabled the involvement with channel members 
(Freeman, Edwards & Schroder, 2006).  

According to Chetty and Campbell-Hunt (2003), knowledge does not only contribute to 
international growth by helping firms to identify international partners, but firms can also 
learn about networking itself by the development and establishment of relationships. This 
means that Born Global firms, who usually lack routines when it comes to selecting 
foreign markets and partners, can develop routines and criteria over time (Chetty & 
Campbell-Hunt, 2003; Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003). Relatable to Company B is that, 
compared to its initial internationalization, the company now has more experience and 
therefore developed several routines like a system in order to collect information about 
network partners from emails or diverse exhibitions. Combined with the established 
position within its network, Company B is able to give distributors a probation period in 
form of a two-year contract including standardized brochures, company-specific education 
and software, for example, when selecting foreign partners.  

The informant explains that in order to continue the international growth, it is crucial to 
have the right partners to work with. During the two-year probation contract, the partners 
can learn about each other and figure out if the interests in the future development of each 
other’s resources are in line, which is strongly recommended by Johanson and Vahlne 
(2003). Moreover, the mutual learning about each other, which can also be seen as a 
gradual feedback process (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003), helps to establish trust towards 
each other (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003; Söderqvist, 2011). However, the empirical findings 
of Company B do not offer proof for the argument that the building of a business network 
is complex and delicate and requires time and resources (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). The 
data shows that Company B’s network increasing procedure is, compared to the initial 
internationalization of the company, standardized and therefore strongly facilitated during 
the continued international growth of the company.  

If a distributor does not fulfil the expected criteria during the two years, Company B will 
cancel the cooperation and replace the current partner. This is in accordance with Coviello 
and Munro (1995), who claim that network relationships are restructured over time, which 
also includes termination and replacement of partners. The above-mentioned 
restructuration also contributes to the renewal of knowledge (Loane & Bell, 2006). The 
standardized setup strongly facilitates Company B’s networking capabilities and therefore 
enables its international operations in more than 50 countries worldwide. 

However, the informant clarifies that if the distributor operates efficiently with the 
provided concept, the tools and the education, the company will initiate a long-term 
relationship. In respect of this, Freeman, Edwards and Schroder (2006) argue that 
companies should invest in long-term relationships, which is supported by Johanson and 
Vahlne (2003), who argue that companies defend relationships by increasing their 
commitment. This can be connected to Company B, which strives after keeping a lasting 
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relationship in key markets like Germany, for example, by operating with its own 
subsidiaries instead of agents and therefore increasing its commitment. The CEO himself 
works against the peril of greater psychic and geographic distances and maintains 
important long-term relationships in terms of worldwide regular personal visits (Freeman, 
Edwards & Schroder, 2006) and therefore striving after full control over Company B’s 
network.  

 

5.2.2 Personal and Inter-Organisational Network 

The empirical findings of Company B show that both parts of an entrepreneurial network, 
the inter-organisational, business or formal network on the one hand and the personal, 
social or informal network on the other hand, influence the continued international growth 
of the company (O’Donnell et al., 2001; Söderqvist, 2011).  

The network of Company B’s agents and distributors can be seen as an inter-organisational 
network due to the fact that transactions between Company B and its agents and 
distributors are a combination of characteristics of both a market mechanism and a 
hierarchical organized firm (O’Donnell et al., 2001). However, caused by the fact that 
Company B strives after its own subsidiaries in key markets which represents 
characteristics of a hierarchical organized firm, the network relationship to agents and 
distributors tends to be dominantly characterized by a market mechanism. Due to the fact 
that the cooperation is started on a standardized two-year probation, the partnership is apt 
to be straight-forward (performance required during probation time), non-repetitive (after 
expiration of probation time) and has low transaction specific investments based on the 
standardized tools, for example (O’Donnell et al., 2001). In line with the definition, the 
informant also emphasizes besides the “more professional” aspect of a business 
relationship also the personal aspect (O’Donnell et al., 2001) of an agent or distributor, 
which is based on a quick estimation one of the most influential factors on the decision to 
start cooperation. The partner must have the “Company B feeling”, identify with Company 
B’s general business idea and personally fit to the company’s values.  

The empirical findings are in line with the description of business networks of Söderqvist 
(2011) and Ghannad (2013), consisting of actors (Company B and for instance an agent), 
activities (trading products) and resources (e.g. time). Company B’s “success story” in 
Belgium shows that its business network, in this case a joint venture with a Belgian 
supplier, offered the company knowledge about the local market in Belgium and thus the 
pace of international growth was raised (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003). Company B’s 
contribution to the successful partnership was its knowledge about the products and the 
provision of the production facility and therefore a reduction of its partner’s investment 
and thus the business is of mutual benefit (Johanson & Mattsson, 1988, ref. to in Chetty & 
Campbell-Hunt, 2003).  
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Also personal networks, especially those from the two owners who had already possessed a 
company before they founded Company B, positively influenced the continued 
international growth of Company B. As a personal network consists of direct or indirect 
contacts between individuals (Burt, 1992, ref. to in O’Donnell et al., 2001; Ghannad, 
2013), the inter-organisational contacts the two founders had established in the context of 
their former company can be seen as transformed with the help of their personal networks 
to inter-organisational contacts between their new Company B and the respective partners. 
More precisely, as the informant explains, these personal contacts contributed to Company 
B’s continued international growth by following the company abroad and thus, due to the 
fact that business was jointly conducted, they transformed into Company B’s business 
network (Johanson & Mattsson, 1988, ref. to in Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003).  

As the above-mentioned example shows, within entrepreneurial networks, the distinction 
between inter-organisational networks between organizations and personal networks 
between individuals is often fuzzy (O’Donnell et al., 2001). Accordingly, the personal 
network outlined above could, following Söderqvist (2011), also be described as a business 
network due to the fact that she includes individuals from earlier working-life experiences 
into business networks. Nevertheless, the empirical findings and theory are in line 
concerning the fact that the investigated company is embedded in both personal and 
professional relations and both personal and business contacts influence the continued 
international growth of Company B (Elfring & Hulsink, 2002; Coviello & Munro, 1995).  

Interestingly, the findings show that, during the continued international growth of 
Company B, a personal relationship to partners does not develop over time by carrying out 
business exchanges, instead a certain level of trust and at the same time the personal aspect 
of a relationship are seen as important from the inception of the partnership (Ghannad, 
2013).  

To sum up, evidence is found that, like emerging firms’ networks shift from a more 
personal character to a more business-based relationship, also Company B’s network shifts 
towards a more professional character at the expense of the personal aspect during its 
continued international growth (Hite & Hesterly, 2001). However, the empirical findings 
show that, while personal networks are important for the implementation of a Born Global 
strategy (Andersson & Wictor, 2003), these networks are of secondary importance for the 
continued international growth of Company B.  

 

5.2.3 The Strength of a Network Tie 

The network relationships described by the CEO of Company B can be related to several 
definitions according to the theoretical framework of this study in order to distinguish them 
concerning their strength.  
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Thus, regarding the definition of Granovetter (1973, p. 1361) and at the same time 
according to Sharma and Blomstermo (2003), Company B has strong intra-organisational 
ties, especially between the three owners, which can be based on the vast amount of time 
spent together (e.g. core team meetings), the high level of emotional intensity (the 
informant explains that a very close connection, especially between the three owners, is 
essential), which can also be related to “closeness” (Marsden & Campbell, 1984), high 
mutual confiding  as well as a high reciprocal service (both based on the fact that the trio 
owns the company together). Company B’s relations to its agents and distributors can be 
seen as the strongest relations outside the organization. Interactions occur frequently and 
the relationship is characterized by multiple exchanges (Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003). 
However, as the informant discloses, the emotional closeness is relatively low and 
therefore the described relationship is weaker compared to the strong intra-organisational 
ties when looking at a continuum between strong and weak ties (Perry-Smith & Shalley, 
2003). Interestingly, the relationship of Company B to the Belgian “guru”  is strong, 
although the two parties do not conduct business together and therefore the amount of time 
spent together is low (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361). In this case, the decisive factors are 
high levels of emotional intensity, mutual confiding as well as reciprocal service 
(Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361) due to the fact that the partners established a win-win 
partnership based on a “live and let live”-mentality. Company B’s cooperation with a 
Swedish university is characterized by a relatively low amount of time spent together, 
relatively infrequent interactions and a low emotional intensity, compared to other 
relationships the company has, though the mutual confiding and the reciprocal service is 
high due to the fact that the two parties provide each other with services that are of mutual 
benefit (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361; Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003). Despite the relation is 
not unambiguously weak, the tie is considered as relatively weak for further investigations, 
based on the fact that the cooperation can relatively easy be replaced by another university. 
Moreover, during the continued international growth of the company, the relationship of 
Company B to its buying customers is weak due to the fact that a number of about 10,000 
buying customers does not allow close contacts. Relations to lawyers or accountants, for 
example, are weak due to the fact that the CEO of Company B perceives them as just an 
addition to the main network. As the CEO of Company B explains, the relevant 
relationships for the continued international growth of the company are more professional 
rather than predominantly personal, and thus a connection to friends, relatives, neighbours, 
acquaintances or friends’ friends is not adequate (Lin et al., 1981, ref. to in Söderqvist, 
2011). The empirical findings show that Company B used weak contacts, more precisely 
some of the company’s current European customers, in order to get access to their 
respective daughter and/or mother companies in the United States (Loane & Bell, 2006; 
Granovetter, 1973). Even though the eventual decision was to cooperate with another 
contact made on a trade show, the customers acted as “bridges” and therefore weak ties 
contributed in a way to continue Company B’s international growth (Loane & Bell, 2006). 
Company B’s relatively weak tie in form of a university cooperation embodies the 
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phenomenon of brokerage (Burt, 1992; 2005; 2007, ref. to in Söderqvist, 2011). By linking 
the company with a Brazilian student, the university connected two standalone networks 
between Company B and the Brazilian woman. Even though it is mainly Company B that 
decides which market and with which entry mode to enter, the findings show that during 
the continued international growth, also a weak tie can influence the mode of entry 
(Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003). The cooperation with at that point of time weak Japanese 
contact was started via sales offices due to the fact that eleven sales offices had already 
been established by the partner. Company B’s weak relationship to lawyers or accountants 
can be seen as a proof for low costs of maintenance and a high level of autonomy due to 
the fact that a cooperation is only on demand and based on full payment (Sharma & 
Blomstermo, 2003).  

Strong ties are very important for the continued international growth of Company B due to 
the fact that the speed of information is very high and at the same time highly reliable 
(Holmlund & Kock, 1998; Söderqvist, 2011). This can be seen at the example of core team 
meetings. Regular gathering of owners and marketing and/or product development 
employees process new information gathered through different network channels 
efficiently and, as they are internal employees, on a reliable base. The empirical findings 
also show that strong ties can offer access to weak ties which again help the company to 
further extend its international activities (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003). One of Company 
B’s strong partners provided the company with a, at that point of time, weak Japanese 
contact and therefore triggered Company B’s Japanese “success story”. Also the Belgian 
“guru” , which the company has a strong relation to, gave Company B access to a weak tie, 
one of the Belgian’s suppliers, and therefore laid the foundation for a successful 
international partnership.  

Concerning the strength of ties, it can be said that Company B shows dynamic 
characteristics, however, the change from a weak tie towards a strong tie is an “either/or” 
change shortly after the establishment rather than a gradual process (Sharma & 
Blomstermo, 2003; Loane & Bell, 2006).  

Once being a strong partner in terms of an agent or distributor, it is more the market 
characteristics in terms of customer demand that determine an increase of strength and 
partners’ commitment rather than predominantly a sequential demonstration of 
trustworthiness (Ghannad, 2013). The trustworthiness is demonstrated during the two-year 
probation period. After this time, the strength can be seen as nearly constant over time, 
however, if the foreign cooperation is a new establishment on a market with a high growth 
potential or if the market develops towards a key market over time, the relationship to the 
local sales office is usually strengthened by “upgrading” the partner to Company B’s own 
subsidiary.  

As the analysis of Company B shows, both for getting information and for getting 
something done, the role of strong ties is dominant (Söderqvist, 2011, p. 37). Relevant 
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information concerning the continued international growth of the company is in most cases 
obtained by strong ties. As every cooperation is strongly based on trust, newly established 
weak ties quickly ought to become strong. However, in terms of product development, the 
feedback in terms of weak ties (customers) is of high importance.  

 

5.2.4 Causation and Effectuation 

The CEO of Company B explains that both a proactive and a reactive use of networking 
contribute to the continued international growth of his firm (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003).  

During the continued international growth of Company B, initiatives taken by network 
partners contributed to the further international development of the firm (Johanson & 
Vahlne, 2003). The empirical data shows that Company B’s network influenced its non-
organic growth as it bought its agent in Spain based on a request by its owner, whose 
retirement was upcoming. The informant regards incidents like the request from Spain as 
an outcome of Company B’s established status and good reputation within its network. 
Recommendations by network partners offer Company B during its continued international 
growth the possibility to select its partners rather than being selected when it comes to 
expanding with partners abroad or entering new markets (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003; 
Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). The Australian example shows that the company can also be 
forced by network partners to restructure its network from time to time. The upcoming 
bankruptcy of its dealer in Australia required an acquisition in order to continue Company 
B’s international growth (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003).  

In order to continue its international growth, the company has also set up a program to 
define a strategy on how to operate in markets with different cultures and behaviours in 
order to become accepted. This is of importance due to the fact that internationalization is 
not a one-shot deal, instead, the company has to find regular buyers according to the 
informant’s perception of internationalization. This is in connection with Mort and 
Weerawardena (2006), who point out that successful internationalization of a company is 
dependent on its strategic implementation. Company B’s proactive use of networking 
becomes apparent in several examples of a systematically planned internationalization 
process (Söderqvist, 2011). The company for instance decided to enter the US market 
because it believed in a long-term success of its products in that market. Thus, it made use 
of the Swedish and US chamber of commerce in order to find a person who could be its 
driver and help it to start business in the US. Also the investigation of the Japanese market 
was based on the initiative of Company B. The CEO saw an opportunity in the market, 
made use of a network contact and insistently pursued the strategic decision to enter the 
Japanese market, which is today one of Company B’s best customers. The organization’s 
establishment in Brazil has also been planned based on the auspicious growth prospects in 
this market. Following the strategic decision to enter, networking was used as a tool in 
order to find the right person. Another strategic move is the decision to establish 



 

Continued International Growth of Born Globals – A Network Approach 

Analysis  

 

52 

subsidiaries in key markets instead of operating with agents or distributors and therefore 
restructure the company’s network in order to raise control and be closer to the market 
with the company’s own personnel. The examples also show that the findings of Sharma 
and Blomstermo (2003), who argue that the initiative of selecting foreign markets is often 
taken by network partners, are not supported when looking at the continued international 
growth of Company B. However, due to the fact that the distribution of Company B’s 
products is based on local sales offices, the selection of clients within the foreign market is 
often based on network partners like for instance agents or distributors (Sharma & 
Blomstermo, 2003). As Coviello and Munro (1995) argue, a beneficial position of a 
company within its network offers valuable opportunities in order to gain a competitive 
advantage. The findings show that the informant, for example, prioritizes his networking 
activities and therefore strives after an optimal position of his company within its network. 
Another strategic use of networking can be seen in the establishment of core teams, where 
Company B actively leverages its network contacts in order to get access to valuable 
knowledge and thus accelerate its continued international growth (Loane & Bell, 2006; 
Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2003). Knowledge of customers in terms of suggestions to 
improve the products, for example, is processed and used in order to improve the products, 
which again increases Company B’s reputation within its network and consequently 
improves its international opportunities. Also when the company established its joint 
venture in Belgium, it levered the knowledge of its local partner in order to become the 
market leader in Belgium within just one month.  

To sum up, Company B’s use of networking has changed during its international growth 
from a more reactive use of networking during the initial growth to a dominantly proactive 
use of networking during its continued international growth. This is in line with Hite and 
Hesterly (2001), who observed that networking activities over time changed from being 
path-dependent to being more intentionally managed. Interestingly, this trend is still 
present today even though the company started its continued international growth more 
than 15 years ago.  

 

5.3 Cross-Case Analysis 

The following table (Table 2) gives an overview over the cross-case analysis. The 
categories within the second column turned out to be the most important aspects within the 
four categories of the theoretical framework and support the description of similarities and 
differences between the two cases.  
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Theory Chapter Company A Company B 

Maintenance 
and Increase of 

Network 

Focus 

− distribution network 

− important to have the right 
partners 

− agents, distributors and 
subsidiaries 

− important to have the right 
partners 

Implementation − strategically in all levels 
of the company 

− CEO, co-owners and 
marketing department 

Routines 

− standardized requirements 
on distributors 

− sales protocols 

− distributor education 

− tools to ensure efficient 
flow of information 

− information collecting 
system about network 
partners 

− 2-year probation period 

− standardized brochures and 
software 

− company-specific education 

Reputation 

− image of quality, good 
performance and good 
products supports sales 
activities 

− correct behaviour ensures 
preservation of good 
reputation within network 

Keeping Control 
− BDMs in headquarters 

Sweden 

− BDMs in local markets 

− prioritizing network 
relationships 

− CEO keeps full control 

Restructuration 

− cancellation of 
partnerships 

− establishment of own 
sales offices 

− cancellation after 2-year 
probation period 

− subsidiaries in key markets 

Personal and 
Inter-

Organisational 
Network 

Personal Network − rare use − owners’ personal contacts 
follow abroad 

Inter-
Organisational 

Network 

− network of distributors − network of agents and 
distributors 

Personal Aspect 

− it must “match” 

− important for cooperation, 
but tends to fade into the 
background during the 
continued international 
growth 

− allows quick estimation of 
potential partner (e.g. 
“Company B feeling”) 

− loses importance over time 
compared to earlier 
international growth 

Business Aspect 

− vital, tends to dominate 
relationships during 
continued international 
growth 

− strive after mutual benefit 

− bad performance reason 
for cancellation of 
partnership 

− networking becomes more 
professional during 
continued international 
growth 

− performance during 2-year 
probation time is crucial for 
long-term relationship 

− bad performance reason for 
cancellation of partnership 
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The Strength 
of a Network 

Tie 

Weak Ties 

− loose contacts like banks, 
agencies or consulting in 
order to get access to 
professional knowledge 

− access to other contacts 
and networks 

− buying customers (10,000) 

− e.g. lawyers or accountants 

− used for product 
development (improvement 
ideas from customers) 

− access to other contacts and 
networks 

Strong Ties 

− own employees 

− distributors (link between 
company and customer) 

− owners and marketing 
department 

− agents and distributors (link 
between company and 
customer) 

Change of 
Strength 

− categorization from 
inception of relationship 
rather than major changes 

− strength is “either/or” 

− categorization rather than 
major changes 

− strength is “either/or” 

Causation and 
Effectuation 

Causation 

− networking as a strategy, 
especially for increasing 
the distribution network 

− dominant role during 
continued international 
growth 

− proactive use especially for 
choice of foreign markets 

− strategic exploitation of 
network knowledge via core 
teams 

− dominant role during 
continued international 
growth 

Effectuation 

− especially for non-organic 
growth 

− subordinate role during 
continued international 
growth 

− especially for non-organic 
growth 

− subordinate role during 
continued international 
growth 

Table 2: Cross-Case Analysis. 

 

 

The analyses of both Company A and Company B show that continued international 
growth means increasing sales abroad2 and therefore, the focus of the companies’ 
networking activities is on their distribution network. Thus, both Born Globals developed 
several routines during their continued international growth for two main reasons (Chetty 
& Campbell-Hunt, 2003; Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003; Söderqvist, 2011). First, the 
established routines help the companies to find the right partners, which is essential for a 
long-term relationship. Second, standardized procedures contribute to an efficient 
networking process. Concerning the right partners, both companies restructure their 
network over time, which is in line with Coviello and Munro (1995). One reason is that 
poor performance of network partners like distributors or agents leads to the cancellation 
of the cooperation, and another reason is that the companies strive after a high level of 
control in key markets and therefore establish their own subsidiaries in order to operate in 
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important markets with their own personnel. Moreover, both Company A and Company B 
successfully established a good reputation within their network during their continued 
international growth (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003; Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003; Söderqvist, 
2011). This actively supports especially Company A’s sales activities (Freeman, Edwards 
& Schroder, 2006) and brings both companies in a position of being able to be selective 
concerning their network partners rather than being selected. Both companies implemented 
networking in their overall internationalization strategies (Loane & Bell, 2006), however, 
whereas Company A practices networking on all levels of the company, within Company 
B, it is more the team of owners and the marketing department of the organization. Both 
companies strive after control over their network partners (Freeman, Edwards & Schroder, 
2006; Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). However, Company A strongly relies on BDMs, 
whereas in Company B, it is mainly the CEO that keeps full control over the company’s 
networking activities.  

The findings of both companies show that during the continued international growth, 
personal networks play a secondary role. The informant of Company A only mentions one 
for the continued international growth relevant use of personal network. Although the two 
founders of Company B used their personal networks in the initial phase of the company’s 
continued international growth, the within-case analysis shows that, viewed over the whole 
period of continued international growth until today, the role of business networks is 
dominant. As mentioned above, the distribution network is the most important network for 
the companies’ continued international growth and thus, the use of inter-organisational 
networks is crucial for Company A and Company B (O’Donnell et al., 2001). The two case 
companies also are alike in that both emphasize a personal and a business aspect within 
their network relationships because both the personal and the business aspect are crucial 
for successful long-term relationships. However, during the continued international 
growth, both companies show a shift from an identity-based (personal) to a calculative 
(business-based) character, mostly within their inter-organisational relationships to agents 
or distributors (Hite & Hesterly, 2001).  

The analyses show that both companies use weak ties in order to get access to new contacts 
in order to continue their international growth (Loane & Bell, 2006; Granovetter, 1973). 
Moreover, weak ties are used in order to get access to heterogeneous and non-redundant 
knowledge (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003; Loane & Bell, 2006; Perry-Smith & Shalley, 
2003), however with a different focus. Whereas Company A uses weak contacts mainly for 
the purpose of getting access to professional knowledge, Company B makes use of its 
weak contacts in terms of suggestions for product improvements. Both cases show that 
during the continued international growth, the strongest network ties are intra-
organisational ties (Holmlund & Kock, 1998; Söderqvist, 2011). The next level of strength 
is represented by close relationships the companies have to their respective distributors or 
agents as they represent the crucial link between the companies and their customers 
(Holmlund & Kock, 1998; Söderqvist, 2011). Generally regarded, strong ties to other 
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partners than own employees or sales partners are of secondary importance due to the fact 
that the access they offer to weak contacts is not crucial for the continued international 
growth of the company (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003). Interestingly, both companies 
show that network relationships are categorized already at the establishment of the 
contacts, each category representing a specific range within the continuum of strength. 
However, the strength can increase within the given range over time. From time to time, 
sales partners can be transformed into or replaced by subsidiaries in order to increase 
control in important markets, which is a shift into another category. All in all, the change 
of strength is more of an “either/or” character rather than a sequential process from weak 
to strong relationships (Ghannad, 2013; Larson & Starr, 1993, ref. to in Coviello, 2006).  

The analyses of both cases show that a causal use of networking dominates the continued 
international growth of both companies. More precisely, the continued international growth 
of both companies is based on a strategic selection and exploitation of foreign markets 
(Söderqvist, 2011; Mort & Weerawardena, 2006). This implies that networking is 
proactively used as a strategy, especially in order to increase the distribution network. The 
effectual use of networking represents a subordinate role during the continued international 
growth of the companies (Johanson & Vahlne, 2003). However, both companies are 
positively influenced by their network partners when it comes to non-organic growth. 
Whereas the CEO of Company A needs to communicate an intention about further non-
organic growth in order to be contacted by network partners, the informant of Company B 
sees the good reputation of his company as the reason for several incidents caused by the 
initiative of network partners. The dominantly strategic use of networking in order to 
continue the international growth of both companies is in line with Hite and Hesterly 
(2001).  
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6 Conclusions 

6.1 Summary of the Findings 

Looking back on our research question  

How does networking influence a Born Global firm in order to continue its 
international growth? 

and the purpose of our study, we can conclude that networking influences the continued 
international growth of the two investigated Born Globals within every theoretical 
category, namely Maintenance and Increase of Network, Personal and Inter-
Organisational Network, The Strength of a Network Tie and Causation and Effectuation.  

The study shows that networking in terms of maintenance and increase is implemented in 
the two examined Born Globals’ overall internationalization strategies during their 
continued international growth. Hereby, the focus of networking activities is on the 
distribution network, as the continued international growth is based on increasing sales 
abroad. The continued international growth phase shows that in this study, Born Globals 
develop routines over time in order to conduct networking more efficiently. As the 
continued international growth includes growth of the companies’ networks, a challenge 
faced by the Born Globals of this dissertation is to keep control over their networks.  

In terms of personal and inter-organisational networks, it can be concluded that the role of 
inter-organisational networks is dominant during the continued international growth of 
both Born Globals, whereas personal networks play a secondary role. In general, the 
continued international growth of the investigated Born Globals reveals an ongoing shift 
from a personal character to a predominantly business-based character of network 
relationships.  

The result within the perspective of network tie strength is that both investigated Born 
Globals’ continued international growth is strongly dependent on strong ties. It is 
important to have strong intra-organisational ties and to have as strong relationships as 
possible to distributors or agents, as they represent the crucial link between the companies 
and their customers. Interestingly, tie strength to the examined Born Globals’ partners is 
more of an “either/or” character, categorized depending on the purpose of the partnership. 
Strengthening of relationships is thus primarily achievable within the range a specific 
category offers within the continuum between strong and weak. As an exception, the Born 
Globals of this study can conduct a change from cooperating with a distributor to the 
establishment of a subsidiary in order to be closer to key markets, which represents a shift 
between categories of strength.  

Last but not least, the study reveals that both Born Globals’ continued international growth 
is characterized by a predominantly causal use of networking, whereas an effectual use of 
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networking is of secondary importance. Networking during the continued international 
growth is proactively used in order to pursue the strategic selection and exploitation of 
foreign markets by maintaining and increasing the networks at exactly the right place.  

 

6.2 Managerial Implications 

This study has managerial implications, providing managers of Born Global firms that 
continue their international growth with helpful practical knowledge.  

In order to successfully continue the international growth of their Born Global firms, we 
suggest that managers should perceive and implement networking as a crucial part of their 
overall internationalization strategy. As the company and therefore its network 
continuously grows, it becomes more and more important to prioritize and establish 
strategically important relationships. As the study shows, routines help for instance to 
evaluate and select the right partners and contribute to an efficient use of networking. 
Especially for managers who are involved from the inception of the Born Global firm, it is 
advisable to make sure that their perception of networking shifts from a more personal 
towards a predominantly business-based character.  

We argue that the most important aspect is to keep an as close as possible contact to the 
buying customers and thus keep control over the ever-increasing network. As the study 
shows, this can be realized by strengthening relationships with partners having customer 
contact by having employees being accountable for preserving an intense contact to 
distributors and agents. Another possibility to be close to customers and keep control is to 
establish fully owned subsidiaries in key markets and thus place the responsibility for 
customer contact on the Born Global’s internal employees.  

 

6.3 Theoretical Implications 

The contribution this study makes to academic research within the field of Born Globals is 
relevant due to the fact that it shows that the role and the characteristics of networking 
differ during the continued international growth of the two investigated Born Global firms, 
compared to their early internationalization. Thus, the argument of Coviello (2006), who 
focused her study on the early internationalization of Born Globals, is strengthened. The 
examined Born Globals’ networks are dynamic, also during their continued international 
growth.  

More precisely, the establishment of routines and specific criteria concerning networking 
further progresses in this study during the continued international growth of Born Globals 
(Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003) and thus contribute to an ongoing change of networking. 
Another interesting implication is that, while personal networks are crucial for the early 
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development of Born Globals (Andersson & Wictor, 2003), this specific study shows that 
for both investigated Born Global firms, the importance fades into the background in 
favour of inter-organisational networks. Moreover, the findings imply that the trend of 
emerging firms’ networks changing from path-dependent to being more intentionally 
managed observed by Hite and Hesterly (2001), is going on during the continued 
international growth of the Born Global firms within this study, implying that networking 
activities become more and more intentionally managed.  

Furthermore, the findings imply that both the strength of a tie and mutual trust are more of 
an “either/or” character during the continued international growth of the investigated Born 
Globals rather than strengthened over time based on a successful cooperation (Sharma & 
Blomstermo, 2003; Loane and Bell, 2006; Hite, 2005; Ghannad, 2013).  

 

6.4 Further Research 

Further research on this topic can be done by taking the type of industry into consideration 
when investigating the continued international growth of Born Global firms. More 
specifically, it would be interesting to investigate if the influence of networking on the 
continued international growth varies between different industries. As another aspect, 
longitudinal studies can be conducted in order to observe networking activities over time 
during the continued international growth of Born Globals and thus get deeper insights into 
the connection between networking and the continued international growth of Born 
Globals. Moreover, longitudinal studies also including the role of networking during the 
initial international growth phase of Born Globals would provide the opportunity to 
compare Born Globals’ networking activities with later phases of their life cycle. 
Furthermore, although the investigated type of firm is considered as Born Global for the 
whole life cycle based on the definition used for this study, it crystallizes out that the initial 
characteristics of Born Globals differ after 20 years of the companies’ inception (e.g. 
routines). For that reason, it is debatable if the Born Global concept is applicable for 
investigations when it comes to the later international growth stage. 

Finally, worth emphasizing is that even though this particular study is targeting the 
continued international growth of Born Globals, the results cannot be generalized and 
therefore further studies are required. Moreover, the authors are of the opinion that there 
exists a lot more to investigate and learn concerning Born Globals’ continued international 
growth. For that reason, the authors call upon researchers to bestow consideration upon the 
network approach within the context of the continued international growth of Born 
Globals.  
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Interviews: 

 

Telephone interviews  

Company A, CEO 
Date: 2014-02-05, 10:45-10:55 

Company B, CEO 
Date: 2014-02-05, 10:00-10:10 

 

Personal Interviews 

Company A, CEO 
Date: 2014-02-24, 11:00-12:30 

Company B, CEO 
Date: 2014-02-26, 11:00-12:30 
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Appendix 
 

Interview Guide:  

 

Introducing Questions:  

Can you tell us about your professional background? 

When was your firm’s first entry into a foreign market? Where and how did your firm 
enter?  

How do you define international growth? 

From which point of time in the past do you consider your firm as established on the 
international market?  

Can you tell us some key events in your firm’s history when the use of networking had a 
crucial impact on your firm’s international growth?  

 

Maintenance and Increase of Network: 

Is it important to maintain the current network in order to continue the international growth 
of your firm? 

 If yes:  Why is it important to maintain the network?  

  Who is responsible for maintaining the network?  

  How is the network maintained?  

  What are the expenditures for maintaining the network?  

Is it important to increase the current network in order to continue the international growth 
of your firm?  

 If yes:  Why is it important to increase the network? 

  Who is responsible for increasing the network?  

  How is the network increased? 

  What are the expenditures for increasing the network?  
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Personal and Inter-Organisational Network: 

Does the personal aspect of a relationship between network partners play an important role 
for the international growth of your firm?  

Has the importance of the personal aspect of a relationship changed during the history of 
your firm? 

Does the business aspect of a relationship between network partners play an important role 
for the international growth of your firm?  

Has the importance of the business aspect of a relationship changed during the history of 
your firm? 

 

The Strength of a Network Tie: 

Can you distinguish between close and less close relationships that your firm has with 
network partners? 

What is the ratio of close to less close relationships? 

Has this ratio changed during the history of your firm? 

 

Causation and Effectuation:  

To what extent does your firm use networking as a tool in order to pursue the strategic 
decision of growing internationally? 

How does your firm use networking considering that? 

Has this situation changed during the history of your firm? 

To what extent is the international growth of your firm stimulated by its network? 

How does the network stimulate the international growth of your firm? 

Has this situation changed during the history of your firm? 

Does the domestic and/or international growth of network partners influence the 
international growth of your firm? 

 

 

 

 

 

(The term “your firm’s network” can also include your personal network.) 
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Other Questions:  

Does the continued international growth of your firm require cancellations of inefficient 
network relationships in order to use time and resources for the establishment of new 
contacts? 

What is the purpose of your firm’s networking activities? 

Has the purpose of networking activities changed during the history of your firm? 

Are there any advantages caused by your firm’s present status*) within its network 
compared to its status in former times? 

What are the advantages? 

Are there any disadvantages caused by your firm’s present status*) within its network 
compared to its status in former times? 

What are the disadvantages? 

Did your firm develop any routines regarding networking activities? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*) status in context of reputation, trustworthiness etc.  

(The term “your firm’s network” can also include your personal network.) 


